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

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

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

      “Looks beautiful.”

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

      “Yes, sir. A tourist paradise.”

      “It’s a bit more than that.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’ll take the punishment.”

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

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

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

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

      “Uh, Durham’s on alert, sir.”

      That wasn’t expected.

      “What kind of alert?”

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

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

      “I need answers,” said Griffin.

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

      Which left only one possibility.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Lieutenant Dominguez? Have you located a target?”

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

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

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

      “It seems safe to assume the worst.”

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

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

      “Waiting on a response, sir.”

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

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

      “They want to talk,” said Kroll.

      “Do we want to listen?”

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

      “The enemy demand our surrender, sir.”

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

      “No, sir.”

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

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

      “Have we traced it yet?”

      “That’s going to take time.”

      The next message from the aliens was terrifying.

      “The Raggers have offered a demonstration.”

      “Of what?” asked Jeffrey.

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

      It wasn’t Dominguez who located the Raggers.

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

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

      “Yes, sir.”

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

      “The Raggers have not communicated further, sir.”

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

      The time came.

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

      “I need a weapons lock.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Exactly one hour from now, sir.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “She’s got something to tell you.”

      “I’m all ears.”

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

      “Hey, Daddy,” said Emily Conway.

      “Hey, Pumpkin, how are you doing?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Will do. I promise.”

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

      “Time to get our gear,” said Conway.

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

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

      “Sergeant Lockhart, is this fully loaded?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Spare ammo, sir.”

      “Old habits die hard, eh?”

      “That’s it, sir. Old habits.”

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

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

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

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

      Conway lifted his helmet.

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

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

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

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

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

      Freeman picked up something unexpected from the suit comms.

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

      “An exercise?”

      “Checking.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “The car park,” he said.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Anyone alive?” asked Private Kemp.

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

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

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

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

      “I’m trying, sir.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Firing.”

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

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

      “Fast,” said Dominguez.

      “Follow it!”

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

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

      “Don’t lose them.”

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

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

      “It’s going down.”

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

      The lights and everything else on the bridge went out.

      “Shutdown weapon,” said Kroll.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

      “Jammed?”

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

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

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

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

      “One of ours,” he said.

      “You sure?”

      “No.”

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

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

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

      “Holy crap,” said Barron.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Lieutenant Kenyon, sir.”

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

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

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

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

      “They lived.”

      “Why so certain?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Just saying.”

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

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

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

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

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

      With a grimace to hide his uncertainty, Conway strode off at a pace that wasn’t far from a run.
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      The city was gone. Whatever feelings Conway might have harbored to the contrary eroded with each footstep he took towards his destination. It was like walking through a scene dedicated to the futility of war. The smoke became so thick that it seemed as if late evening had come three hours too soon and the light from the flames created a thousand orange haloes in the gloom.

      Far from being silent, the ruins of the city were filled with noise. Walls cracked and fell, concrete snapped and the metal rebar in every building creaked or pinged with heat expansion. In every vehicle, the blackened remains of people sat in the places they’d been when the incendiary hit. After looking in a couple of cars, Conway didn’t do so again.

      It didn’t take long for the squad to become jumpy and everyone found it hard to remain calm. Conway just kept telling himself that he’d held onto his sanity on Graxol-4 and that Satra wasn’t going to break him.

      The path wasn’t easy. As Conway feared, the devastation was enough to make his existing knowledge near-useless and within the first thousand meters, he was required to reassess his method.

      “Dammit, I thought the main streets would be passable,” he said. He raised an arm towards a colossal mound of broken masonry and steel that loomed high above them in the smoke. Pieces large and small skittered and rattled, indicating that the fallen building wasn’t stable enough to climb over. “That’s the way I wanted to go.”

      “Do you know a different path, sir?” asked Barron.

      “Satra’s laid out in a grid. If this way’s blocked, we’ll need to keep going and see if we can get along the next avenue.”

      Conway set off again. The road was so congested with vehicles and rubble that he wasn’t able to maintain anything more than a fast march. Every few seconds, the squad were required to clamber over a broken vehicle, or squeeze through narrow gaps where sharp metal protruded. The combat suits were designed to take a beating, but every good soldier looked after his armor.

      “The comms are still dead,” said Freeman.

      “Could it be anything other than localized jamming?”

      “Could be a few reasons, sir. The Raggers might have knocked out the local satellites.”

      “If the local satellites are out, someone should be able to re-route? Even if it means hijacking surface masts?”

      “Assuming that someone you’re talking about is alive and in a position to work on the problem. It’s going to take time whatever happens.”

      Conway didn’t pretend to know the technical details of how the comms worked, but something didn’t seem quite right. “The suit comms can broadcast without a satellite or a mast.”

      “Yes, sir.” Freeman hesitated. “If the local routing station is knocked out, we might not be able to speak to any other receptors.”

      “Where’s the local routing station?”

      Another pause. “It’s in Durham, sir.”

      “Shit.”

      “It could be anything, sir. Really. Like I told you earlier - when whole cities get blown up, you expect things to stop working.”

      It wasn’t something Conway could fix and he let it drop.

      At the next intersection the left turn was the quickest route, except the left-hand turning wasn’t there anymore. Conway tried to recall exactly where this was in relation to everywhere else, but the chaos was such that he was no longer sure.

      “I think that was a movie theater,” he said, pointing into the smoke at a collapsed building. “Not much of it left.”

      Kemp took a few paces towards the building. “The Dog that Ate Broadway,” he said. “I can see part of the marquee.”

      “Let’s go,” said Conway, unwilling to immerse himself any further in the loss. That would come later.

      The next intersection wasn’t exactly clear of rubble, but the buildings to either side hadn’t collapsed entirely. Conway decided to chance it and headed left, keeping close to the center of the road. The apartment block on the right-hand side was covered in wide cracks and pieces of it tumbled to the ground every few seconds.

      “It’s about to come down,” said Barron nervously. “Maybe we should go back.”

      “We’re halfway,” said Conway. “We keep going.”

      He found himself glancing towards the block. A huge section of the upper floor detached itself from the surrounding brick and fell towards the ground.

      “Get down!”

      The squad threw themselves behind whatever was closest. Conway dropped into the cover of an overturned car, glad he wasn’t able to see the occupants. The slab of masonry landed on top of a row of parked vehicles with a tremendous crash. Bricks and shards of mortar flew and clattered against the metal roof of Conway’s shelter.

      “Up! Move!” he shouted. “The rest of the block’s about to come down!”

      They ran for it. Conway vaulted over the mangled hood of a car and dashed between two other vehicles. He could hear the mortar holding up the building crackle as it disintegrated under the weight.

      “Oh, shit,” said Kemp.

      With a final, rending snap, the entire front wall of the apartment block came down. Conway didn’t dare look in case he missed his step and fell. Instead, he kept going, trying to figure out from the footsteps behind if the members of his squad were keeping up.

      The toppling wall struck the side of the high-rise office block opposite. This second building was much higher and hardly more stable. The first building hit the ground and a great cloud of dust burst in every direction. It overtook Conway, enveloping him in darkness. He swore and switched on his helmet torch. The dust was so thick that the beam’s illumination diffused amongst the particles, making it harder to see rather than easier. He switched it off at once.

      “Everyone with me?” he shouted.

      A hard tap on his shoulder informed him that Lockhart was right behind.

      “Last man report.”

      “Private Kemp reporting, sir. I think the office block is going to come next.”

      On this day of shitty luck, Conway had no doubts that the office block was going to fall and probably bring another twenty buildings with it. He got his head down and focused on picking the clearest path through the dark shapes in the dust and smoke. An orange light glowed to the left and another to the right a little further ahead. The fires were the only navigational points available and Conway did his best to stay between the two.

      “It’s going to happen,” said Barron.

      Conway had no idea how much distance his squad had made from the office block and even less idea if it was going to be enough. He heard its structural supports give up. More snapping, more shrieking of overstressed rebar, more popping of masonry put under so much pressure that pieces of it burst outwards.

      He pictured the office block in his head and guessed that it was too much to escape. The street was too crowded and the squad wasn’t making enough progress. They drew level with the flames on the right. The dust wasn’t nearly settled yet, but Conway thought he saw an opening. A street, maybe.

      “This way.”

      He jumped onto the hood of a car and slid across to the far side. The sound of buckling metal told him that Lockhart had jumped on after him. The office block fell with a noise like a million tons of scree sliding down the side of a mountain. It was louder than Conway imagined it would be and it was all he could hear. His eyes weren’t doing much better and the dust was a pain in the ass. Underfoot, he could feel the vibration through the concrete. This part of New Destiny – his home - had become worse than any alien planet.

      He found himself in an alley between two buildings. The dust wasn’t so dense here and Conway could see how the walls to the sides were partially intact, though they leaned inwards, threatening anyone brave or stupid enough to walk underneath. Conway wasn’t stupid but he had no choice. He ran. The road wasn’t clear and he jumped over chunks of stone and darted around a vehicle resting on its side.

      “Last man report!” he yelled, in order to be heard over the continued sound of a huge building hitting the ground.

      “Private Kemp reporting, sir!”

      They kept going. Conway chose what he hoped was the most efficient route through the rubble and his squad followed. The sounds of the falling office block receded, while the dust became thicker. One of the leaning walls fell inwards and Conway was required to throw himself to the side to avoid being struck.

      At the end of the alley, he slowed for a moment and turned. Through the gloom, he saw the walls on both sides collapse. Had it happened a few seconds earlier, the squad would have taken casualties, or been wiped out. Conway didn’t put it down to luck – sometimes you made your own. If you tried your hardest, you could influence events. He’d always believed it and he wasn’t about to stop believing it now.

      The alley had taken them to another of Satra’s wide main avenues. The air was still thick with particles – much worse than when they’d first left the studio – and all Conway could see was shapes. He chose his direction and moved. At the same time, he adjusted the HUD feed, wondering if he could get something better by using the image intensifiers or the heat detectors. Any improvement was so slight that he couldn’t be sure it was an improvement at all, and he quickly stopped trying.

      “Bring back the dogs, that’s what I say,” said Kemp. “You can shoot the dogs,” he continued without being asked. “They were a good, honest opponent. And now look at the crap we’re in.”

      Kemp didn’t have a way with words and in this case, it wasn’t required. Everyone understood what he meant – they were used to aliens and explosives. It was something they could handle. Here, in the wasteland of Satra, the challenges weren’t the same.

      They received good news of a sort.

      “I’ve got a green light on the comms,” said Freeman. “It’s the Star Burner.”

      “Only the Star Burner?”

      “Yes, sir. I can’t find any other receptors.”

      “Do they know we’re here?”

      “Yes, sir. Captain Griffin wants to talk with you.”

      The Star Burner’s comms system opened a channel without Conway’s input.

      “Lieutenant Conway?” asked Griffin. “Where are you?”

      “I’d like to give you specifics, sir. We’re somewhere in what’s left of Satra and heading your way. What’s the situation?”

      “Most of us are dead. We were able to get out through the airlock and reach shelter, but I’ve got four people too badly injured to move. The comms are out – I’ve come back to the bridge to try and contact anyone who’s listening.”

      “And is anyone listening, sir?”

      “Only you, Lieutenant. I don’t know what’s wrong and my comms officer’s unconscious. Give me your updates.”

      Conway provided brief details. When he was finished, he said what he guessed Griffin already knew. “We’re not medically trained, sir. We can’t treat casualties.”

      “Listen!” the urgency in the word got Conway’s attention. “We came down close to a Ragger ship. If any part of it is still operational, we may be able to obtain tactical data on their capabilities.”

      “How many other enemy ships are here at New Destiny, sir?”

      “We got shot down by one and I’m certain there are more.”

      “What are they here for?”

      “They want us to surrender.”

      “And will we?”

      “I don’t know. Until we hear otherwise, our duty is clear.”

      “Yes, sir. Shoot the bastards.”

      “You’ve got family in Durham.” Griffin had a good memory – Conway had only mentioned it once in passing.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Whatever we do here isn’t going to change the outcome, do you understand that?”

      Conway wasn’t sure that he did. “No, sir. I don’t understand.”

      “Trust me on this. Any invader expects resistance. When you find it, you keep to the main plan. The Raggers aren’t going to start dropping incendiaries until they hear from Durham about the surrender.”

      Conway tried to follow the logic and gave up. His mind wasn’t in the right place for thinking.

      “We’ll come to you, sir. Stay put.”

      “We’re going nowhere.”

      The comms channel went dead and Conway kept on going in what he hoped was the right direction. The comms unit in his helmet estimated the range to the receptor as 1200 meters – closer than he was expecting. With all this rubble, it might as well have been five thousand meters.

      That’s when he heard the noise. “Engine!” he said, turning to get an idea of the direction. It was hard to be sure – whatever made the noise, it was coming in low and not too far away.

      “Does that sound like one of ours?” asked Barron.

      “No. I think it’s a transport.”

      “Must be Raggers,” said Lockhart. “Come to check out the wreckage for themselves.”

      Conway smiled grimly. “Looks as if we might get a chance to shoot something after all.” He quickened his pace. It seemed likely the Raggers would land as close as possible to their crashed ship and he wanted to get to the landing site in order to say hello.
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      The moment Griffin heard the approaching dropship, he knew the Star Burner’s survivors were in trouble. They were hiding out in a shell of a building a hundred meters from the wrecked craft. It was possible the cruiser’s ammunition might explode, but he didn’t want to move the injured any further. Their shelter had no roof, the interior was a mess of fallen steel beams and everything was covered in char.

      “What’s that noise?” mumbled Lieutenant Kenyon. He was in a bad way, drifting in and out of consciousness, with broken bones that Griffin lacked the skills to fix. The drugs from Kenyon’s micro injector were keeping on top of the pain. For how long, Griffin didn’t want to guess. Kenyon was the only man who might have an idea how to make the comms work better.

      “Ragger transport.”

      “We should move, sir.”

      Kenyon wasn’t going anywhere. He was flat on his back on the tiny section of floor which Griffin had cleared of broken masonry.

      “Keep still,” said Dominguez. “They don’t know we’re here.”

      Griffin dropped to his haunches close to one of the openings in the wall and watched the sky for signs of the dropship. The stench of burning everything was acrid and he was sure it would never leave him. The Star Burner didn’t look like a spaceship anymore. It was scrap – a misshapen lump of twisted alloys that would never fly again. For some reason, he didn’t experience a feeling of loss.

      The wreckage of the Ragger bomber was partially visible. Its front section protruded over the top of a gargantuan mound of broken stone about three hundred meters to his left. Smoke wreathed the metals and a fire burned somewhere in the vicinity.

      Griffin found the proximity between the two spaceships fascinating – as though they were destined to crash down so close in order that something be allowed to happen. He tried not to think too hard about it. The people of Satra deserved vengeance and Griffin couldn’t let himself believe that it was ordained – that somehow, he was fated to take part in it here and now.

      He rubbed at a mark on his Gilner assault rifle. He’d taken this one from the airlock weapons cabinet. Dominguez had one as well, as did two members of his maintenance team who’d made it out alive. The rifle was a comfort, though not a great one.

      A muffled groan made him turn. It was Lieutenant Kroll. The man lay unconscious next to Kenyon, his fevered mumblings audible through the visor of his flight helmet. Lieutenant Jeffrey was dead, as was everyone else.

      “Maybe we should just get out, sir,” said Dominguez. “When Lieutenant Conway gets here, we can pick up the injured, find a car somewhere that escaped the worst of the blast and then take them to a medical facility.”

      “We can’t,” Griffin said softly. “The Raggers killed millions of people. We can’t run away.”

      “It’s not about running away, sir.”

      “It would feel like it to me.”

      She sighed. “Me too. It’s just that I don’t want to see more death added to the heap.”

      Griffin raised his hand for quiet. “Look there,” he said, pointing towards the bomber. A dark shape descended rapidly through the smoke, the echoing of its engine coming from many directions. Pieces of loose stone and mortar rattled from the inside of Griffin’s building and he looked up anxiously in case it was time to move.

      “Definitely not one of ours,” said Dominguez. “If it was ever in doubt.”

      “They have plenty of transports on the Durham base.”

      “I thought you said Colonel Doyle would keep them grounded.”

      “I did say that.” He shrugged. “Maybe Colonel Doyle saw things differently.”

      “It didn’t look like a big shuttle,” said Dominguez. “Thirty, forty meters long.”

      “Enough to carry more troops than we can handle.”

      “And more than Lieutenant Conway’s squad can handle.”

      “Maybe.”

      With nothing else to do, they watched and waited. The transport’s engine cut out and the sounds of the dead city came once more to prominence.

      “At least we’re safe here, huh?” said Dominguez. She didn’t sound like she was convincing herself, let alone anyone else.

      “If they know we’re here, they’ll find us.”

      “Why bother, sir? They’ve killed plenty of us already. Why would they come back for the scraps?”

      “They’re here for the same reason we want to get onto their bomber. They’re going to extract whatever intel they can find and take it back to their mothership.”

      “Once they’re done, they’ll bombard this place with missiles until there’s nothing left of their ship or ours.”

      Griffin nodded. “That’s what I reckon.”

      “What could they take from the Star Burner? Everything’s locked down.”

      “The Raggers evidently think it’s worth checking out. Maybe they have something like a data extractor. A device that can suck information straight out of a spaceship’s mainframe.”

      “It’s time the Fangrin shared a bit more of their intel with us, sir.”

      “I won’t argue that. It’s politics – that’s what I’ve heard. We won’t commit to helping out, so the dogs won’t tell us what they know.”

      “So much for trust.”

      “It goes both ways.”

      Dominguez dropped down beside him. Her flight suit was filthy and a layer of dirt covered her visor. Griffin pulled out a cloth and wiped it clean before doing the same for his.

      “I can see!” she joked. The smile faded, replaced by something else. “I can see. Look at that.”

      Griffin followed the direction of her finger. At first, he didn’t notice anything more than smoke and rubble. He narrowed his eyes and thought he saw a shape. Something moved through the smoke, coming slowly down the side of a pile of debris near to the Star Burner. Once he’d seen the first shape, he was able to discern others – tall, spindly shapes only made visible because the smoke appeared attracted to them.

      “Raggers,” he whispered.

      “It’s like their stealth suits pull in the smoke,” said Dominguez.

      The aliens weren’t entirely visible. The wreaths around them made it appear as if an army of specters had come to this part of the city. Griffin shrank back, deeper into the shadows of the building.

      “They’re going for the Star Burner,” he said.

      The two of them watched. One of the maintenance team – Tech Officer Matt Olson came over and Griffin waved him back. The man carried his rifle comfortably enough, but he looked as if he’d rather be anywhere else. He nodded and returned to the others.

      The Raggers approached the flank of the Star Burner. Its landing legs had collapsed on impact and the hull was flat to the ground. The open airlock door was clearly visible, four meters above the ground and easily reached by climbing up the wall of rubble the spaceship had pushed ahead of it when it crashed.

      “They’re going straight inside,” said Dominguez.

      “Leaving six to stand guard.”

      It was frustrating to watch the enemy board his ship, though Griffin wasn’t stupid enough to think it was a good idea to intervene. He checked how long it was since he’d spoken to Lieutenant Conway – a few minutes had passed and he didn’t want the soldiers to run into trouble. The grey of the comms receptors angered him and the Raggers angered him more.

      A new sound came. It began as a faint bass note in the distance, which grew in volume and intensity. It was deep enough to burrow into Griffin’s bones and he already knew it was the engine of something much, much larger than a troop transport.

      “The big boys have come to play,” he muttered, scanning overhead for whatever was making the sound.

      “Too much smoke,” said Dominguez. “It’s helping us stay hidden and helping these bastards as well.”

      “I think I know what’s coming,” he said. “That’s not an engine meant for speed.”

      “A lifter?”

      “Maybe. You can feel it, right?”

      Dominguez was experienced enough to tell the difference. Spaceships designed to haul heavy loads required a different kind of propulsion.

      “It’s going to flatten everything that’s left standing.”

      She was right. A lifter wasn’t meant to be used anywhere near built-up areas. Griffin crawled away from the opening in the wall and spoke to the Star Burner’s surviving technicians – TO Russ Vance being the second one of the two.

      “I think that’s a lifter incoming. Can you move Lieutenants Kroll and Kenyon underneath that beam over there? If the walls come down, I’d rather they had a fighting chance.”

      They got on with it and Griffin returned to his place near Dominguez.

      “No change, sir, and no sign of the lifter.”

      The sound of it became so loud that Griffin assumed it was approaching from above and behind, where he couldn’t see it. A few loose bricks thudded to the ground outside and he heard something much heavier cascading through the interior of the building.

      When the Ragger lifter appeared, it was far larger than Griffin expected. Its front section became visible, barely three hundred meters overhead, travelling slowly and reducing speed. The hull kept on coming, until it seemed like it filled the sky. It was a broad craft, dull grey and with a rounded underside. The seams of its main bay doors were almost invisible and when Griffin squinted, he could see a smaller, secondary bay towards the rear.

      “Holy shit, that’s got to be fifteen hundred meters long!” said Dominguez, cupping her hands in front of her chin speaker and shouting. There was no chance the Ragger soldiers were going to hear anything above the noise. “You could almost fit a carrier inside that thing!”

      Griffin could only nod. The appearance of such a vast spaceship made him worry that this wasn’t the Raggers trying their luck with a few ships to see if they could force the Unity League into surrendering this world. The lifter suggested they’d come prepared.

      The enemy craft came to a halt, directly over the Star Burner. Its engines reduced slightly in volume, though not enough to stop the physical effects on Griffin’s body. The vibration dislodged pieces of rubble from the pile near the Ragger bomber and tons of masonry slithered towards the ground.

      He turned and watched the two technical officers drag Lieutenant Kenyon under the cover of the beam. TO Olson caught him looking and gave a thumbs up. Griffin didn’t feel like returning one of his own.

      Outside, the spaceship was so low that the noise of its bay door motors carried over the bass of the engines. The secondary doors rumbled and whined, before retracting slowly between the double hulls.

      “I guess we’re too small for them to bother opening up the main bay.”

      “Or the main bay is already full,” said Griffin. He was intensely curious to know what else the Raggers might have captured.

      The secondary doors opened fully and stopped with a booming clunk. Griffin and Dominguez strained to see what lay inside.

      “No lights,” said Dominguez. “I think it’s empty.”

      “The Star Burner will take up a lot of room.”

