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      War is never easy.

      For the human Unity League, this is a truth to be stamped on the barrel of every gun and painted on the side of every warship.

      The Sekar aliens have already killed billions and nobody knows where they came from or how to defeat them. The enemy’s only weakness is tharniol – the rarest substance in the known universe.

      Desperate times call for desperate measures and a shaky truce is made with the treacherous Raggers. The Raggers claim knowledge of data that will assist in the fight. Unfortunately, the data is buried deep in a subsurface facility on a fringe planet called Glesia – a facility which is crawling with Sekar.

      The mission to recover it goes wrong from the outset, leaving Captain Tanner Conway and his squad the task of rescuing an impossible situation. With limited ammunition and no chance of a resupply, they must fight their way to the mission goal. An alien weapon sweeps through the place at seemingly random intervals. It is Conway’s best friend and his worst enemy.

      Meanwhile, Captain Jake Griffin, alongside Captain Endrax Isental from the Fangrin navy, are left with a similarly unpalatable task – they must handle a Ragger officer with an immensely powerful warship and more faces than a crate full of dice. Hass-Tei-112 has his own plans for what lies below the surface of Glesia.

      When you can’t trust your friends and you can’t stop your enemies, what hope is there for survival?

      Refuge 9 is a fast-paced military sci-fi shooter filled with spaceships, guns, tech and warfare. It follows on from book 4 in the Fire and Rust Series: Death Skies.
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      Fleet Admiral Randell Douglas Stone tried to suppress the cough that was determined to break free from his new lungs. He breathed in slowly and carefully, hoping the tickling sensation would subside. It didn’t and after a short period of futile resistance, Stone coughed. It felt good and he did so again, louder this time. The dam broke and his body launched into a series of racking coughs that were both painful and relieving at the same time.

      “Sir, you mustn’t do that,” admonished a voice.

      Stone lifted his head from his desktop console and sighed wearily. “I don’t want to spend every hour of every day fighting my own flesh, Dr Austin.”

      Dr Lea Austin was mid-thirties with her brown hair pulled severely from her face and tied in a bun. Her expression was one of sympathetic tolerance, with no trace of patronization. “Your body already rejected your right lung once, Admiral. Do you want the same to happen with the replacement? Even the slightest provocation might damage the tissue.”

      “Part of me thinks it would be worth it just to be free of this constant irritation in my chest.”

      “I’ll give you some more tablets,” said Dr Austin. “And it’s time for your immunity boosters.”

      She rose and went to the cabinet over by the wall. Stone watched her rummaging inside for more of the life-saving drugs that he was required to fill his guts with a dozen times a day. It was an uncomfortable reminder of his mortality. On the other hand, it was far better than being dead.

      Stone leaned in his chair and waited for Dr Austin to bring him his pills. Given everything that was wrong with his body after breathing in so many toxins on Qali-5, he was aware that he should still be in hospital where they could monitor him more closely. Unfortunately for Stone, the Unity League had more pressing concerns than his lung replacement, liver failure and the cancers that were popping up faster than the drugs could deal with them.

      Just thinking about it brought a twinge of pain in his chest and Stone plucked the two green-colored painkillers from Dr Austin’s palm. She had a glass of water in the other hand and he knocked back the tablets, before scooping up the rainbow of other pills and cramming them into his mouth.

      “Dammit,” he swore, choking them down with the assistance of cool water. “And you say I’ll have to do this for the rest of my life?”

      Austin was one of those people who cared and she looked pained at the words. “It’s possible we’ll figure out how to flush your body completely clear, Admiral. Until then, you need these drugs to keep you alive.”

      “Thank you,” he muttered, trying not to be too ungrateful. The other survivors weren’t having it much better, he knew. Lieutenant Park required constant medical attention and, last he’d heard, the Fangrin Governor Wrekstin was in a bad way. None of the other captives from the Ragger transport hub had made anything like a complete recovery.

      “I’ll let you get on,” said Austin, by which she meant she’d sit quietly in the corner of his office in case he collapsed, or some other dire medical emergency cropped up.

      Stone nodded vaguely, his mind already focused on his console. The device comprised a wide, curved screen more than a meter wide, with keyboards and touch panels. Using the console, Stone could access live reports from anywhere in the ULAF and coordinate with his senior officers.

      He accessed the flight logs for the spaceships in the fleet. Since the new aliens had shown up, lightspeed travel was forbidden except in exceptional circumstances. Even then, a warship’s commanding officer was obliged to follow a list of strict new protocols to ensure that if an enemy happened to be following, they would have no way of locating another of humanity’s worlds.

      Stone’s attention wandered. The numbers on his console were a pretense of certainty and control, when in reality he had neither. The new aliens – some of the troops called them Shades - hadn’t reappeared since they wiped out life on Rundine, but Stone had little doubt it was only a matter of time. And in that unknown quantity of time, the combined might of the Unity League and Fangrin had to come up with a solution – a way to respond that was reliable and didn’t involve extensive loss of life. He closed his eyes and hoped for inspiration.