      Movement in his periphery made Griffin turn, expecting the worst. Figures entered the room through one of the doorways, taking care to remain hidden from the opening in the outer wall. It wasn’t Ragger troops. Lieutenant Conway and his squad were even dirtier than the survivors from the Star Burner. The soldiers resembled something from a nightmare, like creatures burned beyond recognition yet still somehow clinging onto life and too damn stubborn to ever let go.

      Conway offered a salute and made his way through the shadows until he was close enough to speak.

      “What the hell is going on, sir?”

      “The Raggers are about to steal my spaceship, Lieutenant.”

      “It looks like junk, sir. What the hell do they want with it?”

      “The memory cores. They must think they can extract useful data from them.”

      “Can they, sir?”

      A warship’s memory arrays were heavily encrypted – this was one area the Unity League were years ahead of the Fangrin. Even so, Griffin was worried. “We don’t want to find out.”

      Conway’s attitude couldn’t be faulted. “How do we stop them?” he asked.

      It was a question Griffin had been asking himself in the few minutes since he first heard the lifter. Up until this moment, he didn’t have any kind of answer. Now he did.

      “We’re going to jump onboard the Star Burner and let those alien bastards carry us up to their lifter.”

      It wasn’t the answer Conway had expected – it was clear in his eyes. He adapted quickly. “I like that plan. Let’s get it done.”

      Griffin smiled and gave the briefest outline of what he intended.

      “I thought I’d seen everything, sir,” said Conway. “Prided myself on it. This is something new.”

      “Let’s hope it works out.”

      Conway’s expression hardened and Griffin could read the thoughts going through the man’s mind. “The Raggers wiped out a city when they didn’t need to, sir. I don’t want to think about what they’ll do if we don’t stop them first.”

      “That’s how I figure it, Lieutenant.”

      Conway waved his squad to join him and they waited out of sight for the opening that Griffin promised them would come.
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      A couple of minutes went by, during which Griffin spoke to the two technical officers. The Ragger soldiers remained on guard near to the Star Burner’s side entrance and the lifter waited stationary overhead. Conway was getting fidgety.

      “What if those Raggers don’t move?” he asked.

      “We’ll have to kill quickly them and hope nobody on the lifter realizes what’s happened.”

      The answer wasn’t the reassurance Conway was looking for. He chastised himself for expecting more. In an uncertain situation like this one, he ought to be ready for anything.

      Sixty seconds later, the lifter’s engine note dropped even lower, bringing down more loose masonry. The sonic energy gave Conway an overpowering nausea and he breathed deeply to keep on top of it. The others were affected too and Kemp offered up curses to every alien in existence.

      It was too much for the Ragger soldiers as well. They climbed the slope with their jerky movements, entered the Star Burner’s airlock and vanished inside the spaceship. As soon as the last one was gone, Griffin indicated it was time to go. Conway had the skills and the experience and he was in charge of this part of the job.

      “It’s all yours, Lieutenant. They’re fixing the lift chains now – I reckon we’ve got about two minutes.”

      Conway didn’t delay and he broke from cover with his squad, Captain Griffin and Lieutenant Dominguez close after. The ground was uneven and he couldn’t run as hard as he wanted. He kept his eyes glued to the airlock in case any of the Raggers showed themselves. It was difficult to avoid all the loose stones and he stumbled once, before righting himself. Lockhart and Griffin pulled into the lead.

      “Stay back, sir,” Conway shouted. “If you get shot, this won’t work.”

      Griffin heard and did as he was asked, falling away a few paces until the ground soldiers were in front. The nausea in Conway’s stomach hadn’t gone away and he gritted his teeth at the physical effects the lifter was having on his body.

      The Star Burner was only a light cruiser – the next smallest warship after a Viper class. Even so, it was damned big up close and spaceships had the power to make Conway feel insignificant. This one was wrecked beyond repair, with its hull flattened and indented. He could see how the rear section had melted and reformed into a completely new shape.

      A lot of soldiers thought warships were noble things – greater than the humans who’d built them. Conway didn’t think that. Inside, he realized he didn’t like them at all. His mind found diversion at the strangest of times and he pushed the thoughts aside.

      The gravity chains used to haul up cargo were invisible, so Conway couldn’t see any change in the ship itself that might indicate when the lift was due to start. The uncertainty made him take greater risks and he sprinted faster than before. He overtook Sergeant Lockhart and made it to the pile of rubble below the airlock door. It was a scramble to climb with one hand gripping his rifle and his feet dislodged a few bricks. The others with him were careful enough that they didn’t get hit and Conway reached the top.

      The airlock was five or six feet above and it looked empty. He placed his rifle over the edge and used both hands to climb inside. Once there, he picked up the gun and turned, offering his hand to Sergeant Lockhart.

      Lockhart was a big, heavy bastard, even more so in his combat gear. Conway grunted and dragged the man onto the spaceship.

      “Move inside,” he ordered. “Watch that door.”

      Private Barron came next and then Corporal Freeman. They weighed far less than Lockhart, and Conway was able to pull them inside with ease. After that, Griffin, Dominguez and lastly, Private Kemp.

      “Don’t go letting that shoulder launcher off in here.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, sir.”

      The airlock space wasn’t enormous, but it was able to accommodate seven easily enough. The inner door was mechanically operated and Lockhart watched it closely. Conway felt the Star Burner shift beneath his feet and he reached for one of the handles fixed to the wall to steady himself.

      “Just in time,” said Griffin.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The cruiser lifted slowly from the ground, its hull scraping against the mountain of debris it was resting on. The view outside shifted, but not much – lifting something as big as the cruiser required a careful approach and Conway wasn’t expecting the Star Burner to start swinging like a pendulum.

      “How long will it take to bring us into their hold?” he asked.

      “Depends how much of a hurry the Raggers are in. The Star Burner’s a heavy ship – it’ll require fine-tuning in order to orient it correctly for storage.”

      “An estimate will help us, sir.”

      “Ten or fifteen minutes until it’s finished.”

      “Not long. The Raggers onboard definitely won’t be able to communicate with their base through the Star Burner’s hull?”

      “No – their comms will be actively blocked until they find a way of patching their own gear in with ours. I doubt they’ll bother trying while the lift is happening.”

      “And our comms will work fine.” Conway wanted to hear confirmation.

      “Our units will automatically link with the internal network. For once, it’ll be the Raggers who are comms blind.”

      It was enough. “Let’s get on with it,” said Conway.

      The plan combined the positive element of simplicity with the negative one of being incomplete. In the Star Burner’s weapons bay, a nuclear warhead awaited the command to detonate. The detonation codes needed to be issued from the main console on the bridge. Griffin planned to detonate the warhead. That was the simple part.

      The hard part was in the timing. If the Ragger ships remained in the atmosphere, the nuclear blast would take them out easily if the lifter came close enough for the blast sphere to hit them. Other complications arose if the Raggers stayed above a populated area – such as Durham - or flew into space where the nuke wouldn’t do much other than send out catastrophic quantities of gamma radiation. Conway was pretty sure the Raggers wouldn’t enjoy the experience of being irradiated, but nothing killed with the finality of a nuclear explosion.

      On top of that was the small detail of escaping. Conway didn’t want to die and he doubted anyone else in the party felt much different. It was a bad job and he knew it.

      “They don’t pay me enough for this shit,” he said, reaching for the handle of the inner airlock door.

      “Remember – the Star Burner took a lot of damage,” said Griffin. “I don’t know how much access we’ll have to some of the internal areas.”

      “And we’ve got to murder every last alien to make sure no one lives to tell the tale,” said Kemp, enjoying his use of the word murder.

      Conway switched off his HUD overlay and turned up his microphone. The airlock handle lifted smoothly and the door fell open silently. He looked into the corridor outside and withdrew his head. It looked empty, but for all he knew, a dozen Raggers could be twenty meters away.

      He took one final glance outside and saw the building in which he’d briefly sheltered with Griffin and guessed the Star Burner was twenty or thirty meters above ground.

      The corridor beyond the airlock was much quieter than Conway was ready for. His brain had become accustomed to the ever-present sounds of the distressed city and now they were gone it took a moment to adjust.

      Conway was familiar with the layout of the Star Burner. He’d been on the warship before and besides, most Hunter light cruisers were built from the same plans. Once you’d seen one, chances are you’d seen them all.

      The bridge lay to the right and he thought most of the Raggers might have gone that way. For some reason, it seemed like a natural destination, even if you didn’t have the first damned clue how to fly a spaceship.

      He advanced cautiously. His squad knew about close-quarters fighting and they came afterwards, not too close but still able to provide supporting fire. The passage was narrow, low ceilinged and one of the lighting strips buzzed loudly.

      “We might find a few Raggers in the mess room,” Conway said. Like Griffin promised, the comms worked fine and it was an immense relief to have them back.

      “Won’t they lock down the bridge once they hear gunfire, sir?” asked Barron.

      “They can’t keep Captain Griffin out. He’s got the codes for everything.”

      Conway came to one of the thick, auto-sealing doors that were part of the damage control systems. The Raggers had opened this one and not bothered to close it after them. He stepped across the raised threshold and took another three quick steps until he reached the left turn that led to the mess room. Ahead, the corridor continued for a short distance to a second left turn. This led to a maintenance ladder which descended to the lower levels, including the weapons bay.

      Griffin had counted twenty aliens boarding the cruiser – the confines of the interior levelled the field a little, but Conway was eager to catch a bunch of the Raggers unawares in order to make things even better.

      “You should have brought silencers when you were grabbing all this kit from the base, Sergeant,” said Kemp.

      “I was a teacher not a fortune teller, Private. Count yourself lucky your gun’s loaded.”

      Conway inched left, listening carefully. The mess room was dog-legged off and he couldn’t see too clearly inside. His mike picked up something coming from that direction – a pattering that could have been feet or could have been a different thing.

      Another step and he spotted Raggers. They crossed the mess room at a diagonal, having entered it from one of the forward doors. Conway remembered their rapid gait which had always struck him an unpleasant – like a video of a string puppet played at twice normal speed.

      He stepped out of sight, having seen something which made him feel better about the coming engagement.

      “The Star Burner can’t have been their first stop, since they’re covered in dust or grime from the city,” he said. “It makes them a lot easier to see. Not as easy as we are, but it gives us something to shoot at without worrying about every shadow.”

      “Sounds good,” said Lockhart. He smiled nastily – an expression Conway had seen before. It usually came before a few dogs found themselves filled with high-impacts. This time it was the Raggers who would suffer.

      By the time Conway checked the mess room for the second time, the two aliens were nowhere in sight, though he could hear footsteps. He walked quickly into the room, with his eyes trained down the barrel of his rifle.

      “Empty,” he said, not slowing down.

      The forward exit led to a left-right intersection, then came two short passages which merged. After that, the bridge was up some steps.

      “Incoming!” said Barron urgently. “Same exit they just left through!”

      Barron opened up with her Gilner. The low ceiling and the denseness of the walls suppressed the discharge and gave it a duller edge. Griffin joined in, firing on auto into the passage.

      This was the moment when anonymity was gone and a trained soldier hoped that confusion amongst his enemy would buy a few seconds. Conway strode through the forward exit. The grey shape of a Ragger hurtled around the corner, horrifically fast. It was slender but its long limbs seemed to fill the corridor.

      Conway didn’t take any chances and emptied half his magazine into the alien. Its suit failed and it toppled towards him. He stepped calmly to the side and dropped out his magazine, swapping in a new one from his bag. The gunfire behind was over and Barron reported two kills.

      At the intersection, Conway stopped for a moment until Freeman joined him. Kemp came next, while Dominguez waited in the mess room, looking out of her depth. It wasn’t time for lessons and Conway kept his fingers crossed that she wouldn’t be a liability.

      A fleeting grey appeared to the right and then vanished. Conway fired three rounds and wasn’t sure if any landed.

      “We’re not getting any more surprise kills,” he said. “Freeman – move!” he ordered, pointing left.

      With that, Conway stepped quickly across to the opposite wall on the left-hand passage while Freeman did the same to the right. Both men advanced in quick strides. Most enemies expected you to respect their cover and take a cautious approach. Doing the expected was often a sure-fire way to an early grave.

      At the corner, Conway poked the barrel of his rifle into the next passage and sprayed a dozen rounds, holding the gun one-handed. The weapon jumped and rocked in his hand and it was a fight to keep it level. He heard return gunfire and enemy bullets smacked into the wall.

      While he fired, Conway pulled a plasma grenade free from its clip, counted away the timer and then threw the explosive back-handed around the corner.

      “Grenade out!” he yelled, stepping quickly away. The device went off, closer than he expected. The blast wasn’t enough to damage his combat suit and he swapped magazines again, while more enemy gunfire thudded off the corner wall, leaving a pattern of indentations.

      A dark grey cylinder, about the size of Conway’s clenched fist, bounced into view with a clink. His heart fell when he saw the enemy grenade and his legs bunched as they prepared to hurl him away from the explosive.

      Sergeant Lockhart stepped across calmly and swung his foot. The grenade arced out of sight and detonated a second later. This time the blast was close enough for Conway to feel and it caught Sergeant Lockhart too, knocking the man back into the wall, his chest alight with plasma.

      “Shit,” swore Lockhart, throwing himself into the corridor and away from possible return fire.

      Conway stepped into the passage once again, just in time to see the grey ghost of a Ragger lean around the next corner, ten meters away. Three rapid shots sent it to the floor. Conway was a deadeye with a rifle and he rarely missed. He put three more slugs into the twitching body to make sure.

      This short stretch of corridor was a bloody mess. Grenades and gunfire had been enough to kill four Raggers, one of whom was ripped into glistening, plasma-burned chunks.

      “Clear left!” shouted Freeman. “Shit, not clear!”

      “Grenade out!” said Barron.

      The firing resumed and another two grenades went off. Conway didn’t like the situation and considered calling for a withdrawal. He reminded himself how limited their time was and how much they had to accomplish.

      With a snarl, he stalked along the corridor, his feet leaving prints of Ragger blood in his wake. He caught sight of movement and heard gunfire as an alien around the corner fired blind at him. A bullet skimmed past his torso and a second hit him in the guts. It felt like he’d been punched but he didn’t look down. He fired at the grey hand holding the gun. It flinched and withdrew. Conway got to the corner and returned the favor, firing his Gilner into the next corridor without putting himself into sight.

      He didn’t stop until the magazine was empty and he switched in a new one, letting the empty fall to the floor. His guts hurt like hell and he checked out the state of his armor. The enemy bullet had produced a plate-sized mark without getting through. Another one in the same place and he’d be finished.

      Two more grenades went off and then a third. Conway glanced around the corner, saw enough and leaned out far enough to shoot. Twenty shots later and another two Raggers were down.

      “Clear!” he shouted at the same time as Freeman yelled it too.

      The steps to the bridge went left through the wall a few meters ahead. Conway couldn’t see the top from here, but he remembered it well enough. The steps ended in a short landing and after that was the blast door protecting the bridge. Freeman peered around the far corner and Conway motioned towards the bridge steps.

      “Cover me.”

      He reloaded and marched quickly to the bottom. They were clear.

      “I hope those override codes of yours work, Captain Griffin,” he said. “The blast door is closed.”

      Griffin appeared next to Freeman. Conway beckoned him to approach and then set off up the steps. On the comms, Lockhart was swearing about his combat suit at the same time as he organized defensive positions.

      There was a problem. The Raggers had fixed something to the access panel for the bridge door. It was a computer of some kind, with a small display and a row of buttons. Griffin walked up to the device, tore it free and let it clatter to the ground where he smashed it with his heel. It was the first time Conway could remember seeing him lose his cool.

      “The Raggers have overridden the door codes to get inside the bridge,” said Griffin. “Cover me while I try my own codes.”

      Conway’s squad didn’t need reminding of the basics and they took up positions that would allow them to fill the bridge with slugs. Kemp had a grenade in his spare hand, ready to throw if necessary.

      Griffin stabbed his finger at the panel. “Crap,” he said, letting everyone know it was bad news.

      “Try again?”

      “I think we know the result already,” said Griffin, trying again anyway. “Nothing.”

      “This way, sir.” Conway waved the man away from the landing – it was too exposed if the Raggers tried something unexpected.

      They retreated out of sight and around the next corner. “Can you enter the detonation command directly into the warhead, sir?”

      “Negative. The missile is buried beneath about six meters of plating. It’s loaded from the underside.” Griffin’s expression indicated he was thinking. “However, the access panel for the bridge door links in with the main security computer on the maintenance decks. I’ll be able to enter my codes directly into the terminal which will bypass the bridge door panel.”

      “Let’s go for it,” said Conway. “We’ve got ten confirmed enemy kills, leaving another ten to go. That means we don’t split up.”

      The squad withdrew from the bridge access corridor and returned to mess room. Conway wasn’t concerned about this extra step required for completion. These days he didn’t expect anything to be easy and it saved on the disappointment.

      He led them onwards.
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      The squad made it past their entry point without encountering Raggers. At the airlock, Conway paused for a moment in order to check on the progress of the lift. The Star Burner was high enough to grant him an unwanted reminder of exactly how much devastation the Ragger incendiaries had brought to Satra. Seeing it from ground level was one thing, witnessing it from three hundred meters in the air was another thing entirely.

      “They enemy are making good progress,” said Griffin. “We’ll be inside the bay shortly.”

      “You mentioned fine-tuning, sir.”

      “That won’t take them too long.”

      Conway returned to the passage and continued towards the rear section of the spaceship. Everything was cramped and it would make it hard to obtain a tactical advantage against a determined resistance. On the plus side, the human attackers had the advantage of comms and knowledge of the spaceship’s internal layout.

      “Any Raggers this way shouldn’t know we’re coming,” Conway said. “That’s our opening.”

      “What if they’re all on the bridge?” asked Kemp.

      “We’ll kill them just the same.”

      Griffin was third in line behind Conway and Lockhart. “Take that next turning up ahead, Lieutenant,” he said. “After that, we should come to steps leading to the lower levels.”

      Conway came to the turning and checked it was clear. He detected no movement and the only sound came from distressed metal contracting as it cooled. Straight ahead, the passage dipped sharply and he could see snapped pipes and severed cables. He had no desire to observe the results of half a dozen plasma missile strikes first hand and was glad that the security computer wasn’t in the tail.

      The steps to the lower level were steep and with twin railings. Conway preferred speed over caution and he descended as quickly as possible. The lights on this lower level were failing – half were off, while the rest either flickered or glowed dimly. It was much hotter than the level above and he guessed the spaceship retained a lot of heat from the plasma explosions.

      Conway got his bearings while he waited for the others to join him. He knew the medical bay was along here somewhere and the next two right-hand doorways led to quarters for the maintenance crews as well as some of the ship’s stores. The Raggers had no reason to be here, not that logic made him feel any better.

      “Down the next flight,” said Griffin. “That’ll take us to the maintenance area.”

      Five seconds later and Conway’s boots thudded on the solid floor of the warship’s second-lowest level. The lights were completely out, except for the orange glow coming from door access panels further along the corridor. The temperature was another thirty degrees higher and it smelled sharp, like hot alloy mixed with greasy air. Everything beneath this level was weapons and propulsion – strictly off-limits for sightseers.

      Conway didn’t know anyone who liked fighting in the dark and he was no exception. He turned on his image enhancer and remained still while it adjusted. The details weren’t clear, but he could see a noticeable twist in the passage as it went towards the rear section and the floor was pushed upwards in places.

      “We’re aiming for the second access panel along from here,” said Griffin. “Judging from the damage on this level, there won’t be much left of the lowest section.”

      The second panel wasn’t too far – twenty-five meters according to Conway’s step counter. Something brought him up short before he got there. One of the doors in the opposite wall was open and he looked inside to check for hostiles. It was another of the maintenance rooms with a few offline monitoring screens and some keyboards fastened to the wall. As well as that, human bodies, piled up on the floor.

      “Shit,” he said. “Sir, you need to take a look at this.”

      Griffin came fast and stood in the doorway without saying anything. From the set of his shoulders, Conway could see the other man was close to doing something they might all regret.

      “The Raggers brought the bodies here, sir. They did similar on Graxol-4.”

      “My crew.” Griffin took a step into the room and crouched next to the corpse of one of the maintenance team. “Teeth marks in his face. I don’t recognize him now.”

      The Raggers had bitten huge chunks of flesh from the exposed parts of the body. The blood was crusted but there was no doubt this had happened recently.

      “They’ve done it to those ones as well,” whispered Kemp from the doorway. “What sort of scumbags…?”

      “The wonders of the universe,” spat Conway bitterly. “Is this why the Raggers came to New Destiny? Food?”

      With an obvious effort, Griffin recovered himself. “Look at this and remember it in the times you ask yourself why we’re fighting.”

      Conway nodded, while his treacherous mind made him imagine his family being killed and served up at an alien feast. A red mist descended and he thought it might be too much for him to stay on top of it. He took in deep, shuddering breaths and felt sanity return.

      “Let’s move,” he snapped. “Get away from here.”

      A few hurried strides brought him to the access panel for their destination. He stopped next to it, while his squad secured as best they could.

      “You’ll need to open this, sir,” said Conway.

      Griffin’s command codes changed the door access light to green. “Last opened two hours ago, according to the panel readout,” he said. “There should be no Raggers inside.” He lifted the handle and pushed the door inwards.

      It wasn’t quite so dark inside. This long, narrow room ran crossways through the spaceship and many different status panels were fastened to the front wall. Conway also saw levers, buttons, keyboards and other stuff he didn’t recognize. This was the real hands-on part of a spaceship.

      “Along here,” said Griffin, his eyes darting across the screens. The greens, oranges and reds reflected from his visor and the highlights made his skin seem unnaturally pale. “Got it!”

      Conway watched as Griffin brought up a couple of menus and then selected one of the options. Before he was done, the floor beneath shook, not violently, but enough to be noticeable.

      “We’ve stopped,” said Dominguez. “That means we’re in the lifter’s hold.”

      “I’m almost finished,” Griffin replied. “Let’s hope this works.” He poked at the screen and stepped back. “The bridge door is unlocked.”

      “Will the Raggers know?”

      “If they were watching closely, they might have seen the words on the control panel change. I’d be more worried that they’re preparing to disembark.”

      “Through the airlock.”

      “That’s the only way they can go.”

      By now, Conway was sure the last ten Raggers were on the bridge. He liked the idea of them being contained and would have preferred them to stay put. Since it wasn’t his choice to make, the next best thing was an ambush. He was two steps towards the exit when he pulled up.

      “Can you close the outer airlock door from here, sir?”

      “Sure can. Want me to?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Griffin didn’t ask further questions. “Done. I can’t close the inner door from here because it’s manually operated. The outer one is closed to the Raggers, unless they have another one of those override devices.”

      Wheels turned in Conway’s head. “We shouldn’t need longer than a few moments, sir.” He left the security room, found Kemp and tapped him on the shoulder. “Unsling that launcher. You’re coming up front with me.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Conway dashed for the steps. In his head he calculated the distance between the bridge and the airlock. The Raggers were faster than a human, but they also had further to go. It was going to be tight.

      By the time he reached the top of the second flight, Conway’s breathing had deepened from the exertion. Climbing was still a damn sight easier in standard gravity conditions than the planets where it felt as if you weighed an extra two hundred pounds. He was fit and his heartrate dropped quickly towards normal.

      The final turning which led onto the airlock corridor lay ahead and Conway listened carefully for movement. At first it was quiet. The technology in his combat suit didn’t let him down and the microphone detected the overlapping sound of light footsteps. It was like the Raggers didn’t quite make full contact with the ground as they ran.

      Kemp knew what was expected of him. He spun the stubby launcher up onto his shoulder in a smooth movement that betrayed his past experience.

      “Charging.”

      The weapon emitted a quiet clink as its internal motor pushed a rocket from the magazine into the launch tube. Calm as you like, Kemp took a long sideways step until he was facing along the length of the warship towards the airlock.

      “Got you!”

      Conway closed his eyes when he heard Kemp say the words. The rocket whooshed from the launcher and Kemp jumped back into cover.

      “Total wipeout!” he shouted.

      Bright light filled the corridor. Conway hunched against the wall, hoping that his snap evaluation of the behavior of a large explosive in a confined space wasn’t going to see them all killed.

      Compressed, superhot air roared along the corridor and buffeted the squad. Conway had never lost the habit of squinting even when the visor of his combat suit protected his face. He narrowed his eyes and in less than a second he knew the gamble had paid off. The accelerated plasma from the blast didn’t do much more than caress the soldiers before it retreated and was gone. In its wake, silence and, Conway hoped, death.

      “How many?” he asked Kemp.

      “Must have been every last one of the bastards, sir.”

      Conway didn’t ask for confirmation - it wasn’t as if Kemp had enough time to perform a headcount.

      “Let’s have a look,” he said.

      Somehow, a few of the lighting strips had survived the explosion and they provided sufficient illumination for Conway to see the length of the passage. Near to the airlock the walls had a faint red glow, indicating the place of the rocket’s detonation. Not much remained of the aliens in this area – a few blackened lumps littered the floor, with more stuck to the walls and ceiling. Further along, shapes moved.

      “A couple made it,” said Conway, zooming in for a better look.

      Two of the Raggers had avoided complete incineration – they were at the far end of the passage where it turned towards the mess room. Their stealth suits had failed and their injuries looked extensive and agonizing. One of the aliens, oblivious to Conway, crawled towards the airlock as if it believed it could escape.

      Conway took aim and shot both dead without remorse. He felt no guilt and he waited a few seconds longer in case any more wanted to chance a sprint for the airlock.

      He rose from his crouch and beckoned the others to follow. The dead Raggers stank, like rotting meat put on the barbecue. Conway tried not to look too closely and stepped around the worst of the carnage. He heard a thump and a piece of kicked Ragger flesh sailed past him.

      “Kemp, stop that.”

      “How did you know it was me?”

      “Call it an educated guess.”

      To Conway’s relief, they encountered no more Raggers. He didn’t drop his guard and advanced cautiously until they came to the blast door for the bridge. It was open.

      “Kemp, with me,” he said.

      They climbed the steps and entered the bridge. At first glance it was empty and it wasn’t until he’d checked every shadow of the small room that Conway was happy to declare it clear.

      Griffin came up the steps, while Lockhart and the other three soldiers held the lower area. Conway was tempted to join them, but figured he needed to be on top of what was happening here.

      “The Raggers have been pissing about,” said Griffin. “Stupid button-pushers.”

      “They’ve had a go at the sensor panel as well, sir,” said Dominguez. “It was mostly offline anyway.”

      “Bring up what you can,” said Griffin. “While I take a look here.”

      This was the moment when the known elements of the plan changed into the unknown elements and Conway waited to see what Griffin would come up with.

      “The warhead has accepted my codes and it’s online. Now to decide what the hell we’re going to do with it.”

      Conway was a little disappointed that Griffin didn’t have a clear idea of what to do. He supposed that nobody could read the future and often it was the man or woman who had the most talent at guesswork who came out on top.

      “Sensors up,” said Dominguez.

      “Check out the comms while you’re on,” said Griffin.

      “Will do, sir. Once I’m done here.”

      The bridge front screen lit up. It wasn’t made from glass so it couldn’t crack, but the material was warped, which added an undulation to the image.

      “Well damn,” said Dominguez.

      The sensor feed marked Front 2 on the screen gave a sharp image of the lifter’s bay. The prevalent color was grey, with a few large blue symbols on the walls. Most of the illumination was from daylight coming in the open bay doors, though Conway saw numerous dim light sources studding the walls.

      As far as he could make out, the Star Burner’s nose faced the rear of the lifter’s secondary bay. The space was lined with gantries and walkways, along with two visible platforms which jutted from the side walls. These platforms were mostly empty except for a few storage containers, and a mobile crane was parked on the nearest. The vehicle didn’t look much different to anything which came out of a human or Fangrin factory.

      On the single functioning underside feed, Conway saw the rectangular opening for the bay. The doors were open and Satra was visible, far below. The lifter was climbing straight up, already on its journey to wherever the Raggers wanted it to go.

      “They’re still bringing us towards that left-hand platform,” said Dominguez, pointing at the Front 2 feed. “I can’t see signs of enemy personnel waiting to board.”

      “I think we’re a meal to be eaten later,” Griffin replied. “Once they’re away from New Destiny and back on home turf.”

      “Works for me,” said Conway. “I thought they would have a thousand troops waiting to cut open the airlock doors and come onboard.”

      “It might give us a chance,” Griffin agreed. “The Unity League lifters don’t usually carry a large contingent of soldiers – the Ragger ships could be the same.”

      Dominguez made a few alterations to the sensors. Many of the Star Burner’s arrays had failed, so she couldn’t generate a 360-degree image. Conway doubted the bay held any surprises beyond what was already visible.

      “Let’s check out those comms,” said Dominguez. “I guess we could do with some guidance.” She went quiet, listening. “I’ve been able to push a signal through to Durham.”

      Conway breathed out in relief. If the base was answering, that meant the Raggers hadn’t dropped incendiaries on the town. The rest of the news wasn’t encouraging.

      “The Raggers aren’t patient,” said Dominguez. “They’re demanding immediate capitulation.”

      “Are they aware that Colonel Doyle can’t offer any such thing?” asked Griffin.

      “It’s gone way above Colonel Doyle, sir. The Unity League Council has three representatives on New Destiny.”

      “What are they doing?”

      “Nobody seems to know, sir. It’s like they’ve cut the military out of the loop while they try to figure out a way to produce a gold bar from a turd. And word from the base is that time is running out. They believe the Raggers are going to make a second demonstration of their power in the near future.”

      “Is Colonel Doyle there?”

      “I’m waiting for him to reach the comms.”

      “Put him on the bridge speakers. We all need to hear this.”

      When Colonel Doyle entered the channel, he sounded pissed off. Griffin explained the situation in short sentences.

      “We require guidance, Colonel. Most of all, we need data on the Raggers – specifically, where they’ve positioned their spaceships.”

      “The lifter came out of nowhere, Captain. We picked it up a hundred thousand klicks from the surface and it came straight for Satra. It’s climbing vertically and you’re going to leave the atmosphere in about sixty seconds. As for the rest of the fleet, we can’t pin them down. Damn stealth craft. They should learn how to fight fair.”

      “Where’re our own ships? Last I remember it, the Invigilator carrier group wasn’t much more than a few hours away.”

      “It’s on its way, Captain. Five hours. Whether our ships can stop the Raggers before they incinerate half the continent is another matter.”

      “Five hours is too long. I need you to speak to anyone who can help us, Colonel. Otherwise, we’re going to use this nuke at the first chance we get.”

      “I’ll get on it right away.” Doyle paused, as if he was trying to remember something. “This might interest you – one of our computers converted the Raggers’ alien jibber-jabber into something that fits inside our combat suit language modules. I’ll send the files up to the Star Burner.”

      “Appreciated,” said Griffin, with a shrug. “I don’t expect we’ll get a chance to parlay, but if we do, I’m sure it’ll come in useful.”

      “There’s more,” said Colonel Doyle. “The word Ragger is an expletive. I heard it came from something one of the soldiers heard on Graxol-4. That damned alien bastard was swearing at us and now it’s the word we use to describe their whole damn species. Ain’t that a treat?”

      “Sure is,” said Griffin.

      “They’re closing the bay doors,” said Conway, his eyes on the underside sensor feed. Two monumental sections of movable alloy slid effortlessly together.

      “Colonel, we’re going to lose comms,” said Griffin. The channel fizzed – a sure sign the link was weakening.

      Doyle managed to get out a few more words and then he was cut off. Dominguez tried to re-establish the connection, without luck.

      “No dice,” she said. “We’re on our own.”

      To Conway, the news wasn’t unexpected. Griffin looked like he wanted to swear. Then, he took a deep breath and smiled. “In that case, we’d best make it work. Whatever it takes.”

      Words were easy. Conway wasn’t so confident they’d convert into reality.
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      The situation for Conway and the others, already complicated and uncertain, suddenly became even more confused. While she was trying to re-link to the Durham base, Lieutenant Dominguez found something entirely unexpected. She announced it eloquently.

      “Holy crap, sir.”

      Griffin crossed to the comms station and Conway followed. The equipment was technical, covered in buttons and dials, with about a dozen separate displays. A row of green lights had Dominguez and Griffin excited and Conway waited for the explanation.

      “These are your combat suits,” said Dominguez, pointing at five of the greens. “These two here are the flight suits belonging to me and Captain Griffin.”

      “Leaving another fifteen or twenty green lights still on the panel,” said Conway. He took a stab at the answer. “Ragger suits?”

      “No, Lieutenant, not Raggers. Fangrin.”

      Conway suddenly understood the excitement, though he couldn’t immediately grasp the ramifications. “These Raggers have been through Fangrin territory before they came to New Destiny.”

      “Looks like,” said Griffin. “Got themselves some other prisoners on the way.”

      “Can we speak with them, sir?” asked Conway. “Now that we’re allies and all.”

      “That’s exactly what we’re about to try,” Griffin replied. He nodded at Dominguez. “Do it – bridge speakers.”

      The link formed immediately. “Hello,” said Griffin. “I am Captain Jake Griffin of the ULAF navy. Who is this?”

      A Fangrin spoke. It might have been angry; Conway couldn’t be sure. “I am Akandar. What do you want, human?”

      “I would like to speak to your commanding officer.”

      “Yes.”

      The Fangrin diverted the channel and a different green light on the comms console flashed slowly. A new voice spoke, rough-edged, dry and wheezing. “This is Jostral, captain of the Gradior. I was not expecting to hear a human voice in this Ragger shit-hole.”

      “Our ship was blown to pieces and the wreckage picked up by this lifter. What is your situation?”

      “We are prisoners here, waiting for our enemies to cut our throats. If I don’t strangle them with their intestines first.”

      “The Raggers attacked our planet and dropped incendiaries onto one of our cities. We will destroy them for it.”

      The Fangrin laughed. It sounded painful and Conway guessed the Raggers hadn’t been treating their prisoners well. “Welcome to your new foe, human. We have seen the same and far worse. It is an easy thing to say you will destroy them when you have no means to accomplish it.”

      Griffin raised his hand and tapped his knuckles twice against the side of his flight helmet. “Our spaceship won’t fly, but the nuclear warhead in its hold is online and available. What can you tell us about this Ragger fleet?”

      Conway thought he detected a note of interest in the Fangrin’s response. “My warship was captured almost three weeks ago,” said the alien. “They focused one of their damned disruptor weapons against us until we crashed into the surface of a planet.”

      “You were brought here in your warship?” asked Griffin. He was definitely interested.

      “No, human. The Raggers have methods to separate a ship and its crew. We were carried here on a transport.”

      Griffin looked disappointed. “What happened to your ship?”

      “The Gradior came separately. If they haven’t sent it elsewhere, my cruiser is within the main holding bay of this lifter.”

      This was something. Conway could see the pieces of it fall into place and he knew the opportunity had presented itself, like a thanksgiving turkey flying through an open window on a golden tray. Griffin and the Fangrin captain talked until an agreement was reached. The negotiations weren’t tough – both sides had something to offer and everyone hated the Raggers. When Dominguez cut the channel, the excitement was unmistakable. Conway felt it himself.

      “Break the Fangrin out of their cell, shoot a few Raggers and steal a heavy cruiser out of the lifter’s hold,” said Griffin. “All the while, the sixty-minute timer on our nuke counts down, ready to welcome our alien buddies to the wonders of acute, debilitating radiation sickness.”

      There was one aspect of the plan about which Conway wanted clarification, since his wife and daughter were going to die if it went wrong. “What if we need to abort the detonation, sir?”

      Griffin understood and didn’t try to sugar-coat the response. “We know that the Raggers aren’t actively jamming our comms on this lifter. As long as it stays like that, I can end the timer remotely. Or bring it forward if required. Otherwise, we’re relying on the Raggers taking this spaceship into close proximity of their other spaceships. Colonel Doyle said we were leaving the atmosphere. It’s got to be enough.” He tapped his flight helmet again.

      Conway had his own superstitions and he checked the mag on his rifle. Full. “We’ve got some dogs to rescue.”

      It took Griffin less than ten seconds to set the timer on the nuclear warhead. He straightened. “Best set manual timers on our suit computers, so we don’t forget.”

      “Already done.”

      Conway got onto the comms. “We’ve got a new mission folks and you’re really going to like this one. Corporal Freeman, you’ve got two minutes to dig out a laser cutter. Take Private Barron in case you run into any hostiles. There’s a weapons store two turnings beyond the mess room. Captain Griffin has disabled the door security.”

      “On it, sir.”

      “We’re no longer moving,” said Dominguez. “And we’re right up against one of those platforms.”

      “Good timing.”

      “Any Raggers?”

      “None in sight. Their stealth suits won’t fool the Star Burner’s sensors.”

      The words gave Conway a little confidence and he exited the bridge, making sure everyone was aware of the plan. Within five minutes, the soldiers and the two members of the Star Burner’s crew were assembled at the airlock.

      “Right back where we started,” said Kemp, kicking another lump of Ragger flesh along the corridor. “Dirty pieces of shit,” he added.

      Conway approached the outer door. The panel light indicated the seals were in place but Griffin had disabled the security locks from the bridge. The others kept out of sight.

      He opened the door. It was much darker outside than expected and he assumed the Star Burner’s sensor arrays were able to do a lot with what little light there was. There was a breathable atmosphere, not that Conway planned to inhale any of it since he was wearing his combat suit.

      Right on the edge of hearing, he detected a droning sound. It had an unpleasant edge to it, like it was destructive to living tissue. A glance upwards revealed the source. A row of dark grey – almost black – cubes were fastened to the top of the bay. These were the gravity lifters – immense power sources which could pull nearly anything into the air, no matter how heavy the object.

      The Raggers had brought the cruiser up against one of the platforms. The positioning wasn’t exact and Conway turned his attention to the one-meter gap separating the warship and the platform. He could see the bay doors a long way below. Conway ignored the sight, took two strides, jumped and landed on the platform.

      “Move,” he ordered.

      Conway had taken a long look at the available cover before leaving the bridge. One of the storage crates lay at an angle, twenty meters away. It resembled a shipping container, made from corrugated metal and with alien symbols painted on the sides. His helmet computer surprised him by translating.

      Miscellaneous.

      He grunted at the mundanity and sprinted to the container’s side. It was bigger than it looked and offered plenty of cover. He made his way to the edge, wary because he could see numerous personnel doors leading onto the walkways. They were closed, but that didn’t mean the situation wasn’t about to change.

      Lockhart joined him, with the rest close behind.

      “We move to the crane and then the door,” Conway said.

      “No movement. Easy.”

      Conway led. He broke cover and ran hard, his kit making its familiar sound. Loose bullets rattled in his bag, his boots thumped and his rifle clattered against the grenades on their side clips. Conway wasn’t so much worried about the sound as he was about the monitoring systems the Raggers had in the bay. He couldn’t see any, though it was unlikely they’d be visible.

      The crane’s cabin was ten meters high, with the boom another forty on top of that. It was a flat-sided vehicle that ran on a gravity drive instead of tracks. Its engine was silent and the crane was unoccupied.

      The side wall of the bay wasn’t far and Conway counted three personnel doors, along with one much larger door for vehicles. Jostral, the Fangrin captain, believed he and his crew were being held close to the mid-point of the lifter. The alien wasn’t sure, but there again he wasn’t here as a guest.

      “Left-hand door,” said Conway, repeating the instructions he’d given earlier. “Freeman, move up in case we need that cutter.”

      Private Barron came with them, while everyone else held at the crane to provide covering fire if it was needed. A short sprint and Conway pulled up at the personnel door. It appeared the Raggers did doors the same as everyone else, though this one was three feet taller than a standard human door and operated by an especially long vertical lever. Script on the adjacent access panel told Conway it was sealed and locked. It wasn’t surprising – operations on most worlds would leave the main bay in a vacuum.

      “Cut it open. Do it fast. As soon as the Raggers detect a breach, they’ll come running.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Freeman was more comfortable with a comms booster, but he knew how to operate the cutter. He thumped his fist against the door, muttered something and changed one of the settings on the laser cutter nozzle. With that done, he snapped a piece of darkened plastic into place over his visor.

      The laser crackled, while Conway and Barron stood to either side of the door, keeping their eyes averted. Seconds passed and Freeman offered constant updates on his progress.

      “Ten percent, twenty. Any alarms and we’ll hear them soon.”

      Sometimes alarms were visible – red lights, sirens. Other times, they were purposefully hidden from intruders. Conway didn’t have any idea what to expect on a Ragger lifter. He saw nothing and heard nothing unusual and hoped it was a good sign. Not all security was efficient.

      “Nearly done,” said Freeman.

      The light from the cutter went out and Freeman gave the door an enthusiastic shove with both hands. The metal was thick and it made a solid noise when it hit the floor.

      On the other side was a large room, lit in the same way as the bay and with another door opposite. Conway stepped inside without waiting for the rest of the squad to catch up. A row of cabinets was fitted to the left-side wall with no obvious way to get them open. A filtered duct in the ceiling pumped out cool air.

      Conway approached the door. Everything about it was the same as the outer door, except the panel on this one indicated it would open manually. Conway was happy to accept the gift. He waited until everyone was ready and then gripped the top of the lever. It shifted with hardly any effort, reinforcing his view that the Raggers were technologically advanced, but physically weak.

      “Two airlock doors open at once?” said Kemp. “If the outer door didn’t make the Raggers jump, that’ll do it for sure.”

      Conway didn’t get so far as opening the door before he was interrupted by the sound of distant thunder. He froze, with one hand on the lever.

      “The engines,” said Griffin. “They’re getting ready for something.”

      The sound came again and Conway thought he could feel it through the floor. It happened once more and this time it didn’t go away, remaining as a constant, uneven grumble.

      Griffin hit on the answer. “They’re preparing to enter lightspeed,” he said.

      It was another unwanted variable. Conway tried to work out what it meant – he doubted it was good news, but was open to suggestions.

      “What now, sir?” he asked, happy for Griffin to make this decision.

      “Not much we can do, is there, Lieutenant?”

      “If I open this inner door while the outer one is open, it should trigger an alarm. They might abort the lightspeed transition.”

      Griffin’s expression said he wasn’t sure. Still, he was a man accustomed to acting fast when time was against him. “Open the door. Our enemy is here and now. So is the nuke.”

      Conway pushed. The door opened smoothly and soundlessly, even though it probably weighed eight or nine tons. On the far side, the same light as the bay illuminated a wide corridor with a high ceiling.

      The alarms didn’t come and the lifter’s tharniol drive continued warming up.
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      Since the Raggers seemed determined to enter lightspeed anyway, Conway motioned the squad back into the airlock so he could think about what to do.

      “I thought you said this would draw their attention, Lieutenant?” said Griffin. He didn’t sound angry, which made Conway think the recent decision to open the door had been a close-run thing.

      “Must be that the Ragger environmental sensors detect pressure shifts, sir. The bay isn’t a vacuum, so the pressure change will have been slight when we opened the door.”

      No doubt the monitoring systems were more sophisticated than that, but Conway didn’t know what aliens classed as safe.

      “Or maybe the alarm went off and the Raggers aren’t of a mind to stop what they’re doing,” offered Kemp. “Could be it’s real important for them to get the Star Burner and the Fangrin ship off to wherever it is they’re going.”

      “It’s not worth overthinking,” said Griffin. “Plan A was a good one before the tharniol drive warmup and it’s still a good one.”

      “Mid-section of the ship,” muttered Conway, remembering the details from his brief look into the passage outside. To the left, it continued for a hundred meters or so and turned into steps. To the right, more steps. “That could be a lot of ground to search.”

      “The personnel areas will be directly above the bays,” said Griffin confidently. “A ULAF lifter doesn’t require a huge crew and the Ragger equivalent will probably be the same.”

      “How many is not many, sir?” asked Sergeant Lockhart.

      “We don’t have a lifter as big as this one, but the closest in size has a crew of 120.”

      “Hmm,” said Lockhart.

      Griffin didn’t take offense. “They’re technicians, Sergeant. Most of them don’t carry weapons and those that do usually have a sidearm.”

      “These Raggers will be easy meat,” said Kemp. “We’ll kick their skinny asses.”

      Time was passing and Conway was eager to move. He repeated the plan again for those who’d missed it the first time. “Move fast, shoot straight. Kemp, feel free to use that launcher. Don’t forget to shout up first. Freeman, don’t lose that cutter.”

      He opened the door for a second time and looked outside to find something new coming towards him.

      “Raggers,” he said.

      Four of the aliens approached from the left with the repulsive gait that made Conway’s trigger finger particularly itchy. These ones weren’t dressed in stealth suits. In fact, they were completely naked. They carried what Conway took to be diagnostic tools, with no sign of weaponry.