      The console’s in-built communicator buzzed and a light flashed to indicate a reminder notice required his attention.

      “Is it time?” asked Stone.

      “Yes, Fleet Admiral. It is time for your strategy meeting,” said the slightly feminine, emotionless voice of his computerized personal assistant.

      “Room 3A-2?”

      “Fleet Admiral, your memory is astounding.”

      Dr Austin’s jaw fell open when she heard the PA’s insolence. The expression on her face made Stone laugh.

      “It reminds me that I’m only human, even when everyone calls me sir,” he said.

      “I see.”

      Stone left his seat and headed for the door, with Dr Austin following. It was a beautiful day outside, even though the view was obscured by the surrounding buildings of the New Texas ULAF-1 base. The high walls of glass, steel and concrete weren’t enough to completely block out the pristine blue sky.

      “I wish we were in better times,” Stone said wistfully.

      He wanted to stop and admire the view for a while longer, but instead he left his office and walked through the antechamber outside. A squad of armed soldiers and a staff officer were on permanent duty in the room and Stone offered a thin smile.

      The ULAF-1 admin building’s corridors were filled with personnel, all of them in a hurry. Even with warmth and sunlight streaming in through the reinforced windows, it was as cold as ever and, for the first time, Stone noticed the ambient chill seeping into his body. Not into his bones like most old-timers reported it - instead, his organs throbbed dully.

      Stone ignored the discomfort and did his best to act like the fit and healthy fifty-nine-year-old man that he’d been only a few weeks ago. The thought of spending the rest of his life in a constant battle against his own body was infuriating.

      Room 3A-2 was one of the larger rooms, with seats around a central table and screens on the wall. It was already filled with personnel, most of them drinking coffee and talking quietly amongst themselves. Four of the wall screens were lit, with other senior officers on different worlds connected by flickering, uncertain FTL links.

      Everybody was already present, since Admiral Stone didn’t like to be kept waiting. He pulled out a chair and sank into it, trying not to appear too grateful to be off his feet. Dr Austin had the highest clearance so she wasn’t asked to leave. She waited near the door, checking her ever-present tablet computer.

      “Well, ladies and gentlemen,” Stone began. “Where are we at?”

      The first person to raise a hand was Lead Tech Lana Mullins, who headed up one of the propulsion research teams. She was bright-eyed and with an unlined face despite her fifty years.

      “LT Mullins,” said Stone. “Do you have an update on how the enemy managed to follow AF2 through lightspeed to Rundine?”

      “Not yet, sir. We’ve been working closely with the Fangrin – as you know they have a rudimental method which allows them to predict the end point of a lightspeed journey. They have been quite open with us on the computational methods used. We had our own research programs looking into the same thing and by combining our knowledge, we have been able to make significant advancements.”

      “Advancements we can put to use?”

      “Not so far, sir. Once we’ve nailed down the theory, then we can figure out how the enemy is using the method. After that, we’ll start work on countermeasures.”

      “If you had to pull a date out of the air, Lead Technician?”

      “I wouldn’t like to guess, sir.”

      “If I wasn’t clear enough, I would like you to guess,” said Stone.

      “Months, sir. More than six months.”

      It was disappointing, but there again, it was unreasonable to expect new methods to be developed and perfected overnight. Stone looked around the room.

      “Has anyone got anything positive? Something I can take to the League Council and show them how the ULAF is fighting tooth and nail to stop billions of our citizens being murdered by whatever aliens happen to crawl out of the woodwork and decide to annihilate a few of our planets?”

      Not everyone met his gaze and those who did had little more than apologetic looks. Again, it was nobody’s fault and Stone couldn’t point his finger at any team or individual. Nor could he throw any more resources at them. The ULAF was awash with money, offered willingly by the League Council. For once, the military couldn’t spend it all – the limitation was in the number of personnel available. The Unity League had plenty of bright people, but it took time to for them to adjust from civilian projects to military ones.

      “Sir?” A woman raised her hand. She wasn’t anybody Stone recognized, but he had a lot of people working for him.

      “Name and rank?”

      “I’m Catalina Dudley, sir. I don’t think I’ve been given a formal rank. I was drafted in from a medical research project here on Earth.”

      “What kind of medical project?”

      “I study tissue decay, sir, and how we can limit its effects. My research has many applications in the field of medicine and I…”

      Stone raised a hand. “Does this have anything to do with to how our new enemy kills their victims?”

      “Yes, sir, I think it might. Unfortunately, I’ve been forced to rely on eye-witness testimony in order to deduce what is happening.”

      “The life-stealing?”

      Dudley winced at the term. “I believe that instant tissue atrophy is a more accurate description.”

      “Try telling that to everyone else,” said Stone, not interested in what she wanted to call it. “What do you have for me?”

      “My team has reached the stage where we require tissue samples in order to advance our research. I believe some came to Earth on one of our fleet carriers?”