      He emptied most of a magazine into them. Three shots – change target, three shots – change. Lockhart helped out and the Raggers went down in a mess of blood and bone. The weight of the ship suppressed the noise of gunfire, but Conway wasn’t sure if it was enough to stop other aliens nearby from hearing it.

      “Come on.”

      He took one look behind him – no movement – and then sprinted for the left steps, switching magazines as he went. This corridor ran parallel to the secondary bay, which meant no side turnings and no distractions. At the bottom step, he crouched and looked upwards. The steps went upwards a long, long way, with several intersecting passages which he assumed led towards the walkways in the cargo bays.

      “Long climb,” said Lockhart.

      What he meant was long climb into possible enemy fire.

      “Got no choice,” said Conway. “We advance in stages. Stay left on the steps, Barron and Freeman stay here to provide covering fire. Lieutenant Dominguez, can you shoot?”

      “Yes, Lieutenant, I can shoot.”

      “It’s your job to watch Barron and Freeman’s back. Holler if you need spares.”

      Dominguez patted the leg pocket on her flight suit. “I’ve got four fully loaded magazines.”

      “Good.”

      Given the choice, Conway would have been without both Griffin and Dominguez. Not because they were a burden – though he wanted to see how Dominguez handled her gun – but because their flight suits weren’t made to absorb high-impact rounds. Anything bigger than a pistol would punch right through.

      Conway did what he always did and played the hand he was dealt. He started up the steps. They were solid metal and his boots produced almost no sound on them. The risers were high – made for eight-feet Raggers instead of humans.

      Freeman was third in the line and he stumbled when his foot caught the top of a step. “Dammit,” he said. “I hate aliens.”

      The sound of the lifter’s propulsion climbed without warning and Conway felt it through the wall where his shoulder was pressed against it.

      “Close to launching,” said Griffin. “Five minutes – that’s damn quick.”

      “Everything the Raggers make seems to be more advanced than our kit, sir.”

      “We probably shouldn’t be on these steps,” said Griffin.

      The lifter shook, though with much less violence than Conway was expecting. He experienced the same unpleasant dislocation, like his body was one place and his mind somewhere else. It wasn’t too bad and then the thunder died away, leaving them in comparative silence.

      “I could get used to that,” said Kemp. “Smoother than a diamond class carrier.”

      They came to the first landing. Conway and Griffin crouched in the right-hand passage, with Lockhart and Freeman on the other side. Dominguez, Barron and Kemp started the climb from the bottom while those on the landing watched the opening at the top. It wasn’t a perfect method, but the nuke in the Star Burner’s weapons bay was due to go off in fifty minutes and nobody wanted to be there to see it happen.

      Conway’s impression that the intersecting corridors led to the bay walkways appeared to be correct. The left-hand passage ended at a door marked with the words Bay Upper 9. To the right, the passage went on for a surprising distance – beyond what Conway expected to be the outer hull of the spaceship.

      “Double hull,” said Griffin, seeing his interest. “They must have storage between the outer and inner skins.”

      “Doesn’t that make the ship vulnerable to incoming fire?”

      Griffin shrugged. “You build it for war or you build it for other things. But don’t be fooled - this lifter could withstand any small-scale attack. It’s only the real big stuff that’ll take it out.”

      They repeated the method up to the next landing. Conway felt it was going well until he saw another group of Raggers appear all the way at the top. He could only see the head and shoulders of the lead aliens and the sight of pallid skin made him think they were also naked. His Gilner thumped into his shoulder as he put bullets into them. Kemp and Barron helped out from the lower landing and between them, they killed most of the aliens.

      “One got away,” said Conway. He swore. “We need to move it.”

      The muscles in his legs complained as he forced them to carry him up the stairs. The Raggers were such an unknown he didn’t have any idea how to anticipate their next moves. He guessed they’d have dedicated security, while the rest of the crew would tool up with whatever they could lay their hands on.

      Conway was dismayed at what he found once he got high enough to see over the top step. This level of the spaceship wasn’t exactly open plan, but he saw many wide passages, laid out in a grid. Doors led away from the corridors, no doubt to rooms behind the walls. Everything was featureless metal, with a few alien symbols painted directly onto the exposed surfaces.

      He bent his neck - the ceiling was fifteen meters high and lighting strips cast dull illumination onto the space below. The sight of it put him in mind of an underground city, only this one wasn’t hollowed from the rock so much as it was forged from military alloys and put into a huge spaceship designed to carry stolen hardware from distant worlds.

      The place wasn’t empty. He spotted movement from most directions and he ducked down in case any bullets were coming his way. It wouldn’t be too long.

      “Kemp, get up here!”

      As the words left his mouth, a couple of Raggers appeared at the top of the steps, their mouths open to reveal needle-sharp teeth and their huge, black-orb eyes betraying nothing at all. Conway hadn’t seen them coming and he chastised himself for underestimating their speed.

      “Ragger!” one of them hissed.

      Barron was on good form and shots from below smashed into the aliens. They pitched to the floor, making gurgling sounds that Conway’s suit was unable to translate.

      “Ragger to you too, alien scumbags,” he said.

      “Hostiles below,” said Dominguez from the lower landing. The sound of rifle fire reached Conway.

      “Bad situation,” he said.

      Lockhart knew it too – they were disadvantaged by the steps and also by enemies potentially coming from several directions.

      “Clear below,” said Barron,

      “Move up! Fast!”

      Conway heard the sound of return gunfire, so far only small arms. He chanced another look over the steps onto the upper level. It was getting busy. Raggers sped from place to place, while others leaned around corners with guns in their hand. One of the aliens wasn’t fast enough into cover and Conway managed to put a high-impact round into its chest. It pitched over and thrashed on the ground.

      Kemp made it to the top, hardly slowed by the weight of the shoulder launcher. “Orders, sir?” he asked.

      “Give them something to think about.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The shoulder launchers were fearsome weapons when used at the right time. Kemp stood and fired the weapon towards one of the intersections directly ahead. He dropped out of sight, grinning.

      Light and intense heat washed down the steps, offering Conway the reassurance that many Raggers had perished. He clambered up two of the steps, staying close to the wall. His eyes scanned the surroundings as he attempted to gauge the effect on the enemy. It was hard to be sure through the smoke.

      Barron and Dominguez weren’t at the top yet. A glance was enough to tell Conway that they were concerned about Raggers coming from behind. They climbed awkwardly, trying to keep their rifles pointed towards the lower landing.

      “Give them some help,” Conway ordered. The chance to take advantage of the first rocket blast had slipped away.

      Lockhart trained his rifle down the steps but wasn’t required to fire. Barron and Dominguez joined them and the short delay was enough for the launcher to recharge.

      “Go,” said Conway, scrambling closer to the top. Freeman joined him and they laid down fire to keep the Raggers pinned. Smoke from the first rocket worked to their advantage and the return fire was sporadic. Enemy bullets thudded into the walls and the ceiling above, without striking any of the squad members.

      Kemp repeated the action from before, except this time he climbed higher, until he was almost in the room. He aimed the launcher to the left and the rocket shrieked away. With that done, he stepped smoothly into the stairwell and crouched, the grin on his face wider than last time.

      “Like shooting fish in a barrel.”

      “I worry about you, Kemp.”

      The time was now and Conway surged onto the level above. He heard the footsteps of the others as they came with him. They knew how to handle situations like this and he didn’t need to give them instructions. He chose left, into the heat smoke of Kemp’s rocket. If this was to be a success, the squad needed to reduce the enemy resistance to a manageable level and do it quickly.

      Movement came through the smoke and Conway fired. A shape tumbled and another one came. A gun cracked, the shot going wide. More Gilner fire and one more dead Ragger added to the total. The smoke was thick and the metal hot. It would disperse soon and the life support was already pumping new air into this space. A duct above thrummed and a strong breeze blew out.

      Conway stopped at a four-way intersection and listened for a second. He heard sound, coming from the right. A look around and he saw movement to go with it. He couldn’t see well enough through to judge how far the right-hand passage continued. An open door sheltered a Ragger and he fired, just as it moved out of sight. He swore – he’d scored a hit, though not a fatal one.

      “Time to move.”

      He ran towards the doorway, his eyes watching for hostiles emerging from cover. His squad gave impeccable support and Gilner fire raked against the metal walls, none of it threatening to hit Conway. The door closed a moment before he reached it. He swore and ran on, aiming for the next four-way intersection. At the corner, he threw himself left and tried to minimize the angle for inbound fire.

      “Rocket out,” said Kemp on the comms, sounding like he was having way too much fun.

      The projectile streaked across Conway’s vision and detonated too close for comfort. Kemp judged it well – or at least Conway was happy to give him the benefit of the doubt – and the explosion didn’t harm him or damage his suit any more than it already was.

      Lockhart arrived at full-pelt. He hurtled around the corner at the same time as a Ragger appeared to Conway’s left. All three fired at the same time. The alien went down and Lockhart took a shot in the balls. He collapsed, wheezing.

      “Man down!” said Conway. He stooped while keeping his gun ready.

      “Dammit, right in the cock,” said Lockhart, choking out the words.

      “Did it beat your armor?”

      “Don’t think so. Feels like it did, though.”

      Lockhart would live, though for the next couple of minutes he would probably prefer to be dead. Barron arrived, while Freeman and Kemp made it to the passage opposite.

      Griffin came onto the comms, bringing bad news. “We can’t hang back,” he said. “I just spoke to Captain Jostral – the Raggers came into his cell and he reckons they’re in the mood to give out some punishment.”

      “No need to ask what they mean by punishment,” said Dominguez.

      Conway offered his hand to Sergeant Lockhart and got the man to his feet.

      “Keep telling yourself it’s only pain.”

      Lockhart bared his teeth and Conway could see him attempting to exert the primacy of mind over matter. As long as he could keep up, it would be enough.

      “If the dogs die, we can’t fly out of here, Sergeant.”

      “Then what are we waiting for, sir?”

      The answer was nothing. Conway broke from cover and the hunt resumed.
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      The fighting was tense, but the enemy weren’t organized and they weren’t wearing armor. The Raggers had the numbers and that was their main advantage. Conway and his squad made rapid progress through this level of the spaceship. Every time they passed a door, someone would wrench it open to check for Fangrin prisoners.

      The contents of these rooms were varied – some were stores for pieces of equipment with unknown purposes. Others were maintenance rooms, filled with screens and consoles. One room contained tall cylinders made from a clear material, with thick fluids inside. It was the kind of place that many of the Unity League’s alien tech guys would love to spend their vacation, but Conway wasn’t too interested.

      Before they made it to the far wall, Kemp fired the shoulder launcher a couple more times – whenever he suspected the enemy were clumped. The rockets did a good job of reducing many aliens into cinders and the smell of burned Raggers was sickly sweet.

      “It’s putting me off sausages,” Kemp complained.

      “Have a drink of recycled piss,” offered Freeman. “It’ll make you feel better.”

      Conway wasn’t listening. The enemy resistance had fallen away rapidly and though he heard the occasional footstep, they were heading away rather than towards the squad. He guessed they’d had enough or been recalled.

      “The captain of this lifter will need to make a decision soon,” said Griffin. “Either drop out of lightspeed and head back to New Destiny for backup, or lock the doors and hope he can make it to his destination.”

      “Does it matter which?” asked Conway.

      “I don’t know.”

      The squad moved on. They didn’t have time for a full sweep – not if the dogs were about to be killed. Griffin spoke again to Captain Jostral – the Fangrin was alive, though the situation in his cell wasn’t clear.

      They came to the far side of the room and Conway judged they were above and about a third of the way along the main bay.

      “Still no prisoners,” he said.

      “Four visible exits,” said Lockhart, straining to see in the low light.

      “Steps down,” said Barron, checking out the closest exit, a little way to the left.

      “Gunfire!” said Kemp, pointing right. “Lots of it.”

      Conway heard it at the same time. “This way,” he said. The exit he aimed for was forty meters away and he had no idea what lay through it.

      “Something’s happening with the Fangrin,” said Griffin. He swore. “Captain Jostral’s gone off-comms.”

      The news alarmed Conway and he increased his pace from a fast march to a run. “Dead?”

      “Don’t know. I’m connecting to one of the other receptors.”

      At the corner, Conway stopped and looked around into another passage. Twenty meters away, it branched left and right, preventing him from seeing further. He ducked away to give his brain a moment to process the next move.

      “This way,” he said.

      Conway broke into a sprint, heading for the intersection. Lockhart was next and then Freeman, while the others waited just inside the passage for their opportunity. The sound of gunfire came – loud and close. Whatever weapon made the noise, its muzzle flash was completely suppressed and Conway couldn’t be sure if it came from left or right.

      At the turning, Conway stopped, sensing danger. A distortion appeared in the air in front of him, moving fast. The Ragger evidently wasn’t expecting to find Conway here and it crashed into him. He tried to get his rifle into position, but the alien grappled with him.

      “Can’t get a shot,” said Lockhart.

      A second shape appeared, this one broad, muscular and pissed off. The Fangrin snarled, showing canine teeth. It grabbed hold of the Ragger and tore it from Conway. Its huge fist thudded twice into the light distortion and then with a swing of its arms, smashed the Ragger into the wall with a crunch. The enemy lay still but Conway put a couple of bullets into it to make sure.

      Another Fangrin came from the left to join the first one. Conway saw others behind and they carried what he believed were Ragger guns. The lead Fangrin reached out and took one of the weapons, though he made no hostile movements with it.

      Conway stared at this first one and it met his eyes. The dogs - his enemy for so long, and he couldn’t remember seeing a living one from so close. This one was dressed like the others - in the yellow-grey armor of their soldiers but with no sign of a helmet. The dark fur covering its face was patchy and the skin of its muzzle looked dry and cracked. This one hadn’t thrived in captivity.

      Conway realized that the gunfire had stopped. In fact, it was the quietest it had been since his squad emerged onto this level of the spaceship. “You escaped without our help,” he said.

      “Yes. Our enemies hoped to fill our cell with bullets and we overcame them.”

      Griffin stepped forward. “Where is Captain Jostral? We should try to reach the Gradior.”

      The Fangrin growled, deep in its throat. “Captain Jostral is dead. Most of us are dead. You came too late – the Raggers slaughtered us and now we are only six from the many that came here.”

      “I received a data packet from Captain Jostral,” said Griffin. “Less than thirty seconds ago.”

      “I saw him die to a Ragger bullet, human, along with the crew of the Gradior. There is nobody left who can pilot the ship.” He raised the weapon, careful not to aim it at Conway’s squad. “We will take this lifter and kill its crew.”

      “Where is your spaceship?” asked Griffin. “I can fly it.”

      The Fangrin narrowed its eyes and Conway felt his grip tighten on his rifle. The alien’s shoulders slumped and it made a rumbling sound. “The Gradior is a different way,” it said. “You say you can fly it. Not without the security codes.”

      “Captain Jostral gave them to me. I have checked the data transmission he sent before he died and they are within it.”

      Something gleamed in the Fangrin’s eyes. “In that case, we will fight together to escape this wretched place.” He revealed white teeth again. “I am Yeringar. Are our goals aligned?”

      Griffin nodded. “I am Jake Griffin. We are at peace. Our goals are aligned.”

      “In that case, we fight.”

      The Fangrin were eager to get started and Conway was forced to step aside as the aliens headed for the main room on this level of the spaceship. They had a sharp smell – wild and primal. Conway had learned to hate their scent but this time, the reaction didn’t come.

      “Easy,” he warned the others. He saw Kemp glowering at the aliens as they went past. “They’re with us, Private. I know you don’t like it, but this is what life, luck and war brings.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Kemp through gritted teeth.

      The Fangrin were either incautious or too angry to tread carefully. They reached the end of the passage and vanished from sight.

      “Come,” said Yeringar. “The Gradior is this way.”

      It wasn’t a good time to establish a command hierarchy and Conway was ready to accept the Fangrin operating as an independent unit until he and Yeringar could speak. None of the aliens wore helmets but two of them were fitted with comms receptors and he brought them into a separate channel shared by himself and Captain Griffin. The names appeared on his HUD – Yeringar and Lonstril.

      Conway peered into the main room again. The Fangrin had advanced twenty meters towards the next exit which Private Barron said led onto steps. It wasn’t surprising to see how much discipline the aliens showed – they covered each other and moved quickly from place to place. One discharged his weapon at an out of sight target. The stolen Ragger weapon cracked twice and no more.

      “Done,” said Lonstril.

      “We can’t let them have all the fun,” said Corporal Freeman.

      The human squad followed at a rapid pace. Conway recognized that the appearance of the Fangrin might affect his soldiers and he spoke sharp words to make sure everyone was with him.

      “The Raggers sent their stealth soldiers to kill us,” said Yeringar on the comms. “I do not know how many they have onboard this vessel. We should be careful.”

      “They are difficult to hit,” Conway admitted.

      “We can smell them,” said Lonstril. “It is the stench of the dead.”

      The words struck Conway as odd and he filed them away to ask about later. At the moment, it wasn’t a time for conversation and he led his soldiers after the Fangrin.

      By the time the squad reached the top of the stairs, the Fangrin were halfway down, having killed another of the naked Raggers in the process. Conway didn’t want to move so fast, especially not if he was going to run into enemies wearing stealth suits. The Fangrin didn’t leave him much choice and the aliens descended the steps lithely.

      “They want to get out of here and they don’t want to piss about,” Lockhart observed. “Judging from the appearance of Yeringar, I can’t say I blame them.”

      “I agree.”

      Conway didn’t throw caution to the wind, but he did descend faster than his training told him was wise. He kept reminding himself that the Fangrin were, on balance, every bit as accomplished as a well-trained human soldier. Their methods weren’t always the same, which might be a positive in a situation like this.

      These steps were a mirror of the ones leading from the secondary bay, with the same intersections. The Fangrin hadn’t slowed much, but Conway was obliged to look after his squad and he paused at each turning to look out for Raggers.

      The enemy didn’t show up and Conway hoped the personnel onboard the lifter had been demoralized by the speed of the attack and the extent of their losses. The steps led to an empty passage, with an open door giving away the direction the Fangrin had taken.

      “We have arrived at a sealed airlock,” said Yeringar on the comms. “We require assistance.”

      Thirty seconds later, Freeman made a start with the laser cutter. The Fangrin took up a lot of space and didn’t leave much for the human squad. Conway used the opportunity to check the timer on the nuke.

      “Forty minutes,” he said.

      “You sound surprised, Lieutenant,” said Griffin. “We’ve been moving quickly.”

      “Time passes at its own rate, sir. Turn your back on it and you might find half your life is gone. Either that or you check your watch and it’s still three hours until dinner time.”

      “Don’t be dictated by it,” said Griffin, nodding to himself at the thought. “I like the idea.”

      “Nearly done,” said Freeman.

      Kemp had his eye on the corridor and he fired an extended burst from his gun. “I think I saw movement, sir.” He fired again and then ducked into the airlock to reload. Confirmation of a Ragger approach came when return shots hit the open door.

      “Best stay low,” said Conway. “Freeman?”

      “One second, sir.”

      “We’re running out of time,” said Lockhart, now more or less recovered from the shot to his balls.

      Freeman completed his work with the laser cutter. Yeringar didn’t wait and he slammed the gloved palm of one hand against the surface. The section of the door fell inwards and clattered to the ground. To Conway’s surprise, the Fangrin didn’t charge directly through the opening. Instead, Yeringar looked carefully to see what lay on the other side.

      “What can you see?” Conway asked, pushing himself into a better position.

      “The Gradior,” said the Fangrin.

      It was a mean-looking spaceship, Conway was willing to concede. He estimated it to be in excess of 500 meters in length and it filled much of the bay. Only the upper decks were visible above the top of the docking platform, which was enough to get a good idea of its overall shape. It was a heavily-armored brawler with a low profile and plenty of guns. Conway saw a row of four side-mounted chain gun turrets, each with eight barrels. The Gradior was also fitted with fifty-meter railguns - two were visible at the front and two more at the rear. Conway was sure the Fangrin heavy cruiser had other tricks up its sleeve.

      “Offline,” said Griffin. “I can’t hear the engines.”

      “You will need to start it up,” said Lonstril.

      Yeringar stepped through the airlock door, taking care to avoid the burning hot edges. Conway followed and immediately felt like a speck floating within an ocean of space. This bay was much bigger than the secondary bay, with several overhead cranes and the drone from the gravity modules in the ceiling was far more oppressive.

      The front section of the Gradior was close to the platform which Conway was standing on. The light in the bay was sufficient for him to see three other platforms further along the wall, with Ragger vehicles parked on each. He saw no sign of movement and guessed the enemy had left this bay empty like they had with the secondary bay.

      “We’d better move,” said Lockhart from within the airlock. “I think I can hear them coming.”

      “Where’s the door into the warship?” asked Conway.

      “Come,” Yeringar responded.

      The Fangrin loped off towards the Gradior and Conway found it hard to keep up at the same time as he scanned the upper walkways for signs of the enemy. Each step he took towards the heavy cruiser made the spaceship appear larger and made Conway feel smaller. He grimaced at the wonders of technology.

      The Fangrin stopped at the edge of the platform and pointed at the faintest of outlines in the hull. “The door.”

      “And a two-meter gap,” said Conway.

      “No access panel,” said Griffin.

      “You must broadcast the access codes.”

      “There is no receptor.”

      “Trust me. Do it.”

      Griffin didn’t ask any more questions. Conway knew the other man had complied when a section of the Gradior’s hull sank inwards before sliding to one side.

      “In,” said Yeringar at the same time as Conway heard gunfire.

      He spun around, bringing up his rifle. He couldn’t see any Raggers, but he knew they were there, using their stealth suits to remain hidden. The members of his squad fired towards the airlock doorway, while return fire clattered against the side of the Gradior.

      “Up there!” shouted Conway. “Open door, third walkway up.”

      The Raggers had got themselves into a good position. A bullet hit Conway on the top of one shoulder and glanced off. Freeman fell backwards, with bullet marks on his chest. One of the Fangrin took a headshot and dropped dead to the floor.

      Kemp fired the last rocket from his shoulder launcher. The projectile struck the wall near to the upper doorway and the explosion created a flash of harsh white.

      “Get inside!” yelled Conway.

      Griffin jumped first, clearing the gap after a short run to gather speed. Dominguez followed and then two of the Fangrin. The aliens hardly needed any space – they just sprang across into the airlock room.

      As far as Conway could tell, the rocket had killed every Ragger on the walkway and the enemy fire stopped. He stooped over Freeman and was surprised to see the man’s eyes open and his lips moving.

      “It hurts,” he said.