      Stone nodded. “They decayed into particles within days of going into storage and believe me, we tried everything to prevent it happening. We have no tissue for you to study.”

      “Damn.”

      This was turning out to be another of those meetings where nothing much was said and even less got done. Stone pointed his finger at another one of his officers, a scientist from the weapons lab called Marcus Peck.

      “How is work progressing on the tharniol warheads, Research Lead Peck?”

      Peck was thin and wiry. He had glasses perched on top of his head, even though sight-correcting surgery was available to every citizen in the Unity League. He shifted uncomfortably. “It is progressing slowly, Fleet Admiral. With the partial lockdown on lightspeed travel we have greater quantities of tharniol upon which we can experiment, but the substance does not mix well with our regular explosives. Once you scale up – such as to the size of a warship detonator, then we can make a pretty big bang. As soon as you shrink the equipment and try to produce the same reaction, that’s when it responds with much less potency.”

      “Can you overcome these hurdles?”

      “Yes, sir. In time. We’re working on multiple projects both here and in collaboration with the Fangrin. They’ve experimented with tharniol, but believe it or not, their research has mostly been civilian applications.”

      Stone felt the urge to cough well up inside his chest again. He looked across and found Dr Austin staring at him, like she somehow knew exactly what was going through his mind. With effort, Stone suppressed the cough and took a drink from his glass of water. It didn’t help.

      “Anyone else?” he asked. The meeting hadn’t lasted long. In truth they rarely did and Stone always knew in advance what his personnel had prepared for him. Maybe it was time to cancel these meetings and let everyone get on with their work.

      A couple of the other personnel offered some minor snippets, but it was nothing Stone wasn’t already aware of. He was on the verge of ending the meeting early, when the voice of his PA intruded.

      “Fleet Admiral Stone, we have received a comms message routed from the Durham base on New Pacific,” spoke the computer.

      Stone frowned. His PA knew this meeting wasn’t to be interrupted, so it must be something important. Not only that, he couldn’t think of any reason why a comms message would be routed from Durham to here instead of coming directly.

      “Who is it?”

      “First Echelon Hass-Tei-112, Admiral.”

      “Who the hell is that?” asked Stone, unable to place the name.

      “According to Colonel Doyle, it is a Ragger. It demands to speak with you.”

      Stone recovered quickly from his surprise. He ushered the technical staff and Dr Austin from the room and ended the FTL links to the wall screens. His intel staff were permitted to stay and their expressions ranged from utter shock to complete bemusement.

      “This Ragger demands, does it?” asked Stone.

      “Yes, Fleet Admiral. The signal is voice and video. Would you like me to put it up on the main screen?”

      Stone didn’t feel like sitting anymore. He faced the primary screen in the room and waited to see what First Echelon Ragger Hass-Tei-112 had to say.
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      The troop transport was large enough for the ULAF to give it a name. Whoever chose Iron Cell was either completely ignorant of what it was like to fly on anything similar, or with extensive experience and a warped sense of humor. The spaceship wasn’t exactly packed with comforts, but it was a marginally preferable place to exist than the rocky surface of a planet clad in frozen methane on the fringes of known space.

      Captain Tanner Conway looked around at the bare walls and the torn coverings on the seats in the large upper passenger bay and asked himself what the hell he was heading into this time. The rumors were everywhere and certain ones cropped up with such regularity that it seemed impossible for there to be no truth to them. It didn’t matter how badly high command wanted to keep secrets, a version of the truth always leaked one way or another.

      The bay was filled with fifty or sixty human and Fangrin soldiers in combat suits, many with their protective helmets in place. Everyone had a rifle close at hand and the bay wall weapons racks were at capacity. Nobody knew what might happen – when your enemy could appear wherever they wanted, seemingly at will, then it paid to be ready.

      Life on the transport was dull, even with the threat - or promise - of looming action, and most of the soldiers talked crap to fill the time of day. The Fangrin were unphased by most things and they mingled freely, talking their own version of the same crap. The aliens gave off a smell of damp fur, which pervaded every part of the transport and mixed with the usual odors of oil, grease and technology. It wasn’t unpleasant once you got used to it and Conway assumed that the Fangrin had similar thoughts about the scents given off by humans.

      A figure emerged from the packed crowd which surrounded the two food stations. It was Corporal Barron, carrying a drink in each hand. She offered one to Conway.

      “You look like you need something to pick you up, sir,” she said, her voice raised over the background chatter and the drone of the engines.

      Conway peered at the cup of pale brown liquid. The scent of coffee rose and mingled with the odors of dirty steel and humanity.  He reached out and took it, noticing the grey smudges of tharniol dust on the fingertips of Barron’s gauntlets. It seemed to stick like glue.

      “Thanks.” He took a sip and grimaced. “I guess.”

      Barron laughed – a rare sound these days - and took the adjacent seat.

      “Five days out and three left to go,” she said.

      “With one more stop to make sure the Sekar aren’t following.”

      “Sekar?”

      “It’s the new official word for our enemy.”

      “Who made that one up?”

      Conway shrugged. “Maybe they pulled it from the databanks on the Zemilius,” he said, referring to the spaceship he’d been party to recovering from the Ragger transport hub on Qali-5.

      “When’s the briefing coming for this mission?” she asked.

      It was a question which Conway would have normally deflected. Now he felt like a shitty CO for doing it. The trouble was, he didn’t know where they were going or what was coming, but he was sure it was going to be bad. Times had moved on from the good old days of shooting dogs on shithole worlds.

      Back then, humanity was finding it hard, yet the fighting was honest. The ULAF swung a punch at the Fangrin and the Fangrin swung right back, usually with much greater force. Nobody in the Unity League wanted to lose and everyone had known it was almost inevitable. At the same time, the dogs were as honorable as any opponent could be, so nobody believed that the Fangrin would inflict mass murder as punishment when the end finally came.

      Then the Raggers showed up – as murderous a bunch of assholes as Conway and everyone else could imagine. Just when the Unity League’s citizens were coming to realize that there were far worse species in the universe than the Fangrin, along came the Sekar to demonstrate the reality of infinite space when it came to the potential for savagery.

      “Sir?” asked Barron innocently. “The briefing?”

      “I don’t know, Corporal,” said Conway with a sigh. He rubbed one hand across his scalp and felt the prickles of his fresh buzz cut. “All I’ve got are the rumors.”

      “Yeah but you’re a captain now, sir. That means you hear higher-level rumors than the common grunt.”

      It was an accurate assessment, though the higher-level rumors weren’t any more certain than the lower-level versions.

      “You know I don’t keep you in the dark, Corporal. Never have, never will.”

      Barron’s eyes twinkled. “We all know that, sir.”

      Conway took another sip of his coffee and looked around for somewhere to tip it out. He ignored Barron’s grin, climbed from his seat and made his way to the disposal chute, where he dumped the remains of the liquid.

      A second familiar voice came to him. “Hey, Captain, what’s the news?”

      It was Private Elvis Kemp, in amongst the others at the food station.

      “No news, Private. I’m sure everything will be made clear soon enough.”

      “Same story every time,” said Private Johnnie Calhoun, a soldier with a loud mouth who Conway hadn’t met before the start of the flight.

      Lacking patience to listen to another round of bitching, Conway took his rifle and left the passenger bay. The corridors around the upper level weren’t too busy with maintenance teams and he was able to return to his quarters without having to push his way through groups of technicians.

      Conway shared a room with five others, all of them junior to him in rank. Humans and Fangrin weren’t required to share and many of the Iron Cell’s bunk rooms had been refitted so that the aliens could travel in the same level of discomfort as the human passengers.

      With his new rank, Conway could bunk with other officers if he wanted. On the Iron Cell there were no luxury apartments and everyone got more or less the same treatment. Besides, Conway liked to be with his squad.

      When he entered, the room was empty and he remembered seeing most of the assigned occupants back in the passenger bay. With three bunks on each wall, space was at a premium. The drone of propulsion never went away and everything creaked to its own rhythm. As well as that, the turbulence was bad all the time and the bunks were fitted with harnesses to prevent the sleepers being thrown onto the floor by the shaking.

      The soldiers shared one chair and one viewscreen. The showers were along the corridor if you felt the need and the nearest toilets were further towards the nose section. Most of the troops suited up and stayed suited up until they arrived home and could enjoy the real comfort you only got on ground facilities.

      The viewscreen had a timer on it, currently showing three hours and counting down. When the timer hit zero, the Iron Cell and its small escort would enter local space, wait around for a couple of hours to make sure the Sekar weren’t right behind, and then set off again on the final part of the journey.

      “What the hell are we doing out here?” Conway wondered aloud.

      Six spare Gilner rifles stood on a rack below the screen – the guns were left everywhere, each with a full magazine of tharniol-coated rounds in case the worst happened. He picked one up, turned it over and returned it. Then, he sat on the edge of the lowest bunk and switched on the viewscreen. A list of on-demand TV came up and he switched the screen off. Conway was bored and on edge, and both feelings were becoming harder to handle as the journey progressed.

      The ceiling speaker crackled once and then a voice spoke.

      “All ground officers, Grade 4 and above to Lower Bay Two.”

      The message was repeated twice more, though Conway didn’t hear the last repetition since he was out of the door already.

      It wasn’t difficult to navigate the Iron Cell’s interior. Once you’d seen one transport, you pretty much knew what to expect and the only differences were in size. Conway descended in an airlift and hurried towards LB2. The maintenance teams were more in evidence here, closer to the propulsion and the life support units. They seemed to know what they were doing and Conway didn’t notice any sign they were in the middle of a hardware emergency. For some reason, he always expected the worst.

      Lower Bay Two was nearly identical to the upper passenger bay which Conway had recently vacated. The engines were a little louder and there was an odor of something like rags soaked in oil. Other than that, it was the same.