      “We need to get him inside,” said Conway. “Barron – lay down fire. Sergeant Lockhart – help me lift Freeman.”

      On this day of surprises, Conway got another. The Fangrin he recognized as Lonstril leaned over and scooped up Corporal Freeman with his long, thick arms. He slung the man over one shoulder, turned, took three fast steps and then leapt onto the spaceship.

      Lockhart followed, with Barron and Kemp straight after. Conway was halfway into his stride when he noticed a sudden silence, like the lifter’s engines had shut off. He knew at once what it meant and as soon as he landed on the Gradior, he shouted for Griffin.

      “Sir, the Raggers are coming out of lightspeed.”

      Griffin acknowledged. “I don’t know what that means for us, Lieutenant. We can only do what we’re going to do.”

      One of the Fangrin touched his fingers against the inner security panel and the outer door slid shut with a solid thud.

      “The Raggers can open this,” said one of the Fangrin. “We should guard it until Jake Griffin activates the propulsion. There are two other doors, but they are not flush with a platform, so the Raggers will be unable to enter through them.”

      Conway nodded and made the arrangements to watch the entrance. Lonstril came onto the comms to let him know he was taking Corporal Freeman to the warship’s medical bay. Another Fangrin went with him and Conway ordered Lockhart to follow.

      “Hope he makes it,” said Kemp, speaking for them all.

      Moments later, the lifter shuddered as it exited lightspeed, producing nausea and a heavy thumping in Conway’s head. He imagined the Ragger crew reprogramming the spaceship with a new destination – one that would take it once more to New Destiny where the enemy warships would send troops to assist. There was nothing he could do about it. With events now out of his hands, Conway settled down to see what fate had in store for him and his squad.
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      Captain Jake Griffin didn’t know the way to the bridge, so he shouted for Yeringar to come and give him and Dominguez some directions. The Fangrin acknowledged with a single nod of his head.

      “Zargol. Come,” he said.

      One of the other Fangrin joined them and the two aliens set off deeper into the ship. Griffin and Dominguez exchanged glances and then followed.

      “Our enemy might have left a presence,” Yeringar explained. “I have checked the audit panel near the entrance door and it reports no life forms apart from ourselves. Still, it pays to be ready.”

      The interior of the Gradior wasn’t too much of a surprise. When you built a warship, it was with a specific task in mind – blowing up other warships or surface facilities. There wasn’t much need for interior carpets or fancy pictures and therefore this heavy cruiser comprised the same corridors, the same cabling, status panels, thick doors, stark lighting and scent of metallic air as every human spaceship Griffin had ever walked through.

      It would have been comforting if it wasn’t for the dead Fangrin lying in the corridors. The bodies of the aliens were twisted and contorted, as if they’d died in agony. Thick, dried mucus and spittle crusted their mouths and noses and Griffin detected the odor of putrefaction.

      “Ragger bastards,” growled Yeringar, stepping over one of the corpses.

      “I thought the Raggers took you prisoner,” said Griffin.

      “Only the ones who survived the rupture wave.”

      “That’s how they got you off the Gradior? This rupture wave?”

      “Yes - it cuts through a warship’s shielding and kills or incapacitates, depending on how lucky you are when it hits. The pain it causes blurs the line between whether the dead or the living are the fortunate ones.”

      “Do all Ragger ships have the same capabilities?”

      “You have much to learn, human.”

      “Yes – that is why I am asking.”

      Yeringar slowed for a moment and Griffin wondered if he’d angered the Fangrin.

      “Not every Ragger warship is as advanced as the most advanced craft in their fleet,” said Yeringar. “Your Unity League believes the Fangrin to be a powerful force and we are.” A rumbling laugh. “Yet compared to the Raggers, we are not powerful.”

      “Your war isn’t going too well?” asked Dominguez.

      “No, it isn’t going too well,” said Yeringar. “We could not fight on two fronts, even when one of our opponents was small like the Unity League.”

      Griffin winced inside at being dismissed so easily. “And now we are at peace.”

      “The Raggers will come for you. Their stinking armies of dead will not stop.”

      “You keep referring to them as dead.”

      “I can’t explain it better. They are not alive like we Fangrin are alive. They are different. Dead.”

      Yeringar knew where he was going and he took them unerringly to the bridge. The door was open and Griffin spotted another one of the Ragger hacking devices plugged into the panel. Yeringar saw it as well and he ripped it clear before hurling it against the floor. With that done, the Fangrin moved onto the bridge, keeping the stolen Ragger gun ready.

      Griffin entered the bridge afterwards and looked around. Again – no surprises. It was cramped, cold and with stations for eight or nine crew members. The Fangrin tech was mostly better than the Unity League equivalent, but much of it looked like it came out of the same factory. That didn’t mean Griffin considered himself a hotshot pilot of alien warships. It did, however, make him confident he could get something out of the Gradior.

      He located the main console and dropped into the seat in front of it. The chair was padded, comfortable and the two arms were clad in a smooth, red material.

      “We’re in local space,” he said, his eyes hunting for the button to bring the console out of sleep.

      “This one,” said Yeringar, evidently with a greater awareness of the tech than he’d let on.

      Griffin pressed the button and waited. Screens lit up and something hummed inside the console. An orange bar appeared on the center display and gave an estimate of the mainframe’s boot-up progress. It raced to 99% and then stopped for interminable seconds.

      “I’ve seen this before,” said Griffin impatiently. “Lieutenant Dominguez, have you located the sensor panel?”

      “Yes, sir. Just waiting for it to come out of sleep.”

      Zargol approached, carrying two huge metal cups that he’d obtained from a food station on the rear wall. He handed one to Yeringar and the aliens drank in deep gulps, the ends of their muzzles buried in the containers. Griffin didn’t watch them for more than a second or two. The aliens were clearly dehydrated from their time on the lifter and they needed fluids.

      “These start the propulsion,” said Yeringar, once he’d emptied the cup. He tapped at a row of other buttons. “You will be asked to input security codes.”

      “I thought you couldn’t fly this.”

      “I can’t. I am trained in light transports only. Some of the hardware is similar.”

      Griffin knew his way around a spaceship. Not only that, the ULAF had captured several Fangrin vessels over the course of the war and studied them closely. Griffin kept himself up to speed with the enemy technology, so he had a good idea how the Fangrin did things.

      “Starting it up,” he said.

      The expected shuddering happened, though it was muted compared to a ULAF heavy cruiser. A power gauge on one of his screens climbed slowly. Griffin watched it until Dominguez drew his attention elsewhere.

      “The Raggers are in the bay outside,” said Dominguez. “Let’s see if I can figure out how to get the feed up on the main screen…here we go.”

      The Gradior’s sensor feeds sprang into view in mid-air, a couple of feet in front of the main console. The clarity was startling and looked solid enough to touch. Griffin told himself he wasn’t impressed and focused on the twelve Raggers advancing towards the spaceship’s forward airlock. They were spread out, dressed in silver-streaked black and carrying guns. They’d brought some kind of cylindrical floating robot with them. The device had many arms and a display screen.

      “Those Raggers are wearing stealth suits,” said Griffin.

      “And this ship’s sensors see right through them, just like ours do,” Dominguez replied. “Neat, huh?”

      “Yeah, neat. I don’t think we want to see what that robot does to the door security. Can you reach Lieutenant Conway?”

      Dominguez’s main backup skill was comms and she had no problems accessing the Gradior’s internal systems. “Letting him know he should be ready for anything.”

      “I can see more enemy on those walkways,” said Griffin. “And some waiting on the far side of the airlock door.”

      “Lots of Raggers,” said Zargol. “More than we can hold off with our limited numbers. We should kill them with the Gradior’s external armaments.”

      It was a tremendous plan and Griffin hunted through the main weapons systems to see if he could figure out how to set the chain guns onto automatic.

      “Let’s try this,” he said.

      As soon as he activated the guns, their turrets rotated as they acquired targets. Griffin watched it happen on the sensor feed and experienced great satisfaction when all four portside guns began spewing out a vast quantity of bullets. The Gradior’s chain guns were meant to pulverize convoys of armed vehicles while the spaceship remained in high orbit. Griffin was aware from experience that they could take out a Viper class, given enough time. Against the Raggers, it was overkill.

      Within moments, the enemy soldiers were gone – killed with such murderous efficiency that they were reduced to paste on the surface of the platform. Two of the chain guns pummeled the walkways, bringing them crashing down and producing huge indentations in the bay wall.

      A shoulder-launched rocket sped through the airlock door and hit the Gradior. The blast was large but the Ragger weapon didn’t have a fraction of the necessary firepower to damage a warship. Massive-caliber bullets plunged through the laser-cut airlock and Griffin had little doubt that the Ragger which fired the rocket was comprehensively killed.

      The guns shut off and Yeringar laughed. “They did not enjoy that.”

      Having spent no more than ten or fifteen minutes in the company of the Fangrin, Griffin had already learned far more about the aliens than during many years of fighting against them. It might be that Yeringar wasn’t a representative example, though Griffin suspected that he was.

      He turned his attention to the slowly-climbing engine gauge. It had a long way to go, which was expected given how long Captain Jostral said the propulsion had been offline. With no way to speed it up, Griffin did what he could to familiarize himself with the operation of the Gradior.

      The computer systems were logically set out. The language module in his flight helmet couldn’t translate a few of the words and he was required to ask for Yeringar’s assistance. The Fangrin knew a lot of things.

      “How old is the Gradior?” Griffin asked, pretty sure he knew the answer. Everything felt new.

      “Not old. Within a year.”

      “What were you doing when the Raggers used their disruptor on you?”

      “Captain Jostral told us during our time in captivity. We followed an enemy spaceship in anticipation of locating suitable targets for destruction. Then we came upon an opponent capable of using a sustained disruptor on us. Captain Jostral believes we encountered the fleet which the Raggers were preparing use in a planetary assault.”

      “Our planet – New Destiny.”

      “So it would appear.”

      “How many spaceships were in that fleet?”

      “At least four. They are difficult for our sensors to track.”

      “Four including the lifter?”

      “I do not know the precise numbers.”

      Griffin had no doubt there were many other details about the Gradior’s capture which were worth hearing, but for now he couldn’t spend the time digging. Four enemy ships plus the lifter sounded like a small number to attack a planet – unless one of those warships was a capital ship that didn’t require much in the way of support. He suspected he’d find out soon.

      The Gradior was armed to the teeth. As well as the chain guns and the four visible upper railguns, it had two additional underside railguns. Then came the missiles – ten clusters of ten, the surface incendiaries, the shock-pulse missiles, countermeasures and the nukes. The ammunition reserves were not full – the warship had seen plenty of action since its last resupply.

      “The Gradior has launched two of its nuclear missiles,” said Griffin. “Or it left base without a full complement.”

      “Our war with the Raggers leaves no room for sentiment.”

      The Fangrin weren’t evasive and so far, Yeringar hadn’t avoided speaking about the conflict. Griffin wondered exactly how far they were being pushed. It was easy to think Fangrin losses were a good thing for the Unity League and until the Raggers showed up at New Destiny, Griffin would have agreed. Now, he wasn’t so sure.

      “Are you at total war?”

      “Yes. The entirety of our industrial effort is focused on this.”

      “Will it be enough?”

      “Perhaps not. I am a soldier and I will fight.”

      It was sobering to hear and Griffin didn’t know what else to say. He was almost ready to declare himself capable of flying the Gradior and he rested his hands on the horizontal bars the Fangrin used to control their spaceships. The cool metal rods shifted smoothly and easily along their guide slots and he could feel the hum of the propulsion in his palms, as though the controls and the engines were directly connected.

      “Thirty minutes on the Star Burner’s nuke,” said Dominguez. “We may be cutting it tight if you don’t alter the timer, sir.”

      “I know.”

      The engine charge gauge climbed beyond fifty percent. As soon as it reached one hundred percent, the sublight propulsion would start up, assuming nothing went wrong. It was painfully slow and a limitation of the technology that affected both humans and Fangrin and, for all Griffin knew, the Raggers as well.

      “What’s the plan, sir?” asked Dominguez. “Blow the crap out of the lifter and then fly to New Destiny?”

      Griffin wasn’t sure on the specifics. Since they came up on the Star Burner, there was little choice other than to let events guide him. And here he was, at the controls of a powerful Fangrin spaceship, in the bay of a Ragger lifter on the way back to a planet in the Unity League with a total population in excess of four billion, without a plan as to how he was going to fix things.

      An idea came to him, as they often did in extreme circumstances and when time was in short supply. He studied the propulsion gauge and then examined the details he could find on the Gradior’s tharniol drive system. The specifics were in there somewhere, he just couldn’t find them.

      “Yeringar, how long does it take for this warship’s tharniol drive to warm up?”

      The Fangrin made an expression that looked like a scowl, but was probably something else. “I do not know the exact information. Not very long.”

      “Can you guess?”

      “Eight minutes. I heard one of the maintenance team speak of it.”

      The idea might work, but the timing was going to be tight. The main propulsion gauge trickled upwards and Griffin resisted the urge to swear. Something else was nagging at him – a follow-on from his idea - and he asked Yeringar a question about it.

      “You said you followed one of the Ragger spaceships and came to their attack fleet.”

      “Yes.”

      “Was that through lightspeed?”

      “Yes.”

      “I wasn’t aware such a technology existed.”

      “We have fought for years without it, human. Captain Jostral said it was something new – a modification to the sensors. The Gradior was one of the first ships fitted with the hardware. This is the reason I haven’t demanded you return it to the Fangrin navy immediately.”

      It didn’t take long for Griffin to make the connection. “You want us to track the Ragger fleet once it leaves New Destiny?”

      “That is correct, human. Vengeance for my species.”

      There was likely more to it than simple vengeance and Griffin wondered if the Fangrin believed something big would happen if the Gradior went to New Destiny.

      “What is your rank in the Fangrin armed forces, Yeringar?”

      The deep, green eyes blinked once, slowly. “My rank would not translate directly into something you would understand.”

      Griffin got a hint of evasion in the response and he could see he wasn’t going to get an answer. He turned. “Lieutenant Dominguez – think you can find out what those sensor modifications are?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll do what I can.”

      “We don’t have long.”

      “No, sir. A few minutes.”

      He turned his attention back to the Fangrin. “Did your species have a specific purpose in mind for this technology?”

      Yeringar laughed. “Find the factory planets of our enemy and destroy them.”

      Griffin shrugged, not expecting anything more in-depth. “Lieutenant Dominguez?” he asked.

      “This is new, sir. Give me a moment.” A note of impatience crept into her voice and Griffin knew it was time to back off. It was easy to expect miracles and it wasn’t always possible to deliver.

      “When the lifter enters the New Destiny solar system, we will be vulnerable,” said Yeringar. “The Raggers will be able to target us when we shoot open the lifter’s bay doors and emerge into space. The Gradior is a new ship but it cannot beat a railgun projectile in a contest of acceleration.”

      “We won’t be here longer than a few seconds when the lifter exits lightspeed,” said Griffin.

      That got Dominguez’s attention. “If you’re about to do what I think you’re about to do…” She didn’t know how to finish the sentence. “Is that wise, sir?”

      “Have you got a better plan?”

      “No.”

      “Then we’ll try this one.”

      The Gradior’s engines came online, which provided the necessary power for the tharniol drive detonators. Griffin was ready for it and he immediately sent the activation command. A series of heavily-suppressed booms came from elsewhere in the spaceship.

      “That starts the warmup,” he said.

      “Where are we going, sir?” asked Dominguez.

      “I don’t know, Lieutenant. As soon as the lifter enters local space, I’ll activate our lightspeed drive for one second. It should bring us out somewhere in the Anderol system, hopefully far enough from New Destiny that we avoid detection and close enough that we can react to circumstance.”

      If the Fangrin had any thoughts on the subject, they didn’t say and they took advantage of the tharniol charge-up time to replenish their bodies. Griffin lost count of how many visits Yeringar and Zargol paid to the food station and how many plates of lumpy meat they consumed. The smell of it made Griffin salivate, no matter how much he told himself it was dogfood.

      “Want some?” asked Zargol, seeing his interest.

      Griffin looked at the tray, piled high with meat, alongside something which was the same yellow-grey color as the Fangrin combat suits. His best guess was that it was bread. “Maybe later.”

      “It tastes good.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Your loss, human.”

      “You should find a seat. Three minutes on the tharniol warmup.”

      “I’ll contact Lieutenant Conway and the other Fangrin,” said Dominguez. “Tell them to find something to hold onto.”

      The Ragger lightspeed transitions were far smoother than those on most Unity League warships. Even so, it didn’t pay to take chances when it wasn’t necessary. The Fangrin used the thick seat harnesses to fasten themselves in and when Griffin did the same, he caught the smell of leather from the straps.

      Seconds later, the Gradior’s sensor feeds reported that the sound from the lifter’s engines had dropped to a whisper.

      “Too soon,” said Griffin. “We can’t activate the tharniol drive for another two minutes.”

      The lifter’s hull shook with the stresses of re-entry to local space as it completed its return journey to the Anderol system. The occupants of the Gradior were cushioned from the shaking, but not the usual unpleasant nausea and feeling of being in two places at once.

      “Done,” said Dominguez. “We’re in local space.”

      “Now the real fun begins,” said Griffin, not expecting the coming minutes to be anything remotely similar to fun.
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      The lifter’s sublight propulsion activated immediately and Griffin felt the urgent acceleration of the spaceship. He guessed the Raggers had come in a little way off target and were keen to join up with the rest of their fleet.

      “The bay doors are opening,” said Dominguez.

      “The Raggers care little for each other,” said Yeringar, already out of his harness and prowling around the bridge like he was hunting for something to shoot or eat, possibly both. “They will not hesitate to destroy this lifter in order to kill us.”

      “If they blow up this spaceship, we’ll die and the nuke will be destroyed as well,” said Dominguez.

      Griffin knew the problems, he just couldn’t fix them. The Gradior’s tharniol drive wasn’t too far from reaching maximum charge. Since the heavy cruiser’s positioning system was screwed up by its time in the lifter’s hold, he would have to pick a direction and go. If they were unlucky, they might emerge from lightspeed in the center of the local star, Anderol, or one of its planets. He kept telling himself it wasn’t likely.

      A monumentally-large railgun slug punctured the side wall of the lifter, creating a sharp-edged hole dozens of meters across. The projectile didn’t stop – it came within a hundred meters of the Gradior and struck the opposite wall with sufficient force to create an exit hole. Through the holes, the darkness of space was visible.

      “Crap,” said Griffin.

      A second railgun slug came after the first. This one glanced off the heavy cruiser’s upper section, created a deep furrow and spun into the bay wall. Griffin got a sight of the flattened projectile and it was far larger than anything he’d seen come out of any other railgun.

      He drew back on the controls and the Gradior responded at once. Its engines were refined, yet with raw undertones, like a barbarian dressed in a finely-tailored suit. The warship flew backwards and struck the rear wall of the bay. The Gradior had enormous inertia but the lifter’s interior was reinforced. The impact split the rear bulkhead and the warship came to a halt.

      A third railgun slug went through the space the heavy cruiser had just vacated, missing the nose plating by only a few meters. It crashed into the loading platform, buckling the metal and making it rise like an alloy wave.

      “No more room to move,” said Dominguez.

      “We won’t need any.”

      The tharniol drive was ready. Griffin stabbed a finger at the activation trigger and the lightspeed engines fired. He couldn’t recall having undertaken such a short journey before and the in-out transition doubled up on the discomfort. Griffin retched and he heard Dominguez cursing with real feeling.

      “Where are we?” he said.

      The Fangrin’s sensors didn’t come up any quicker than their Unity League equivalents and the first image was of static. The sublight propulsion grumbled and the velocity gauge indicated the Gradior was moving, though Griffin’s translator couldn’t give him an exact figure. About eight klicks per second, he thought.

      When the sensors came up, Griffin nearly choked. On the forward feed, he saw the endless, white-topped blues and greens of a wind-blown ocean, coming up fast. He wrenched on the control bars until they came to the end of their guide slots. It wasn’t enough and the Gradior plunged into the water, still travelling at speed. A warning alarm chimed once – Griffin assumed it was the life support system – and then again when the heavy cruiser struck the sea bed. The nose section buckled and the impact threw up so much rock, grit and sand that the sensors went completely dark.

      A raucous sound broke the ensuing silence. Yeringar’s laughter filled the bridge with an unfettered joy.

      “This is how the Fangrin fight!” he bellowed. “We keep our enemy guessing until it is time for their deaths!”

      Griffin wasn’t sure if he’d been complimented or insulted and guessed it was the former. The Gradior’s instrumentation indicated it was 2200 meters beneath the surface of an ocean, which could mean only one thing.

      “We’re on New Destiny,” he said.

      “Yes we are, sir. The Gradior’s positioning system had enough time to calibrate, so I can tell you that we went into the Targatic Ocean.”

      Not many spaceships saw the bottom of an ocean during their time in service and Griffin wasn’t sure what to expect. The Gradior had suffered moderate impact damage, but was otherwise intact. The hull monitoring system reported the external pressures from the water, without generating any alerts. It appeared that the Fangrin warship was perfectly at home at the bottom of the sea and only the deep creaking of the metal suggested it was anywhere other than up in space.

      “Twenty minutes until the nuke goes off,” said Dominguez. “Its built-in comms unit isn’t visible, so it’s too late to change anything.”

      “We’ll have to work with it.”

      “I’m going to search for the lifter,” she continued. “Not that we can see too well from down here.”

      “Needle in a haystack,” said Griffin. “Try and contact anyone on New Destiny who might be listening and then get hunting for the lifter.”

      In the aftermath of Satra’s destruction, the comms had been badly affected and Griffin wasn’t expecting a change in the situation. He got a surprise when Dominguez located several military receptors.

      “The nearest comms satellite is online, sir,” she said. “Looks like most of the network is back up and running.”

      “Who’s out there? I need to know what’s going on.”

      Colonel Doyle was fast to the comms. He was far from the most senior officer in ULAF, but he was in charge of the only operational military base on New Destiny. Dominguez hadn’t mastered the Fangrin comms system yet and Doyle came through on the bridge speakers rather than directly into Griffin’s earpiece.

      “I need an update,” Griffin told him.

      Doyle was in a bad situation and it came out in his voice. “The Raggers promised to lay waste to every major population center unless we surrender,” he said. “The trouble is, we aren’t going to do that. I got word from the League Council by FTL comm only ten minutes ago.”

      “What about the Invigilator carrier group?”