      The man in charge was Colonel Thornton. He’d been in charge on Qali-5 as well, where he’d almost lost his life and his regiment. By all reports, Thornton had survived through a combination of luck, dogged determination and a well-timed aerial bombardment of the Ragger armed forces.

      “Close those damn doors,” said Thornton, pointing at the four entrances. He was medium-height and broad, with grey hair, a heavy brow and a short temper. In one hand, he held a tablet computer with the same disdain he might have reserved for a particularly odorous turd.

      Conway took the first seat he came to. He was here along with the other officers of captain rank or above – he estimated there to be almost forty humans and Fangrin in the room. He didn’t know them to look at, but was sure everyone had plenty of combat experience. For this mission, the aliens had been assigned human-equivalent ranks and most of them seemed to be content with the organization.

      “Well, folks,” said Colonel Thornton. “I expect you’ve been asking yourself where an eight-day lightspeed trip on the Iron Cell is going to leave you. I also expect you’ve been wondering exactly how deep the shit will be when you step off that exit ramp.”

      A few of the officers nodded. The Fangrin growled low in their throats. It didn’t take a wise man to guess they were all desperate to learn the details of what was coming.

      Thornton lifted the tablet to his face, like he still couldn’t believe the words on the screen. “We’re going to Glesia.”

      The name was familiar to everyone. Back when the Unity League and Fangrin were aiming to destroy the Ragger manufacturing planets, one of the three fleets – AF1 – hadn’t returned to base. Those warships were missing, presumed lost, and the result of their mission was equally unknown. Whatever had happened to the fleet, its warships had stopped broadcasting not long after their arrival at Glesia. They hadn’t even reported an attack, which made it an unwanted mystery which the ULAF wasn’t in a position to resolve.

      “What’s happening at Glesia, sir?” asked Conway.

      Thornton pursed his lips. It seemed as if he wanted to stretch the moment of truth out for as long as possible, to keep everyone dangling.

      “We’ve got a mission, Captain. And you remember that shit pile I talked about just a minute ago? Well it’s going to be deeper and thicker than any you’ve waded through before. It’s going to stick to your combat suit and you won’t be able to get the smell out for a hundred years.”

      It seemed to Conway as though Colonel Thornton could do with cutting out some of his own shit and get to the point a little sooner. He kept his mouth closed and waited. The answers would come in time.

      “I’m about to give you an outline mission briefing, ladies and gentlemen. This is the moment that top secret becomes information you can disseminate to your men and women.” Thornton wore a genuine real-life watch – an oversized circular lump of alloy with a strap which wrapped around his combat suit at the wrist. He lifted it to his face and looked at the screen. “We’re going into local space soon. Keep your briefings until we’re back at lightspeed. Is that clear to you all?”

      The room filled with a chorus of affirmations. Thornton offered them a hint of a smile and looked at his tablet again.

      “We have intel which makes us believe that Glesia is home to a bunch of data the eggheads on Earth think will give us a chance against these Sekar aliens. I don’t need to remind you that we are facing a threat about which we know little and that any chance to learn more is to be grasped firmly with both hands and kicked in the balls until it squeals for mercy.”

      Conway kept his expression neutral. If Thornton’s show here was representative of his performance on the ground, then it was a wonder any orders ever made it out to the troops.

      “We have a target to capture,” said Thornton. “We are going to land, extract the data we require and then we are going to return to our ships and fly home where we will deliver that data to high command. Then we’ll have played our part until the next time we’re needed.”

      “What resistance are we expecting, sir?” asked Conway.

      Thornton narrowed his eyes. “Why we’re expecting to run into a whole heaping bunch of those shadow bastards, Captain. And we are going to shoot them full of holes on our way to the mission objective.”

      “Yes, sir. Is their presence confirmed?”

      “No, it is not. On balance of probability and based on intel we are party to, the expectation is that we will encounter many hostiles.” Thornton rubbed his clean-shaven cheek in thought. “And I believe we have you and your squad to thank for discovering the efficacy of tharniol-coated high-impact rounds.”

      “That was Private Elvis Kemp, sir. We got lucky.”

      “Who cares how it happened, as long as it happened.”

      “Do we know anything about what happened to Attack Fleet 1, sir?” Conway asked. Nobody else seemed interested in moving things along. Maybe they knew Thornton enough to keep their mouths shut, or maybe they assumed everything would work out if they kept their heads down and let someone else ask the questions.

      “High command believes that Attack Fleet 1 was taken by Sekar warships.”

      There it was - the first time anyone had confirmed it outside of a closed door. Most people, Conway included, had assumed that the Raggers had blown AF1 out of the skies in the same way they’d nearly done to AF2.

      “Taken?” asked one of the Fangrin. The alien had a Unity League captain’s insignia stuck onto the shoulder of his yellow-grey combat suit. “Or destroyed?”

      The Fangrin struggled with the use of sir, and instructions were that the aliens weren’t to be pushed on the matter.