      “Four hours away, Captain Griffin and nothing else close by.”

      “What instructions were you given, Colonel?”

      “Lie through my teeth and try to buy enough time for the fleet to get here. We can’t see these bastards, so I don’t know how we’re expected to shoot them down before they drop more of those incendiaries.”

      “Do you have any idea where they are now?”

      “There’s one directly over Durham. Sometimes you can see through their stealth if you look just right. It’s like a shimmering in the sky – one minute it’s there, the next it’s gone.”

      “Is it a lifter? A damaged lifter?”

      “Doesn’t look like one.”

      “Can you give me the positional data?”

      “I can send that right over to you, Captain. What do you intend? I’d like to give our boys and girls in the carrier group a chance to show these alien bastards what happens when you kill four million of the Unity League’s citizens.”

      “The Raggers will not wait,” said Yeringar. “We Fangrin are familiar with this tactic. If the enemy believe they can obtain significant quantities of rust, they will hold fire. Otherwise, they will do as they please.”

      “Who’s that?” asked Doyle sharply. “One of my team suggests your comms is originating from a Fangrin spaceship.”

      “These are our new allies, Colonel. They have assisted me and my crew. I have command of their heavy cruiser and intend putting it to good use.”

      “We don’t have much of a chance. Don’t blow it for us.”

      “I’ll do what I think is right.”

      Griffin spoke with Doyle for another couple of minutes. There wasn’t too much that was new – the Raggers were in charge, their underlying motivations were unknown and the aliens had already shown themselves capable of mass murder. The rescue fleet was a long way off and even if it arrived in the next few minutes, there was no guarantee that the Invigilator would be able to track and destroy the enemy spaceships before they brought more death to New Destiny.

      Once Doyle was off the comms, Griffin spent a few precious seconds trying to predict the future. It was a technique he hadn’t perfected.

      “Fifteen minutes until the nuke detonates,” he said, drumming his fingers on the command console. “Colonel Doyle mentioned a spaceship over Durham, but said it wasn’t the lifter. If we assume the enemy stopped putting railgun slugs through their own spaceship once we lightspeed jumped out of there, then that lifter has to be elsewhere.”

      “I do not think it would be alone,” said Yeringar.

      Griffin met the Fangrin’s eyes. “Why so sure?”

      “It would make sense for it to travel with the protection of other spaceships. They have your Star Burner still, and would not wish to lose it.”

      “If the lifter is with the other Ragger spaceships, they will be saturated in gamma radiation when the warhead explodes,” said Griffin. “But not the ship over Durham. It’s like they’ve left that one there to make sure we don’t forget about them, while the other spaceships watch from somewhere else.”

      “They’re not going to be pleased when they start falling over with acute radiation sickness,” said Dominguez.

      “They’ll be pissed enough to start dropping more incendiaries,” said Griffin. “We have to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      He thought hard, trying to visualize the map of New Destiny in his mind. Durham was only about twenty klicks inland from the place where the ocean came up against the continental land mass.

      “I’ve sent out wide pings from our current position, sir,” said Dominguez. “The average visible depth of the Targatic is almost four thousand meters.”

      It was good to have backup officers who could read minds. “Thank you, Lieutenant. We’re still visible to enemy sensors when we’re beneath the ocean.”

      “Visible if they’re overhead and looking, sir. Not so visible if that enemy is close to the planet’s surface.”

      “Set me a course, Lieutenant. I’d like to get as near to the enemy as we can without being seen.”

      As soon as Dominguez sent him the details, Griffin fed power into the Gradior’s engines, half expecting things to start failing. Spaceship engines weren’t anything like an old combustion engine – they were sealed units with no intake. The heavy cruiser moved through the ocean like the deadliest of sharks and Griffin found the experience utterly bizarre.

      It was dark at the bottom of the ocean, though the Gradior’s sensors were sophisticated enough to cope. Griffin kept the ship at a constant depth of two thousand meters and watched out for the ocean floor rising too close. He’d never feared space, but for some reason Griffin had always feared the ocean. It took an effort to stay calm and he felt the sweat beading on his forehead.

      His fear was about more than nature. If the Raggers spotted the Gradior, they’d be able to take it out easily at this low speed. Railgun projectiles wouldn’t be greatly effective through so much water, but plasma missiles would reach this depth just fine.

      Dominguez had unexpected news for him. “I’ve just discovered the Gradior is sending out data packets on an FTL channel with a five-minute interval.”

      “What sort of data packets and where are they going?”

      “I’m not sure - they’re all going to the same place.”

      “Yeringar?” asked Griffin, confident the Fangrin would have an answer.

      “I believe our warships communicate automatically with their base. I am sure the Unity League navy does not like to lose its valuable hardware either.”

      “What response can we expect?”

      “Warships.”

      “When and how many?”

      “I do not know.”

      The Fangrin’s dumb soldier act was no longer convincing, but Griffin didn’t push it further. He watched the estimated distance count down on the Gradior’s navigational system.

      “At this speed, we won’t reach the continental shelf before the nuke goes off,” said Dominguez.

      Griffin didn’t want to test how quickly the Gradior could travel underwater. The engines were hardly straining at all, which made him think the answer was pretty damn fast.

      “The people on New Destiny have suffered enough,” he said. “I don’t have any idea what size of wave we’ll create if we go any faster than this. We might have already made the biggest tsunami this planet’s ever seen when we hit the ocean’s surface.”

      “It won’t be anything worse than the Raggers bring, sir.”

      The truth was simple, painful and Griffin knew it well enough. “Let’s speed things up.”

      He took the Gradior deeper, reasoning that it would reduce the resulting disturbance on the surface. Without any knowledge of hydrodynamics, it came down to guesswork and he hoped that nobody would die as a result of him getting it wrong.

      “Five minutes on the warhead, sir.”

      Griffin dearly wanted to know if bomb was still intact. He remembered Yeringar’s words that the Star Burner was valuable to the Raggers and that they wouldn’t destroy it. Nothing was predictable in an engagement like this one and it was entirely possible the enemy turned their own lifter into wreckage, taking out the Star Burner and the nuke with it.

      The seabed rose up steadily beneath the Gradior and the underside sensors picked it out in greater detail. It was smooth and undulating, with shifting patterns of sand and grit. Here and there, Griffin imagined he saw other movement that might have been enormous schools of fish, glittering as they skimmed away from the oncoming spaceship.

      “Two minutes.”

      “We should be able to detect the gamma radiation from a four hundred megaton nuclear explosion from here, right? Even if it’s a hundred thousand klicks in space?”

      “If it’s overhead and I’m looking, I should be able to find it, sir. We only have a limited viewing arc here – if it’s blindside, we won’t see anything.”

      Griffin’s hold on the controls became so tight his fingers ached. He couldn’t loosen up and he watched the seconds count down. The ocean floor climbed rapidly and he brought the spaceship to a halt at a depth of one kilometer, and ten from shore. The assumed position of the Ragger spaceship over Durham was thirty klicks away.

      “If the enemy remains over your town and military base, launch the shock pulse missiles very high,” said Yeringar. “Unless you wish to kill your people.”

      It was going to be hard enough without additional complications.

      “How high?”

      “Ten thousand meters.”

      “Got it.”

      “The Ragger incendiaries have a minimum deployment height of four thousand meters. Use the fact to your advantage.”

      “Captain Jostral sure talked a lot when you were in captivity.”

      “Sixty seconds,” said Dominguez. “Thirty…twenty…ten. Boom.”

      Griffin held his breath as he awaited the outcome.
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      The wait wasn’t long.

      “The sensors are reading strong gamma waves way up on the edge of New Destiny’s moon,” said Dominguez. “No explosion in a vacuum, but plenty of radiation for anyone close by. It’s three hundred thousand klicks from here – the center of the sphere is hidden from view, but I have a pretty good idea where it is from the travel speed of the radiation waves.”

      This was the moment. It wasn’t something Griffin feared – he hated inaction more than anything. If he waited for the enemy to dictate, there was no way in hell he’d be quick enough to stop them. This was do or die.

      Under Griffin’s control, the Gradior lifted vertically from the seabed. He could see the additional strain on the engines, but it wasn’t enough to slow the ship down. It erupted from the ocean, bringing millions of tons of water with it in a huge fountain of spray. Before the heavy cruiser had shaken off the water’s grasp, Griffin pushed the controls straight forward and the warship gathered speed in complete defiance of inertia.

      It crossed the shore, trailing salt water and sonic booms over the land below. Dominguez knew what was expected and she scanned frantically for signs of a weapon launch.

      “Nothing on the sensors,” she said. “No Ragger ship, no incendiaries.”

      Griffin experienced doubt. Maybe he’d guessed wrong and the Raggers weren’t about to do what he wanted them to. Yeringar seemed to know them well enough and he hadn’t spoken against the plan. Of course, it wasn’t his people on New Destiny and it was always easier to accept the risks when someone else was taking them.

      “Launch detected,” said Dominguez. “Twenty objects in freefall, coming from mid-air on the outskirts of Durham.”

      Griffin couldn’t make a mistake. His hands moved quickly to the main console almost without conscious thought.

      “Target lock. Firing interceptors.”

      He had no idea what the Fangrin called their anti-missile system. All he knew was that they were brutally effective at knocking out Ultor-Vs in deep space. Eighty small missiles burst from the Gradior’s launch tubes, their propulsions ignited and then they were gone into the distance so fast that Griffin saw only specks of cold blue appear and then vanish in a tenth of a second. They streaked across his tactical, hurling themselves at the horizon.

      Sweat dripped into Griffin’s eyes, stinging like hell. He could hardly spare the time to blink and he ignored the pain. The Gradior was at full thrust and its plating heated up fast. It didn’t have a hope of keeping up with the interceptors and Griffin didn’t try.

      Twenty Ragger incendiaries disappeared from the tactical and twenty more appeared from a different location. The Gradior’s targeting computer locked on immediately and Griffin fired again.

      “The enemy know we’re here,” said Dominguez. “They’ve shifted position.”

      “Get a lock on them or everyone in Durham is screwed.”

      Dominguez tried to predict and added an overlay to the tactical, showing the route and calculated speed of the Ragger ship. “Still over a built-up area, sir.”

      The anti-missile system knocked out the second wave of incendiaries and Griffin blew out in relief. He had no idea how many of the devices the enemy spaceship carried in its bay.

      No more incendiaries appeared. The Raggers evidently didn’t like the odds against the interceptors and held onto their remaining stocks. Griffin fired six shock pulse missiles, aiming for ten thousand meters like Yeringar had said. The Fangrin definitely wasn’t a foot soldier and Griffin didn’t think it was much of a gamble to take the alien’s words at face value.

      As soon as the missiles launched, Griffin banked hard one way and then the other. A heat alert beeped urgently and he reduced speed in order to stop the damaged front plating becoming too soft.

      “Durham ahead,” said Dominguez.

      The base was a sprawling expanse of concrete and square buildings. It was originally built for dozens of spaceships until the war front moved far away from here. Now it was mostly used for training, and tens of thousands of ULAF soldiers, along with their families, lived in the town which sprung up to support the needs of the military.

      Griffin didn’t watch the underside feed and concentrated on making the Gradior’s course as difficult to predict as possible. He launched another six shock pulse missiles, hoping to flush out the Raggers. The enemy weren’t playing ball and the waves of energy didn’t bring them out of stealth. His big worry was that they’d fly elsewhere and dump their cargo of incendiaries onto a much larger city before he was able to respond.

      “They won’t run,” said Yeringar. “You must defeat them here.”

      “Will people stop reading my mind?” Griffin muttered. He didn’t want to fight directly over the town and piloted the Gradior around the outskirts, trying not to stay over populated areas. The spaceship crossed into military airspace and the landing strip rolled by underneath.

      “Shock pulse missiles launched,” he said.

      The situation was bad and Griffin could feel his control slipping. The Raggers were hidden and, for all he knew, they might just wait for backup before showing their faces. Either way, each passing second increased the odds of failure. Not only that, Griffin was accustomed to flying smaller ships, where the onboard systems were streamlined for use by a smaller crew. The Gradior was clearly meant to have one or more officers dedicated to the weapons, to free up the captain to pilot the damn ship.

      “Yeringar, do you know how to work that weapons panel you’re sitting in front of?” he shouted angrily.

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you say? Why pretend you didn’t know?” Griffin was livid at the Fangrin for not volunteering the information sooner and at himself for not guessing.

      Yeringar laughed again. It wasn’t mocking, but it did nothing to lessen Griffin’s fury. “It was important for me to wait.”

      “We’re going to have a talk when this is done.”

      “We will indeed talk, human.”

      The distraction was enough for the Ragger ship to get a railgun shot into the Gradior’s rear section. The sound of it was distant, though Griffin wasn’t reassured. He banked again and took the heavy cruiser into a steep climb. At the same time, his eyes hunted for the damage report on his console.

      “No hull breach,” he said. “Lieutenant Dominguez, did you get a reading from the railgun charge up?”

      “Yes, sir. I got it. On the tactical.” She sounded angry and determined. “They’re travelling fast and changing course, so don’t rely too much on that assumed position.”

      “Launching anti-stealth missiles,” said Yeringar.

      The Fangrin definitely knew what he was doing. He launched a randomized pattern, set to go off at a range of altitudes in the vicinity of the reading Dominguez had obtained. The missiles didn’t have far to travel and the closest detonated within five thousand meters of the Gradior.

      “I take it we’re shielded?” asked Griffin.

      “You aren’t dead, are you, human?”

      “Got them!” said Dominguez.

      The Ragger spaceship’s stealth tech failed in the shock pulse waves and it came abruptly into sight. It was a slightly different shape to the others Griffin had fought – a thousand meters in length, with slab sides and lacking the domes he’d observed on most of the enemy ships. To his eye, it looked like an oversized transport and he assumed it was a dedicated bomber. If so, it likely had plenty more incendiaries in its hold.

      The now-visible Ragger ship was also much closer than Griffin expected – barely two klicks to starboard and coming around in a tight circle directly above the center of the town.

      “Assholes,” he said, sure the Raggers were leaving themselves deliberately over the most densely-populated area. “Hold the plasma missiles.”

      “No missiles,” agreed Yeringar. “Railguns.”

      At an altitude of four thousand meters, the enemy craft dropped another twenty incendiaries. Yeringar growled something which Griffin’s language module refused to translate.

      “Alz-Tor interceptors launched.”

      The Raggers kept turning in the hope that the Gradior’s front railguns wouldn’t be able to line up for a shot. The heavy cruiser was more agile than the bomber and Griffin was happy when he got the spaceship’s nose pointing in the right direction.

      Yeringar didn’t wait for instructions and already had the railguns charged. The coils of the Gradior’s two immense upper guns whined and sent a shock through the hull which made Griffin feel like he’d been given a playful kick in the guts.

      The Fangrin was a good shot and the Raggers took two direct hits in the rear section. The bomber’s armor plates crumpled like paper and Griffin saw a rupture clean through to the interior.

      The railgun coils greedily sucked power from the main propulsion as they charged up again. The Ragger ship twisted and turned, never leaving the town’s airspace. The sight of it made Griffin even more furious. He’d never met Lieutenant Conway’s family, yet he felt a connection to them. With a snarl, he gave the Gradior full thrust. The Ragger captain continued his evasive maneuvers, but Griffin could see the pattern of it. He watched and he anticipated. The distance between the vessels reduced at an alarming rate and two more sonic booms from the heavy cruiser shook the buildings below.

      Griffin felt a surge of victory when the nose of the Gradior thumped into the Ragger spaceship. The railguns charged and Yeringar fired again, sending dense alloy slugs into the enemy at point-blank range. Griffin saw the bomber’s armor peel open like the skin of a fruit. All the while, he kept pushing it, using the heavy cruiser’s superior weight and vastly greater power to force the Ragger ship away from the town.

      “They’re losing power,” said Dominguez. “And pieces of their armor.”

      Griffin couldn’t do much about it, other than hope the debris landed on a park or in the river that ran through Durham. He focused everything on forcing the enemy spaceship away from the town. The bomber’s engines shut down and it went into freefall. A tiny misjudgment meant the two ships broke apart and the Gradior overshot the bomber. Griffin tried to work out its landing position from its trajectory. It was going to be a close call between crashing on buildings or the landing strip.

      The result wasn’t perfect and the Ragger spaceship came down directly on top of a huge storage warehouse next to the main landing strip. The detached part of Griffin’s brain told him that in the circumstances it was a good result. He knew there’d be casualties and couldn’t bring himself to celebrate.

      Griffin turned the Gradior’s nose away from the wrecked bomber, bringing the rear two railguns into play. Yeringar fired at once. The sound of their discharge was faint and distant, while the effect on the Ragger ship was immediate. The slugs struck the bomber topside and the extensive damage told Griffin that the spaceship wasn’t heavily armored on its upper section.

      “It isn’t going fly again, sir,” said Dominguez.

      That wasn’t in any doubt and it was the signal for Griffin to take the Gradior away from Durham.

      “Speak to Colonel Doyle – advise him to kill anything living on that bomber. We don’t know what other tricks those bastards might try.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We’re going north and back over the ocean in case the other Raggers start taking pot shots. Lieutenant Dominguez, the Star Burner’s nuke went off to the north – find where the blast originated.”

      “You are going to hunt them down,” said Yeringar.

      “I guess you won’t object?”

      “This is how war should be fought, human. Seize the opportunity and exploit every weakness!”

      Griffin thought the Fangrin was about to start a lecture on how the Unity League should have been more ruthless, but the alien didn’t say anything more. Land rolled by underneath the Gradior, green hills turning briefly to the yellow of an expansive sandy beach, which became the Targatic Ocean. Nothing beat seeing the beauty of a jewel like New Destiny from the vantage of a spaceship and Griffin felt his stomach clench at the thought of the Raggers taking control of the planet.

      “Ah crap, we’ve got incoming missiles, sir,” said Dominguez. “Real big ones.”

      Griffin checked the tactical and saw four comparatively slow-moving objects coming towards New Destiny. He had a bad feeling about the payload.

      “You do not want those to hit the surface of your planet,” said Yeringar. “I have seen the outcome on a Fangrin world.”

      “In that case, let’s shoot them down.”

      “The scan data indicates those missiles are a type I have seen before,” said the Fangrin. “They are equipped with guidance scramblers.”

      “The interceptors won’t lock?”

      “That is correct.”

      “I hope you’re a good shot with the railguns, Yeringar.”

      The Gradior climbed steeply and the ocean receded, its colors merging into a single blue-green as the spaceship gained altitude.

      “I don’t have a point of origin for those missiles, sir,” said Dominguez. “I’ve reverse-tracked their current flight path and am scanning for anomalies. The missiles were not launched from within the sphere of gamma radiation, so we either missed with the nuke or they moved.”

      “I wouldn’t sit around in the middle of all that nuclear crap either.”

      The Gradior climbed out of the planet’s atmosphere. Without the worry of friction, Griffin was able to give it more power and the cruiser’s engine note went from grumble to metallic howl. The output bar climbed and the velocity reading kept pace. Griffin felt himself pushed into his seat and he grimaced at the effect on his body.

      It wasn’t only the spaceship that worked better away from the planet. The sensors became far more efficient when didn’t have to contend with atmospheric distortion and Dominguez found something straightaway.

      “I’ve detected another eight missiles,” she said. “They’re twenty seconds behind the first wave.”

      “You will need to keep the Gradior on a direct course, human.”

      “You’ve got it. What sort of damage will those missiles do if one gets through?”

      “If you imagine the effect of the incendiaries the Raggers dropped upon your city and then multiply it many times over.”

      “At least they aren’t dropping six gigaton nukes, huh?” said Dominguez.

      “They want your planet, human, not a nuclear wasteland.”

      “The courses of the missiles are diverging, sir. They’re going to hit major cities on the land mass below us. I’m certain the launch position is within twenty thousand klicks of the moon and approximately 220,000 klicks from our current location. I’m focusing my search.”

      Griffin didn’t acknowledge – he was too busy working out how the Fangrin was going to put railgun projectiles through twelve enormous missiles. The Ragger incendiaries could only be judged as slow in comparison to a fire-and-forget interceptor. A railgun shot travelled way faster than a missile, but the margins for error were a lot tighter when the targets were smaller than a spaceship. “Yeringar, how is this trajectory?”

      “Yes, this is good.”

      Griffin locked the controls and the speed, with the Gradior approaching the missiles at an oblique. The Fangrin would have to lead the incendiaries only slightly, but it was a high-pressure ask, assuming the alien actually cared. Griffin kept one eye on the tactical and half turned so that he could see Yeringar. The alien’s expression was unreadable.

      “Do it,” Griffin muttered, too low for anyone to hear.

      “Coils charged, firing uppers one and two,” said Yeringar.
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      Yeringar’s first shots were perfectly-aimed and two Ragger incendiaries vanished from the tactical. The lower two railguns also had a firing angle and they knocked out the final missiles from the first wave.

      “Nice shooting,” said Griffin.

      “Eight more to go. Waiting on railgun coil charge.”

      The extra load on the engines made their note deepen and the charge levels climbed slower when all four were tapping into the warship’s reserves. Griffin tried not to watch too closely and he focused on the wider conflict at New Destiny. Something was bothering him.

      “Why are the Raggers sitting back and launching their missiles from close to the moon?” he asked. “I can understand they might not want to commit everything to the planet’s surface since they don’t know how long it’ll take the Unity League to get a fleet here, but they must know the Gradior is able to shoot down slow-moving missiles like these ones.”

      “Fire and hope,” said Dominguez.

      “The last-gasp effort of the losing side,” said Griffin, nodding. “Maybe their radiation shielding wasn’t up to the job of protecting them from a close-proximity nuclear blast.”

      He wasn’t given time to think about it. Two railgun slugs came out of nowhere and smashed into the Gradior’s mid-section. Without hesitation, Griffin increased speed and banked away from the direction of the impacts.

      “Find them!” he shouted.

      Dominguez was angry to be caught out, but she made up for it. “Irradiated metal at eighty thousand klicks.”

      “Locked, Tarx plasma missiles launched,” said Yeringar. “Cluster two out of action.”

      The Gradior’s single remaining portside cluster opened and ten plasma missiles raced away. Their secondary propulsion fired up and their boosted acceleration was immense.

      “The enemy are still in stealth,” said Dominguez. “Their countermeasures have knocked out our first ten missiles.”

      The arrival of the enemy spaceship was about as welcome as a gift-wrapped scorpion and Griffin clenched his teeth to stop himself from unleashing a hundred different swear words.