      “That’s another thing we don’t know,” said Thornton. “You’ll notice that we are not out here alone. It may be that our escort has a secondary mission of its own, besides getting us to the objective.”

      Conway got one of his suspicious feelings. Thornton was making out like he didn’t know and it would be strange for him to be kept in the dark. With everything cloaked in secrecy, it was hard to trust anyone or anything.

      “Won’t they just be destroyed?” asked a different officer, her voice filled with uncertainty. “And us with them?”

      “We’ve been given reassurances that where we break lightspeed, there’ll be nothing that’s going to kill us. How long that situation will persist, I don’t know. I like to keep my two feet on the ground and I hope to have them planted as soon as possible after arrival. After that, the flyboys can do what they want to do. As long as they stay alive to escort us safely home, I don’t rightly mind what goes on up in the air.”

      Conway held in a sigh. An undeniable rivalry existed between the ground and air arms of the ULAF, but there were times it could be a real impediment to the success of a mission. Colonel Thornton seemed to be what many would have called old school in his attitude. To Conway, it was clear that Thornton was the kind of man who liked to drum up the us and them to cover for his own failings when it came to motivating his troops.

      “You have mentioned a source of intel, sir,” said Conway. “Can you tell us how reliable it is?”

      “I can’t tell you how reliable it is, Captain.” Thornton’s expression hardened. “What I can tell you is the source and from there you can make up your own mind.”

      The words were effectively a promise to the officers in the room that they weren’t going to enjoy the disclosure. Thornton smiled.

      “We know this because our good buddies the Raggers have let us in on a few of their secrets. Didn’t you all know? We’ve made a truce with those flesh-eating alien spider bastards.” This time Thornton grinned. “Now who wants to talk about that mound of shit?”

      Conway was sure he didn’t have the capacity for surprise anymore. This news didn’t shock him and only served as a reminder that nothing really changed. The shape and size of the aliens in the sights of his rifle might be different, but the trigger still had to be pulled.

      “You said this was a truce, sir,” he said.

      “That’s right, nothing more than a truce. Don’t ask me the whys and wherefores or how long it’ll hold. For the moment, this is our reality and we’ve got to make the best of it.”

      It seemed like Colonel Thornton’s front slipped a little and Conway detected a hint of humanity tucked away behind it. Maybe he was just pissed off like everyone else and wanted to go home.

      Thornton fielded questions for a short time. He didn’t have many answers and Conway guessed that nobody had. The solution was the same as always – send in the troops and then speak to the survivors, if there were any.

      Once the meeting finished, Conway exited the passenger bay and made his way to the bunk room. He had a lot to think about, but he knew he would only be tormenting himself. Three days remained of this journey and he was going to be clawing at the walls by the time they came to Glesia.
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      The Iron Cell exited lightspeed at the scheduled time. Colonel Thornton kept the transport’s passengers on maximum alert and everyone was tense. Most of the soldiers only knew sketchy details of the Sekar and only a handful had fought against them. All they knew was this enemy could walk through most known solids and was immune to normal bullets. It was simple enough to understand.

      When the Sekar didn’t show up, the transport and its two accompanying warships went into lightspeed again. Conway was relieved when the waiting was done, since his troops were clearly aware that a briefing was coming. He didn’t keep them in the dark and led them to one of the spaces on the upper decks. With his promotion, Conway was in command of six squads of fifteen – a total of ninety soldiers with about five hundred years of combined experience behind them. If this mission went well, next time he would have another two squads added to the total.

      The part of the Iron Cell Conway had chosen was dingy, cold and a hangout for the maintenance teams when they wanted to talk business away from anyone else. A handful of the techs were chewing the fat and Conway asked them to make room, which they did without complaint. Another couple of the maintenance techs were doing something to a pipe which was leaking a thick, clear fluid onto the floor grating. They didn’t move and Conway had no intention of asking them to make way.

      Once everyone was present, Conway got started. He kept the explanation brief on the basis that he didn’t have too much to say. In a way, the sparseness of information was a positive – sometimes if you talked too long the important details got lost. Telling just enough was an artform and Conway thought he was pretty good at it.

      When he was done speaking, he invited questions, expecting many.

      “I don’t like it, sir,” said Private Kemp. If Kemp was worried, then that meant everyone else was in an even worse state.

      “I wasn’t expecting you to like it, Private. I don’t like it much myself. Which specific detail concerns you the most?”

      “All of it, sir. We’re meant to be fighting alongside the Raggers? What if one of them tries to take a bite out of my ass when I’m shooting one of these Sekar?”

      “As far as I’m aware, it’s us and the Fangrin doing the hard work,” said Conway, looking at the broad aliens amongst the humans. “The Raggers are providing other assistance, the details of which I can’t tell you because I don’t know them.”

      “The way I see it, this is a normal mission,” said Torres, standing right next to Kemp. “We go in, complete the objective and then get lifted off world. Isn’t that right, sir?”

      As usual, the difficulty was in the execution, but everyone knew that. “That’s exactly right, Private Torres.”