      “The incendiaries are no longer in the front railgun arcs,” said Yeringar. “Firing rear three Tarx clusters.”

      “No hull breach from the railgun strikes,” said Griffin. “They built the Gradior to take a beating.”

      “That they did, human.”

      No hull breach wasn’t the same as no damage. The cruiser’s plating had suffered heavy punishment and two of the portside chain gun emplacement were out of action, along with one of the plasma missile clusters. The propulsion was still nailed on 100 percent of its maximum potential and Griffin gave it everything, turning the Gradior so that its starboard Tarx clusters were able to lock and fire. Yeringar was a mystery and his skill on the weapons console made Griffin ever more certain that the Fangrin had served for years in space.

      “One successful strike with the aft railgun,” said Yeringar. “Now two successful strikes.”

      To Griffin’s disbelief, the Fangrin had managed to target and score two direct hits within a half-second window. At the same time, he locked and launched plasma missiles and set the starboard chain guns on auto. The chain gun bullets had a long travel time at this range, but it might give the Raggers something to think about.

      “I’ve found the lifter’s remains, sir,” said Dominguez. “Not much of it left, and what there is won’t be safe to touch for a hundred thousand years.”

      The discovery of the lifter’s wreckage was secondary and Griffin didn’t switch attention from the primary opponent. Dominguez wasn’t finished.

      “Got something else,” she said. “Every one of these Ragger ships has absorbed a whole heap of gamma rays and it’s making them easier to detect.” She hesitated. “Damn.”

      “What?” asked Griffin sharply.

      “This is screwed up, sir. Check this out.”

      Another target appeared on the tactical, this one way out near the lifter. Griffin had to look twice to make sure he read the dimensions correctly. “What the hell is that?”

      “Mothership,” said Yeringar. “I did not expect to see one of those at your planet. It was not something we identified before the Gradior was attacked by the sustained disruptor.”

      “Maybe that’s what fired the disruptor?”

      “It is a possibility. My nemesis returns to haunt me.”

      The words made Griffin think that Yeringar and this Ragger spaceship had some history. Adding everything up, he was beginning to feel out of his depth. It was one of those situations were each event led inexorably to something bigger and more dangerous, and where backing down was not an option. The Raggers had come to New Destiny with one of their capital ships and Griffin didn’t want it to join in the fight.

      “Got a second incoming!” shouted Dominguez.

      Another, smaller target came onto the tactical, heading directly for the Gradior. A railgun slug hit the cruiser at an acute angle, before deflecting elsewhere. The initial impact was close to the bridge and the sound of it made Griffin’s head ring. He grimaced. The enemy kept popping up like weeds on a freshly-planted lawn. As soon as he thought he’d got a measure of the situation, another one arrived to piss him off.

      Yeringar launched Tarx missiles as fast as they’d load and attempted to knock out the last six inbound incendiaries with the railguns. The first Ragger ship fired its own missiles and the Gradior’s interceptors raced towards them. The tactical screen was filled with information – too much for anyone to grasp every possible eventuality.

      “We’re outgunned,” said Griffin. “That doesn’t mean we’re backing down.”

      The first Ragger warship suffered a Tarx warhead strike and its stealth tech failed. Yeringar fired everything he could bring to bear, while the chain guns sprayed high-caliber bullets in front of the target, trying to predict its flight.

      The second enemy ship launched missiles as well and the Gradior’s countermeasures were in danger of becoming overwhelmed. Yeringar did his best to divide the Alz-Tor interceptors between the two waves of incoming. Griffin had been here before – this was the moment when attack beat defense and the Gradior would soon be reduced to white hot debris, spread across the heavens – another victory for the Raggers.

      “Not without a fight,” he said under his breath.

      One of the enemy missiles made it through the Alz-Tor interceptors and exploded against the Gradior’s mid-section. Somehow the cruiser’s engines still offered their maximum and Griffin did everything to make the spaceship hard to hit. Another three missiles sped past, missing by a hundred meters.

      “Something’s up,” said Dominguez.

      Griffin wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the rest of it. This time, it wasn’t another dozen weeds on his lawn.

      “The first target is…drifting,” Dominguez continued, like she hardly believed it.

      Two waves of the Gradior’s plasma missiles were in flight. The enemy ship didn’t eject any further countermeasures and a total of twenty warheads struck it simultaneously. The explosion was huge and the entire Ragger ship was lost from sight.

      “They aren’t living through that,” said Dominguez.

      The second wave hit, building upon the existing cloud of roiling plasma. Griffin didn’t need to watch – the damage was terminal five times over. To his shock, the other Ragger warship was also behaving erratically. It veered off course and turned away from the Gradior. Yeringar wasn’t distracted and he put two railgun shots clean through its rear section. The spaceship drifted sideways and began to spin.

      Yeringar didn’t back off and finished the job with a full launch from the front three missile clusters. The Raggers didn’t launch countermeasures and their ship was torn apart, sending burning metal in every direction. Griffin wasn’t so close that he was required to take evasive action and his brain switched onto the next priority.

      “Where are those incendiaries?”

      Dominguez had never lost track. “Still on course, sir. Two minutes until they enter the New Destiny upper atmosphere.”

      The Gradior had lost none of its agility and it came through a tight turn easily. The upper railguns were halfway charged and the lowers were ready to go. While Yeringar got the missiles in his sights, Griffin demanded an update on the last of the known enemy spaceships.

      “The capital ship is heading across the surface of the moon. It doesn’t look as if they’re in a hurry.”

      “Can we hit them with anything from here?”

      “Railguns,” said Yeringar. “The missiles will take too long.”

      “Let’s take out those incendiaries first.”

      The Fangrin fired, waited, fired again. One-by-one, the Ragger missiles vanished from the tactical screen, the final one within thirty seconds of entering the planet’s atmosphere.

      “Time to find out what that capital ship can do,” said Griffin, in no mood to let the Raggers fire anything else at New Destiny. He brought the Gradior onto a new heading with the enemy in his sights. From this distance, railguns were his only concern and he added unpredictable left-right movements to an otherwise direct course.

      “Fire when ready.”

      “This opponent is beyond us,” said Yeringar, his voice low and filled with something that might have been fear. “I have encountered these before. My home planet was destroyed by such a spaceship – perhaps this one we face here.”

      The estimated shape and dimensions of the capital ship caught Griffin’s eye again. “A disk with a diameter of 2500 meters and a central height of 1000 meters,” he said.

      The figures finally sank in – the mothership was vastly, incomprehensibly larger than anything in either the human or the Fangrin navies. Size didn’t always equate to offensive prowess, but Yeringar’s words gave Griffin pause and he backed off the controls.

      “This could be our moment,” he said, reluctant to give up. “The radiation from the nuclear blast must have killed the crews of those Ragger spaceships just when they thought they had us beat. Maybe everyone on that mothership is dying too.”

      “I think they’re preparing a lightspeed transit, sir,” said Dominguez. “I’m getting all sorts of readings off them. The range is extreme, which makes the data hard to read.”

      The enemy ship hadn’t lost its stealth cloak, so Griffin saw nothing on the sensor feed beyond the grainy background of New Destiny’s crater-scarred rocky moon.

      “They’ll come back and finish what they started,” he said. “Next time we might not be able to stop them until they’ve killed billions.”

      “This is what the Unity League faces, human. Uncertainty and death, leading to inevitable defeat.”

      “Screw that! You sound like you’ve already lost, Yeringar.”

      “Not lost. The Fangrin will never stop fighting.”

      “You seem happy enough to let this capital ship go.”

      Yeringar growled, the sound cavernous in his chest. “We can track them. Strike when the time is right for us to do so!”

      Griffin remembered the new tech the Gradior had onboard and wondered how effective it was. There was only one way to find out.

      “I’m on it, sir,” said Dominguez, ahead of the instruction.

      “I will assist,” said Yeringar, unclipping himself from his harness and leaning across Dominguez to make sure she didn’t miss the opportunity. The alien’s thickset frame made her seem tiny in comparison.

      “Keep the enemy in sight, Jake Griffin. Otherwise, the tracking will fail.”

      The enemy ship didn’t seem concerned about the Gradior, which may have been a sign that they were in real trouble. Either that, or a heavy cruiser was too insignificant to warrant a delay in their departure from the Anderol system.

      Within sixty seconds, the Ragger capital spaceship – or at least the gamma radiation which gave away its position – vanished from the sensors.

      “Gone,” said Dominguez. “What now?”

      “The Gradior’s main computer will require time to process the data,” said Yeringar. “It will provide the information we require.”

      “I mean what happens afterwards?” asked Dominguez.

      “We follow it,” said Griffin. “And blow the crap out of whatever Raggers we find.”

      “That is an excellent plan,” said Yeringar.

      The enormity of everything finally got to Griffin. He closed his eyes for a moment and breathed deeply. The Fangrin had described the plan as excellent, when in reality Griffin knew it was a crap one. The problem was, they didn’t have anything better. Maybe his superiors would have a few ideas. Somehow, he didn’t think they would amount to anything more than the original, with a couple of bells and whistles to make it seem like a bit of thought had gone into the organization.

      A times like this, blowing the crap out of things was the best you had.
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      Yeringar didn’t know exactly how long was required to process the lightspeed data and he told Griffin it would depend on many factors such as the length of the journey the Raggers were taking.

      It wasn’t a time for sitting idly and Griffin ran a damage report for the Gradior. The heavy cruiser was beaten and not broken. The Fangrin had built it well and clad it in thicker plates than usual. It looked a mess when viewed through the external sensors, and one of the broken chain gun turrets was twisted like it would fall off at any moment. The single plasma missile had come closest to making a breach and the armor was reduced to a few inches thick across a large area nearby and the heat made that part of the interior uninhabitable.

      Dominguez used the comms to speak to Colonel Doyle and informed him that the immediate threat had passed. Doyle wanted to speak directly to Griffin.

      “What is it, Colonel?”

      “The Raggers turned up elsewhere, Captain. They sent five ships to Centrium.”

      Griffin went cold at the news. “The rust mines there aren’t operational.”

      “No, they aren’t, but that didn’t stop those bastards dropping bombs on us while we’re trying to rebuild.”

      “There’s a fleet on Centrium.”

      “Not anymore. Gone – destroyed by the Raggers. Another set of coordinates they pulled out of the Fangrin’s data center.”

      The Fangrin knew where to find a total of four Unity League planets. “That leaves two more planets vulnerable.”

      “We’re stepping up the security on those. It’s going to screw us over in other places. This is what the Fangrin gave us – they should help out.”

      Griffin watched Yeringar from the corner of his eye, trying to judge his reaction. “Maybe they will help, Colonel. I don’t think they’re having it too easy themselves.”

      “That’s what happens when you go around starting wars. One day you’ll bite off more than you can chew.”

      “A discussion for another time, Colonel. Keep me updated.”

      The channel went dead and Griffin sensed Yeringar approaching. “In war, the Fangrin regret nothing,” he said. “However, we always pay our debts.”

      “Looks like we’re in this together. Human and Fangrin.”

      “That is the way events are leading us. I am sure the decision will come soon.”

      “A decision you will play a part in?” asked Griffin, his eyes locked onto those of the Fangrin.

      “You have guessed that I am not what I seem.” A hint of the rumbling laughter.

      “In my experience, soldiers are damned good at fighting, not so much on the operations of naval warships, nor the use of new technologies to track enemy spaceships into lightspeed.”

      “I hold a senior rank within the Fangrin navy. I will use the Gradior’s comms station to advise my base what has transpired here.”

      “You can clearly fly, Yeringar. Why did you leave it to me?”

      “I did not leave it to you. I assisted when you asked.”

      Griffin was exasperated and he tried to recall the training he’d been given in how to deal with alien species. The details of the lessons didn’t seem relevant to the current situation. “What about Zargol over there?” he asked.

      The second Fangrin on the bridge was once again at the food station. Zargol turned his head and bared his teeth. Griffin told himself it was a smile.

      “Zargol is a soldier and an excellent one, in the same way that those others you found with me on the lifter are soldiers. They could not crew a spaceship.”

      “You left it to us.”

      “To see if you could help yourselves.”

      “When it was human lives at stake.”

      “Without the Gradior, the Raggers would have reduced many more cities to rubble. They do not care.”

      Griffin remembered the sight of the chewed bodies on the Star Burner.

      “What do they want? Food? Resources?”

      “They take everything. Bodies and rust. Life on a subjugated world would not be easy.”

      “Have they subjugated any Fangrin worlds?”

      “We do not submit, human. We know the outcome. Even if the Raggers were kind masters, we would still fight to the end.”

      “If you do not submit…”

      “That is right, Jake Griffin. The Raggers have killed in excess of fifty billion of the Fangrin. Now they have taken the data from our comms facility on Zevrol and this has tipped the scales in their favor.”

      “You haven’t located any of their comms facilities, I take it?”

      “Not through lack of effort, human. Now, I must send an FTL comm to my officers.”

      “Was this a test?” asked Griffin suddenly. “To see if the Unity League had the guts to beat the Raggers?”

      “I would not call it a test.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I am Admiral Enixlan Yeringar.”

      “What about Captain Jostral?”

      “He was in charge of this vessel before his death. I was here to observe the performance of the lightspeed tracking modules.”

      The Fangrin returned to the comms station and took the seat adjacent to Dominguez. Her face said many things and she attempted to smile at Griffin. He attempted to smile back.

      The dog was out of the bag as far as Yeringar’s status went. In a way, it wasn’t much of a surprise and Griffin didn’t think too long about it. He drummed his fingers, wondering if the lightspeed tracker took five minutes or a thousand to finish. Certainly it was hitting the Gradior’s mainframe hard and the calculations were eating up every spare cycle.

      Yeringar didn’t speak his message, which irritated Griffin since he’d intended listening in. He sent whatever he wanted to send in text, and then sat while he waited for a response. This was a long way from known Fangrin territory, so he’d be waiting a while, unless the Gradior was also fitted with a super-FTL comms transmitter that travelled much faster than anything else known.

      Conway spoke to Dominguez, asking if the fighting was over and if he could have an update. Griffin realized he’d been an ass and had forgotten that other things were just as important as eavesdropping on alien officers. He entered the comms channel.

      “The Raggers are gone, Lieutenant. I don’t know how long for.”

      “What about Durham, sir?”

      The Gradior was too far in space for the sensors to get a decent image. “Some wreckage landed on the town – not much, but some. I don’t have any information on the casualties.” He paused. “I’ll get you a comms link to one of the satellites.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      For Lieutenant Conway, the news was good. Griffin didn’t listen in to the conversation, but he asked when it was over.

      “I’ve told my family to get the hell away from Durham, sir. Until this is all over.”

      “That might be a long time.”

      “The same way it’s been ever since I signed up, sir.”

      “How are you getting on with the Fangrin?”

      “It’s tense. I won’t pretend it’s otherwise. We’ll have to make the best of it.”

      “And Corporal Freeman?”

      “Not good. One of the dogs – sounds like his name is Mavingkar or something like it – claims to be a medic. He’s got Freeman in one of the bays, wired up to a medical box. Reckons he’ll be out of it for weeks.”

      “Better than death.”

      “Yes, sir. He’s got a lot to live for and a talent for shooting aliens.”

      “Something we need more of in the ULAF.”

      A sound from Yeringar – a cross between a growl and a roar – made Griffin close the channel abruptly. “What is it?”

      “The tracker has returned an answer! We must prepare our tharniol drive!”

      Griffin was surprised enough to stumble over his words. “I thought we were going to prepare joint action?”

      “That is not how the tracker works, Captain Jake Griffin!”

      “I thought it was able to derive a destination from the output of a tharniol drive?”

      “If only it was so easy! What it does is analyze the visible emissions of the departing spaceship, which allows us to replicate those conditions using our own tharniol drive. We must depart immediately!”

      “What about our fleets? You said the Ragger ship was more than we could handle.”

      “It is, but what if it reaches its destination and then goes elsewhere? What if it heads for another Unity League world? Who will be there to witness it?”

      “Many troops are stationed on New Destiny. We could land and they could board the Gradior. It will give us another option.”

      Yeringar looked as if he was giving it some consideration. Then he shook his head slowly. “This is the time.”

      The Fangrin looked as if he was determined, so Griffin didn’t argue. However, he had other things to discuss before he was willing to begin.

      “How accurate is this tracking hardware?” he asked “What if we appear right on top of the enemy spaceship?”

      “It has a margin of error. Many zeroes after the decimal point, followed by a one. Over the course of a journey at lightspeed, it can result in a significant divergence.”

      Griffin wasn’t ready to let the enemy get away and anything he could do to make it harder for them was something he was ready to accept.

      “We can send FTL comms when we arrive to make our fleets aware.” He narrowed his eyes. “The Fangrin will come?”

      Yeringar bared his teeth and Griffin was still none-the-wiser if it was a smile or something more threatening. There was probably some nuance he’d learn through exposure. “We will come. A Ragger capital ship is a target we cannot ignore.”

      “How many such ships do they have?”

      “More than one and fewer than twenty. That is our best guess.”

      “Let’s get after them.”

      The Fangrin leaned over and tapped a thick, gloved finger onto a part of one display which Griffin was aware of and hadn’t spent too long thinking about.

      “The Gradior’s tharniol drive does not have much fuel,” said Yeringar.

      “Enough to get us where we’re going?”

      “I don’t know. And every outward journey has a return one.”

      “And a hundred cups of [Translation uncertain] at the end of it,” said Zargol.

      “Two hundred cups at the end of this one,” laughed Yeringar.

      Griffin experienced a feeling that he was being swept along in the tide. The Fangrin were something else and he wondered why the hell the Unity League hadn’t managed to find some way to settle with the aliens long before this. He didn’t ask Yeringar about it, but there was something else he needed to be clear on.

      “Who commands the Gradior?”

      The Fangrin’s laughter died away. “I cannot fly this spaceship alone and you are not enough in tune with it to do so either. We will assist each other until our goals are no longer aligned.”

      “I agree,” said Griffin. He’d been in the ULAF long enough that he’d learned how to work with other branches of the military effectively and without treading on too many toes. The Fangrin was a new challenge, but this was a good time to see if he could work with his former enemies.

      “I will send the results of the lightspeed tracking to the command console,” said Yeringar. “Feed the details into the tharniol drive and we will be gone from New Destiny.”

      Griffin obliged and the Gradior’s drive detonators fired. The sound of them wasn’t anything like as well-suppressed as the last time and he guessed something was going to fail eventually, given how much damage the spaceship had taken. Even external damage could have a knock-on effect that might result in unforeseen consequences later. Without a maintenance crew to investigate, he was left with nothing more than hope that everything would hang together until the coming mission was done.

      Eight minutes later, the Gradior’s enormous tharniol drive cast the spaceship into high lightspeed.
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      It didn’t take long for Griffin to spot a problem.

      “The control computer for the tharniol drive isn’t showing a journey duration.”

      “No.”

      “So we have no idea when we’ll get to wherever it is we’re going?” asked Dominguez. “It sounds as if you Fangrin need to work on the fine-tuning of your tech.”

      “In time,” rumbled Yeringar. “Until then, I would suggest you sleep at your posts.”

      Griffin wasn’t ready for sleep yet, though he was hungry and thirsty. He climbed from his seat and walked to the food station, which consisted of a wall-mounted screen above an opening.

      “Would you like assistance?” asked Zargol.

      “Does this thing serve anything that isn’t lumps of ground meat?”

      “It serves many varieties of food products. Let me show you.”

      The Fangrin pushed some buttons and an empty tray dropped into the opening. A moment later, a pile of something brown landed on the tray. A second after that, a spoon landed in the mush. Griffin sighed, guessing this was the best he was going to get.

      “What about water?”

      “Yes, water is also an option. Would you prefer [Translation unclear]?”

      “Water is fine.”

      Griffin returned to his station with his tray. Dominguez caught his eye and treated him to a dazzling smile.

      “I’ll let you go first, sir.”

      “You’re all heart, Lieutenant.”

      The Fangrin food tasted like beef and it was mixed in with a semiliquid substance which might have been gravy. Griffin wasn’t squeamish and he ate it all with the spoon.

      “What animal did this come from?” It was probably something he should have asked sooner.

      “A [Translation unclear],” said Zargol.

      “Is that any relation to a cow?”

      “I do not know.”

      The water was just water and Griffin drank it in one go. He turned to find Dominguez watching him. She grinned again.

      “I feel fine,” he said, saving her the effort of asking the question. “Great, in fact.”

      “In that case, my turn,” she said.

      Griffin left her to it and sat in thought. This was the perfect opportunity to speak to Yeringar in order to fill in the many gaps in his knowledge about the Raggers. Not only that, he wanted to learn more about the Fangrin, like why they were such warmongering bastards. He wasn’t in the mood for talking – the anger from the destruction of Satra hadn’t left him and he didn’t want to expose himself to anything that would bring it to the fore.

      He wasn’t expecting the time at lightspeed to be short and he wasn’t disappointed. An hour went by and then two. Griffin formed a mental image of the Unity League’s chart of known space and attempted to figure out which planets fell within the ever-expanding circle of the Gradior’s travel. It was a lot of data to think about. He remembered the journey to Zevrol taking eleven days and depleting half of the Star Burner’s tharniol reserves in the process. It was feasible that the far reaches of Fangrin territory could be much further away than that. And he didn’t have any idea whatsoever what the Raggers classed as theirs.

      The Gradior had a star chart in its databanks, but the Fangrin represented their known space in a format which Griffin found difficult to comprehend. It was like the aliens visualized in a way that was completely different to how a human would do it.

      Eventually, he got up from his seat and spoke to Yeringar to see if the Fangrin was willing to talk. The alien was doing something to one of the comms subsystems and he looked up.

      “Maybe you can fill in a few details about the Raggers for us,” said Griffin.

      “If you wish.”

      “I have looked at the Gradior’s star chart and am unable to locate the battlefronts.”

      “When you can fly at many times lightspeed, a battlefront is wherever you make it, Jake Griffin.”

      “I know. Perhaps I should have used the word flashpoints.”

      Yeringar tapped at a keyboard and his display changed to show the chart data which Griffin had struggled with earlier. The Fangrin typed an extra command and the data was replaced by a graphical representation which Griffin was far more comfortable with.

      “I will not show you individual Fangrin worlds, human. However, this area in green is where many of our planets lie.” He rotated the map and zoomed out. “Our projections suggest this area in red is inhabited by Raggers.”

      “Twice as many systems as the Fangrin,” said Griffin.