      “So why do I get this feeling we’re about to be betrayed?” she asked.

      “What makes you say that, Private?”

      Torres was a plain speaker and wasn’t ashamed about it. “Too much cloak and dagger, sir. That means someone’s holding out on us. Besides, the Raggers have done enough to prove themselves the most untrustworthy bunch of alien scumbags in the known universe.”

      “That is true,” rumbled Lieutenant Rembra, one of the Fangrin from back on Qali-5.

      “We know what the Raggers are about,” said Conway. “I’m not here to tell you they’ve changed – hell no – but we’ve already learned what they’re capable of. That makes it harder for them to surprise us.”

      “Can we shoot them at the first sign of treachery?” asked Private Calhoun.

      “Not unless I order it, soldier. Besides, I told you we aren’t supposed to be rubbing shoulders. In truth, I don’t know if we’ll see a Ragger or not. If that changes, then it changes.”

      A few voices were raised at the same time and Conway detected the uncertainty amongst the soldiers. They knew how to shoot and they were good at it. That only worked out when your target was definite. None of these troops wanted to be watching their backs every step of the way, since that made it much harder to focus on what was in front.

      Conway was honest and he didn’t attempt to deny any of the concerns, nor pretend they weren’t real. Soon, he accepted that the only way to resolve the matter was a deployment. When that came, instinct and experience would take over and the soldiers would do what was necessary.

      The questions and answers became circular and Conway dismissed the troops before they convinced themselves the mission was a disaster before it got started.

      “You’ve got three days, give or take,” he said. “Go and enjoy yourselves.”

      “Yeah, right. Thanks, Captain,” said Corporal Rick Freeman. “Shit food, hard beds and nowhere to take a dump in peace.”

      “Just how you like it, Corporal.”

      The soldiers gradually left the room, leaving the two maintenance techs still working on the pipe.

      “Anything I should be worried about?” asked Conway, aiming his question at the techs.

      “You’d never forgive me if I told you, Captain,” replied one.

      It wasn’t clear from the man’s expression if he was serious or an excellent liar. Conway didn’t ask again and left the room.

      “Best if we don’t know, huh?” asked Barron, falling into step.

      “Sometimes I like to embrace ignorance,” said Freeman from a pace ahead. “This is one of those times.”

      The following three days were difficult. The soldiers were unable to settle and the usual light-hearted interplay took on a new and unwelcome edge. More than once, Conway was obliged to break things up before they became too heated. On one occasion, he was required to physically intervene when two men started throwing punches. They were faces he didn’t recognize, but the fury in their eyes was worrying.

      The Fangrin didn’t fight each other and they appeared calm on the surface. Conway was beginning to understand the aliens a little better and the signs of agitation were there when he looked for them. When they were on edge, the Fangrin stooped a little lower and lifted their shoulders in towards their neck. To Conway’s eyes, it looked defensive.

      “All this stress is to be expected,” said Sergeant Lockhart in the upper passenger bay after the fight. “This isn’t about being stuck on the Iron Cell and it’s not about the Raggers. It’s about everything that’s happened up to this moment. Most everyone I speak to has lost someone. In the past, it used to be that you knew of a person who’d got shot by the Fangrin. Now, some of these men and women have lost their entire families. And the Fangrin…well they’ve got their own tales.”

      Conway didn’t feel like sitting, eating or drinking and he paced around. “I know it, Sergeant. Back when it was us and the Fangrin, we thought we had it bad. Hell, we did have it bad most of the time, but we signed up to fight and if we got killed, that was how the game worked out. Everything’s different with the Raggers and the Sekar, and I can’t predict how it’s going to affect the soldiers I command. I look in their faces and I see a rage that might never end. Even if we beat the Sekar tomorrow and the Raggers crawl back under their rock, this is a burden we’ll take home with us.”

      “This is the test, Captain. It’s not something we wanted and we’ll need to be strong to come through it.”

      “And what if we don’t?”

      Lockhart smiled without a trace of humor. “In which case maybe there’ll be no unity left.”

      “Which none of us want to happen.”

      “No, that’s not worth contemplating.”

      Conway caught a note in Lockhart’s words, like the man was slowly coming to accept a new purpose in his life. Or maybe he was teetering on the point of no return. “You don’t need another thing to fight for, Sergeant.”

      “You think I’m looking for excuses?”

      “Maybe. We all need to face what’s coming to us. It shouldn’t always be war. There’s got to be a time when you pack up your guns, take off your suit and accept you’ll never use them again. When that time comes, we’ll need more than memories and a yearning for the past.”

      Lockhart smiled again and this time it reached his eyes. “I’ll think about what you said, Captain.”

      As the final hours went by, the tension lessened. The soldiers kept themselves busy checking their guns and recounting past battles. Conway patrolled the interior of the Iron Cell, talking here and there to people he recognized. When he stopped to think about it, it seemed bizarre how easily the Fangrin fitted in everywhere. Conway barely thought of them as dogs anymore. All he saw were soldiers – just some of them were enormous soldiers with fur, sharp teeth, yellow eyes and different weaponry.

      The other officers under Colonel Thornton also patrolled and gradually, Conway came to know them. As usual, it was a seemingly competent group – they had the talk and the confidence, but the practical demonstration would have to wait for the mission. Conway wasn’t too concerned – this was how it always started.

      At precisely the expected moment, the Iron Cell exited lightspeed. Conway was in his seat in the upper passenger bay with his harness fastened. The bay was full of men and women desperate to get a glimpse of their destination. The spaceship’s engines roared and Conway sensed the acceleration. The acceleration didn’t last too long and then the feeling ended. A few of the soldiers unsnapped their harnesses in order to get the best positions in front of the many viewscreens.

      The Iron Cell’s commanding officer kept the internal screens offline, leaving the troops in the dark about what was going on. It caused plenty of muttering and most of the soldiers believed it was disrespectful, like they couldn’t be trusted to do what was right if they saw what was coming.

      Conway didn’t have enough authority to order a change, but he had a word with Colonel Thornton about it. Shortly after, the viewscreens came on, though Conway had no idea if it was down to anything Thornton had requested. A few of the soldiers raised a cynical cheer.

      “Can’t see anything so far,” said Kemp on the open comms channel. “Darkness and not much else.” Everyone had their suit helmets on and the channel was buzzing.

      “Just you wait,” said Private Calvin Berg. “It’ll be a tropical paradise, I guarantee it.”

      That got a second cheer, even more cynical than the first.

      “When was the last time you saw a tropical paradise outside of a magazine, Cal?” asked Private Clinton McCray.

      “Listen to me,” said Berg. “There’ll be palm trees and cold beers. Once we’ve saved the Raggers, we’ll kick back and take in some rays.”

      Hoots and laughter filled the channel. It seemed to Conway like he hadn’t heard such high spirits since before he boarded the transport.

      The laughter was unencumbered and when it faded, the good mood lingered. These soldiers weren’t here to overthink the state of the war and the Unity League’s place in it. A deployment would come soon – assuming the Iron Cell didn’t get shot down – and then they could put their talents to good use.

      Following a period of coasting, the Iron Cell slowed to a standstill. The screens didn’t show anything new. Conway was sure that something was taking place – a rendezvous with other spaceships was his guess – and he wondered how long it would take. Nobody was talking on the officer’s channel. Colonel Thornton surely had an idea what was happening, but he didn’t let his subordinates in on the secret.

      “You think they’d put it up on the screen for us,” said Private Eddy Lester, sounding disappointed.

      “It’s one of those need to know things,” said Kemp. “And all you need to know is that you’re an ass.”

      “Aw shoot, Elvis. I thought you loved me.”

      “I’m just messing around with you, son,” said Kemp fondly. He probably wasn’t more than a year or two older than Lester, and still felt senior enough to call him son.

      Just when everyone was getting bored and a few of the soldiers began drifting off to other places, the Iron Cell gathered speed again, gradually at first and then at an increasing rate. The engines boomed and the walls shook. This was the most aggressively it had been piloted since Conway came onboard and he was sure it was with good reason. Nobody came onto the comms to advise the passengers to get into the harnesses again, so Conway didn’t bother. Instead, he reached out a hand and gripped the back of a chair to keep himself steady.

      The acceleration didn’t abate and the shaking became worse. A few of the troops began to wonder out loud if something was screwed up and when missiles would start hitting the armor. It wasn’t useful talk and Conway politely ordered them to shut the hell up.

      After a time, the Iron Cell banked, making the stars on the sensor feed drift rapidly from right to left on the screen.

      “Keep watching,” said Conway.

      The movement across the feed ended, leaving a stable image of stars and darkness. Dead center, a planet. Without access to the sensor measurements, Conway had no idea how large it was or how far away. Neither of those things mattered. What mattered was that it looked completely inhospitable and no place to fight.

      “Tropical paradise, huh?” said Corporal Barron. “If I had the authority, I’d dock you a month’s pay, Private Berg.”

      “All the sand and palm trees are blind side, Corporal,” said Berg, unabashed to have been proven so utterly incorrect in his speculation about their destination. “Trust me, it’s going to be great.”

      “Berg, you ass.”

      Conway held in a sigh. If the sensor feed was an accurate representation, the planet Glesia was a ball of ice. The Iron Cell was too far away for its arrays to resolve the specifics, but Conway was pretty sure the surface would be rough and the storms plentiful. He elbowed a couple of soldiers aside in order to push his face up to the screen. The ice wasn’t uniform and it certainly wasn’t pure. It was different colors of grey – dirty with contaminants. He had no idea where the Iron Cell was heading and couldn’t imagine why the Raggers would choose to build anything on Glesia.

      He stepped away from the screen and prepared himself to wait out the final approach. Wherever the deployment took them, he doubted there’d be any palm trees or cocktails.
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