      “It is not so simple, as I’m sure you are aware. We are losing, human and the end will come within the decade, unless our scientists are able to advance our technology to a stage where we can challenge our enemies head-on.”

      Griffin couldn’t help asking. “Where’s the Unity League in all this?”

      “Here.” Yeringar rotated the map and zoomed in. “This area in orange.”

      It wasn’t much to look at in comparison to the Fangrin and Ragger territory. Griffin refused to accept it was insignificant since he knew how many billions of people lived there.

      “There is much history here, Jake Griffin. Conflict, death, loss and, sometimes, victory. The Raggers are the worst of the universe. A pestilence upon every species they meet.”

      “And your comms station data brought them right to our front door.”

      “The blame is not ours human.”

      Griffin sighed. “No, I don’t suppose it is. What big plans do the Fangrin have to turn this around? Aside from this new technology you’re working on?”

      “Alliances with our former enemies. This one is working out very well so far, wouldn’t you agree?”

      The Fangrin’s eyes gleamed with what might have been humor. Griffin wasn’t so bitter that he couldn’t accept the hand of friendship. Maybe friendship was the wrong word, but he didn’t feel much anger towards these Fangrin anymore.

      “I never expected to find myself piloting a Fangrin heavy cruiser at any point in my career,” he admitted. “Nor eating a tray covered in Fangrin slops.”

      “Hah!” said Zargol. “He enjoyed it! I knew he would!”

      The moment passed and Griffin asked Yeringar some other questions about the Raggers. What he heard didn’t leave him feeling positive about the future of the Unity League. Nothing the Fangrin had done was enough – the Raggers just kept on coming like they spawned in unlimited numbers from a cosmic vat somewhere out in the void. Yeringar was reluctant to talk at much length about the appetites of his opponents, but Griffin was left with the impression the Raggers had committed many atrocities.

      “This is why you’ve begun deploying nukes?” he asked.

      “It is the first time in over five hundred years that we have used them,” said Yeringar. “The Raggers will not consume irradiated food.”

      The words shocked Griffin and one look at Yeringar’s face told him he shouldn’t ask for any more details. War was harsh, particularly when you were forced into playing by your opponent’s rules.

      At seven hours, the Gradior’s tharniol drive went silent. Griffin was set for an extended journey and the imminent end caught him by surprise. He was already seated and readied himself.

      The entry into local space was more grating than he expected. Griffin breathed steadily to keep on top of the nausea and watched the sensor feeds, waiting for them to resolve a picture of outside. The grey static turned into the blackness of space.

      “Where are we?” Griffin asked. The sublight propulsion fired up and he took the controls.

      “I’ll let you know once the sensors have finished interpreting the star data, sir.”

      It was a tense wait. The Gradior had effectively flown blind to get here and it was going to take time before its navigation computer was able to position the spaceship correctly. Not only that, the comms system required coordinates in order to send a message. Until the sensors finished, there’d be no FTL comms.

      “Seven hours isn’t far,” said Griffin. “This has to be on the maps.”

      He pictured the Fangrin star chart again. It was possible for a seven-hour journey to bring them to the edges of known space if the Raggers had chosen to fly that way. The universe was big enough that the Unity League hadn’t explored extensively in every possible direction and New Destiny was close to the fringes already.

      The navigation computer updated and Dominguez sent an FTL signal to the closest Unity League base, while Yeringar did likewise to the nearest Fangrin receptors.

      “We’re somewhere outside of both Unity League and Fangrin territory,” said Dominguez once she was done. “A solar system without a name. I’m scanning to see what we’ve got.”

      “If the Raggers have extended their operations to this place, they occupy more territory than we imagined,” said Yeringar.

      “Close proximity to all of us,” said Griffin. “A good place from which to launch an attack on New Destiny.”

      “I agree. And also a good place from which to launch an attack on several important Fangrin installations,” said Yeringar.

      “One star,” said Dominguez. “Three visible planets, with a high likelihood of others blindside or just too damn far away for the sensors to pick up in a five-minute sweep.”

      The star wasn’t anything unusual – mid-sized and old. The nearest planet was a million klicks away - dark reds mixed with greys and blacks. The distance was too great for the Gradior’s sensors to build a clear picture. With time they might find something.

      “Did the lightspeed tracker bring us to the right place?” asked Griffin.

      “Yes,” said Yeringar. “This is where our enemy came.”

      “You mentioned a margin of error. Can you nail down a figure on the basis that it took seven hours to get here?” Griffin lifted his hands in frustration at the job ahead. “If we can’t narrow it down, we’ve got a hell of a lot of searching to do.”

      “Time for our navies to reach us,” said Yeringar.

      Griffin wasn’t so sure. “I can’t guarantee the Unity League will commit significant forces to this, not with our planets under attack. I think they’ll station the Invigilator at New Destiny and every spare ship in the fleet will be patrolling the skies of Invarol and Runston.”

      “Those worlds were in the data from our comms station?” asked Yeringar.

      “Yes – I can’t imagine high command will tolerate an attack on either. Invarol is densely-populated.”

      “I understand,” said the Fangrin. “However, my own navy will come. They will understand the prize.”

      “What is the prize?” asked Griffin. “I thought we were hunting a single big spaceship.”

      “Why do you think it returned here, human? Did the Raggers choose at random? No, there is something else.”

      It made sense. “An installation? I assume the Raggers guard their assets well.”

      A glint of sharp, white teeth. “That is expected. However, they are not immune to surprise and we should see this as an opportunity to drive them away from the borders of our territories.”

      The Fangrin was right – Griffin felt sure of it. The Raggers had set up base here and the mothership had run for home. It was imperative to locate whatever was in this solar system and neutralize it. Yeringar was confident his own navy would recognize the fact and Griffin was equally confident that Fleet Admiral Stone would do likewise. Of course, the Unity League’s hands would be tied in what sort of response they could offer – the human navy was much smaller than that of the Fangrin and it had four vulnerable planets to defend.

      “I’ve located a fourth planet, far side of the sun,” said Dominguez.

      “Focus on what’s close, Lieutenant. For now.”

      Yeringar fell silent while Griffin piloted the Gradior along an erratic course. If the Raggers had a presence nearby, he didn’t want the confirmation to come in the form of a railgun shot through the front bulkhead.

      Sometimes the future could be defined by the whims of chance. “The error logs for the lightspeed tracker are empty,” said Yeringar.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we followed the enemy ship with almost perfect accuracy. I have never seen this happen before.”

      “How close to perfect?”

      “I don’t know. The error tracking system also has a margin for error.”

      “I’ve got something,” said Dominguez. “Huge quantities of gamma radiation. Holy crap. It’s the Ragger ship!”

      The urgency in her voice alarmed Griffin. “Put it on the tactical!” he shouted. “Where is it?”

      A red circle appeared on the tactical and Griffin was hardly able to believe its proximity.

      “Twenty thousand klicks,” he said

      “And heading our way, sir.”

      Griffin’s eyes glanced towards the sensor array which was focused on the position of the enemy capital ship.

      At first, he saw nothing and he assumed the Raggers had their stealth tech running. Then, he noticed a grey speck far off to starboard, which became steadily bigger. He swore – the enemy had found them first and now they were coming. At this distance, there’d be no hiding and no getting away.
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      Yeringar was fast and he launched Tarx missiles from three clusters. The railguns were aimed the wrong way and Griffin turned the Gradior so that the fronts could fire. Every instinct screamed at him to turn tail and run. With the mothership now at twelve thousand klicks, the only option was to give it everything.

      Thirty plasma warheads exploded at the same time, creating a smear of light far away. Dominguez zoomed in the sensors and Griffin got his first look at their opponent. The Ragger spaceship was a disk like the early indications suggested. It was partly hidden amongst plasma fire, but not so much that he couldn’t see the launchers bristling from the top and bottom. Otherwise, it was completely without feature – a huge construction of alloy with enough weapons to knock out an entire fleet.

      “Waiting on Tarx reload,” said Yeringar.

      The railgun capacitors emptied and Griffin felt the thump of their discharge. He was sure the Fangrin’s shots were accurate, but the damage was lost in the light from the first Tarx salvo.

      “Wait!” shouted Dominguez.

      Hesitation was something that killed, but there was a note in her voice that got Griffin’s attention. It got Yeringar’s attention too.

      “Speak quickly,” the Fangrin snarled.

      “The mothership is drifting!” said Dominguez. “They aren’t firing at us and their propulsion is running at idle.”

      Griffin didn’t dare believe it and he kept up with the evasive maneuvers. The words were enough for Yeringar to hold fire and he didn’t launch a second wave of missiles.

      A few seconds passed and the Raggers didn’t fire their own weaponry. Dominguez repeated her certainty that the enemy craft was drifting and its behavior was enough for Griffin to think it was true. The disk floated in a straight line, rotating slightly as it went. It was exactly what he’d expect to see if it came out of lightspeed with nobody at the helm to correct its course or alter its speed.

      “Everyone’s dead,” he said. “The radiation killed them.”

      “Don’t they have shielding?” asked Dominguez.

      Griffin shrugged, uncertain. “Doesn’t look like it. Or not enough to block the rays from a 400-megaton proximity detonation.”

      The mothership drifted onwards and Griffin kept his distance. Dominguez scanned for outbound transmissions and confirmed the Ragger ship was silent.

      “Even a ship without a crew would broadcast,” she said. “Their kit must have been fried by the electromagnetic pulse! If their shielding wasn’t enough to protect their comms units, their sensors could be offline as well!”

      “And their stealth has failed,” said Griffin. “They’re helpless.”

      “We will take advantage of this situation,” said Yeringar.

      That was an idea which Griffin was ready to agree with. “What do you propose?”

      “I am thinking.”

      Griffin brought the Gradior to within a hundred klicks of the enemy spaceship. If any part of the mothership was operational, the cruiser would have been pulverized minutes ago.

      “Nothing,” he said.

      This was significant, though he hadn’t yet decided on the magnitude. The Gradior was only one ship and any backup was hours away.

      “Look at this,” said Dominguez.

      The plasma burned out, leaving a wide area of the mothership glowing with heat. The Tarx missiles had created a patchwork of craters and Griffin was shocked to see that not one had completely penetrated the armor plates. The railguns had done better. He saw two irregular holes right in the center of the damaged section, where the slugs had struck heat-softened metal.

      “Hull breach,” he said.

      “Yes, sir.” Dominguez zoomed in and enhanced. The heat made it difficult for the sensors and Griffin squinted at the image.

      “Clean through.”

      “We will send our troops onto the mothership!” said Yeringar suddenly. “Its command center will be filled with data that will give us an advantage over the rest of the Ragger fleet!”

      It was something Griffin had been thinking about. If the mothership was drifting, it was likely everything onboard was dead. It was probable that many of its onboard systems were burned out, but others were not likely to be vulnerable to either EMP or radiation.

      “How do we get inside?” he asked.

      “The Gradior’s transport will fit into one of those railgun craters.”

      It was dangerous and Griffin didn’t need to point it out. “What’s the primary goal?”

      Yeringar laughed. “Take over the ship of course!”

      “And do what with it?”

      “Take it elsewhere. We will learn much from it.”

      “How? We can’t just grab the controls and fly it off somewhere!”

      “Of course we can, human! The crew are dead – I doubt they bothered to shut everything down while they were doubled over in agony from their radiation sickness!”

      Griffin could think of a dozen other issues. He didn’t want to look like a naysayer but one question was unavoidable.

      “Do your troops know how to fly a spaceship? Lieutenant Conway is a tough bastard, but flying isn’t his game.”

      Yeringar paused and then scratched his head. The Fangrin were hot-headed and he’d clearly jumped at an idea without thinking it through. His next idea wasn’t any more reassuring.

      “You will go and I will remain here with Lieutenant Dominguez.”

      “What if the Raggers show up?”

      “You humans always think too much. Here is an opportunity. Seize it.”

      “We could wait for your fleet to arrive, Yeringar.”

      “If we can extract intelligence data from that mothership, we will be in a position to act immediately on our findings. The side which strikes first and with the greatest ferocity will be victorious.”

      The Fangrin sounded like he was reciting from an ancient textbook on medieval warfare. In spite of himself, Griffin knew he was caught up in the Fangrin’s enthusiasm. The Raggers had killed millions in Satra and that was just their opening shot in the war against the Unity League. Humanity was owed some payback and this was as good a time as any.

      Dominguez interrupted his thoughts with some other news. “The enemy ship is on a collision course with that nearby planet,” she said.

      “Just great,” said Griffin. “How long?”

      “Twenty-four hours.”

      “Enough time to capture it a dozen times over,” said Yeringar.

      In theory, it was more than long enough, except the combat suits probably wouldn’t last that long if the radiation was as strong as Griffin suspected. “Let’s do it,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      The Fangrin transport wasn’t much different to every other transport Conway had ever sat inside. It was too dark, too cold, claustrophobic, noisy, and it stank of paint, grease and Fangrin sweat. The craft had room for twenty, in five rows of four, with an aisle down the center. On this flight, it was less than half full.

      “Who’d have thought it?” said Barron, shaking her head. “Working together with the Fangrin to kill some other alien bastards.”

      Conway didn’t feel like answering. He watched the small viewscreen on the front bulkhead, which currently displayed one wall of the Gradior’s rear bay.

      “We’re on our way,” said Griffin over the comms. He was in the front cockpit, through a doorway a few meters away.

      “Hold tight,” said Zargol, also in the squad channel.

      Zargol had done something to the comms units that allowed the human and Fangrin kit to link effectively. Kemp didn’t like the idea of speaking to the aliens, let alone fighting alongside them. Conway didn’t feel much better about it either, but he knew when it was time to accept the inevitable. The Raggers had come and Conway suspected humanity was going to have to embrace the Fangrin like the best of friends if they were to get through the coming war.

      The clamps holding the transport disengaged and Conway experienced a momentary sense of acceleration. The grey wall of the holding bay changed to unending blackness. Conway felt his body strain against his harness and knew the transport was coming in a tight circle. More acceleration, more darkness and more muttering from the troops.

      Across the aisle, the Fangrin Akandar and Lonstril sat patiently, dressed in full combat suits taken from the Gradior’s armory. They carried assault rifles and Lonstril had a huge pack at his feet which Conway knew to be a laser cutter. In front of those two, Mavingkar lounged in his chair. The Fangrin medic had left Corporal Freeman alone in the Gradior’s medical room. It wasn’t something Conway was too happy about, but they needed everyone for this assault.

      All of the Fangrin had recovered rapidly from their time in the Ragger prison and Conway sensed their eagerness to get on with things. The aliens made challenging opponents and he was sure they’d make strong combat partners.

      “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’d rather be here than back in that studio on New Destiny,” said Lockhart with a laugh.

      “Not me, Sergeant. I was born for television,” said Kemp, rousing himself to answer.

      “With that spot on your chin?”

      “Darcy Gaines didn’t seem to mind. She gave me wink.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It’s true! I swear it!”

      “Shame she’s too dead to ask,” said Barron.

      “She’d have loved to see your moves,” joked Lockhart.

      “Elvis Kemp, lothario of the ULAF,” added Barron. “Spots, bullets and bad breath in a combat suit.”

      “I know what I know,” said Kemp. “I should’ve been waking up in a nice hotel room right about now, with Darcy Gaines lying next to me. Instead, I’m sitting on a Fangrin transport waiting for deployment onto an irradiated Ragger spaceship the size of Durham.”

      It was difficult to be sure when Kemp was joking and when he was serious. Conway suspected that half of the time, the soldier didn’t even know himself. Kemp had lost his old man in the early days of the war, shot in the head by a Fangrin on a planet nobody had ever heard of. It must have been tough, finding himself on the same side as the aliens.

      “Think of the medals, soldier,” said Conway. “All the ladies like a man with a dozen bravery awards pinned to his chest.”

      “That’s what I keep telling myself, sir. More medals equals more ladies.”

      Conway didn’t keep it going and dropped out of the conversation. He couldn’t deny this felt strange – from TV studio to enemy mothership, via a 400-megaton nuclear explosion, yet his experience was enough to keep him comfortable with the change of circumstance.

      A dot appeared on the viewscreen. It grew larger, but Conway wasn’t able to see many details because the transport’s front sensor wasn’t up to the job. By the time the Ragger mothership filled the entire display, he was able to identify the pattern of plasma scarring, along with a blue-white opening directly ahead.

      “That’s where we’re going,” he said.

      “Looks tight,” said Lockhart.

      “Captain Griffin thinks it’s enough,” said Conway. It did look tight.

      “And no resistance expected, huh?” said Barron.

      “Nothing expected,” Conway confirmed.

      “Why don’t you sound convinced, sir?” asked Kemp.

      “Because I’m not. Listen, you all know the score. We might get lucky and find every damned Ragger dead from radiation poisoning. Until I’m sure, I’m going to assume the place is swarming with invisible, flesh-eating shit-headed alien bastards.”

      “I chewed on four anti-rad tablets,” said Kemp. “The radiation won’t get me.”

      “Four times the advised dose,” said Lockhart. “You are a stupid man, Private Kemp.”

      “When you’re glowing in the dark, don’t expect me to come to your rescue, sir.”

      Conway wasn’t sure if it was Griffin or Zargol at the controls of the transport. Whoever it was, they took the vessel directly towards the opening, hardly slowing.

      The comms came to life. “It’s going to be hot when we arrive,” said Griffin. “Deploy immediately from the forward exit and move away from the shuttle.”

      “Stay in your harnesses until we get the word,” Conway reminded everyone.

      A few seconds later, he felt the shuttle collide with the Ragger mothership. It was a solid, crunching impact and he was thrown against the straps. He grunted and waited for a secondary impact. None came.

      “Everyone out,” said Griffin. “Welcome to the Ragger hell-hole.”

      Conway didn’t have the knack of operating the Fangrin harness fastenings and he struggled for a moment before they came free. He stepped into the aisle and made for the forward exit. The three Fangrin got there first and Akandar lifted the thick handle on the door until it was vertical. He thumped his palm on the surface and the door swung open like it weighed nothing. Blue-white light and heat entered the transport’s passenger bay, along with enough radiation to cook a twenty-pound chicken in under fifteen seconds.

      Without saying a word, the Fangrin sprang one after another through the opening. Conway came to the doorway and found himself facing a buckled floor on the far side of a gap. He looked down into darkness filled with shapes and edges. It was getting hot and he couldn’t stand gawping. The shuttle’s engines roared, the floor tilted beneath him and the gap became a little bit wider.

      Two long strides and a jump was enough to get Conway across the gap. The floor was uneven and he stumbled forwards. A huge hand grabbed his arm and hauled him upright.

      “Don’t fall,” said Lonstril.

      Conway scrambled clear and looked about. He was standing on a relatively clear area. A few meters away, sheets of metal jutted upwards, ending in jagged edges, with some jammed against the ceiling above. The railgun shots had caused tremendous damage and the impact force had created a ripple effect, visible everywhere. The puncture didn’t go much deeper than this – there was only so much armor a slug could go through – and the projectiles were nowhere to be seen.

      To his left, the way looked passable if you crawled beneath a bent slab of metal. A depressurization wind blew through the opening, confirming it as one way to get deeper into the spaceship.

      He turned to make sure the others were coming. Lockhart jumped next, then Kemp and Barron. The shuttle was wedged into a gap in the mothership’s armor – its blunt nose forced deep into an opening that was only just large enough. The transport rocked and shook and Conway could only guess at the difficulties facing the pilot. He caught the scent of metallic smoke and saw a glimpse of it coming from both the shuttle and the surrounding metal.

      Griffin appeared in the doorway, carrying an assault rifle and still in his flight suit. He leapt clear and before he’d made it more than half a dozen paces across the ground, Zargol jumped after him, carrying one of the Fangrin’s heavy shoulder launchers like it weighed nothing.

      “What about the shuttle, sir?” asked Conway. “It doesn’t look secure.”

      “It isn’t. We’re leaving it there – it can act as a comms relay between us and the Gradior. It should give us some extra range when we’re onboard.”

      It was a good idea, though Conway didn’t like the way the shuttle bounced around inside the hole. Zargol had left its engines running to keep it in place, but it was easy to imagine something going wrong.

      “We’re here to take this ship, Lieutenant. If we’re forced back to the shuttle, it means we’ve failed.”

      If Griffin’s words were meant to be inspiring, Conway wasn’t feeling it. Somehow, he’d been given charge of this job, so it was in his hands.

      “This way,” he said, pointing towards the fallen slab of metal.

      Conway led his squad towards the unknown.
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      The space beneath the slab was low and Conway struggled through. It was dark and he couldn’t see much, while the metal beneath his hands and knees was hot enough to generate alerts on his HUD. His suit was designed to withstand radiation, but that didn’t stop a dedicated alarm chiming constantly in his earpiece. It was irritating and every time he turned it off, it started up again shortly after.

      Lockhart found it harder to get through the crawlspace and the Fangrin harder yet. The language modules were programmed so that they wouldn’t translate swearing, leaving Conway to guess at the meaning behind the growls and guttural snarls on the comms channel.

      Eventually, Conway was able to stand up in a room on the far side of the broken plating. The lights were on, allowing him to see everything clearly. It was a large room with one wall bowed inwards and the alloy cladding sheets split in many places. One of the cable racks had come down and it rested on the solid floor, leaving a bundle of green-sheathed cables dangling from the ceiling, many of them severed.

      Something made a droning noise and there were many different monitoring panels on the walls which could have been the source. Directly opposite, Conway saw an open door leading to another room or maybe a corridor. Air blew through it, with noticeably less intensity than earlier. To his right, another door was closed and the associated access panel glowed with a red light.

      “Another spaceship,” said Lockhart, with the cynicism of a man who’d seen many like it.

      “Yeringar believes the bridge will be central,” said Griffin.

      “That means we go right,” said Conway. He walked towards the closed door and it suddenly struck him that he wasn’t acting with enough caution. He was starting to believe all this talk about the radiation killing the entire crew and it was making him lazy. “Secure this damned room,” he ordered sourly.

      The door was operated by a long, thin lever, similar to those he’d seen on the Ragger lifter. This one wouldn’t move.

      “The door is locked,” said Zargol. “That is what the red light means. Would you like me to open it?”

      “You can do that?”

      “We have learned much about our enemy, including how to open their doors.”

      Zargol placed a broad hand flat against the door panel and withdrew it. The light was still red. The Fangrin tried again.

      “Odd,” said the alien.

      The mundane expression of puzzlement would have made Conway laugh on another day.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Perhaps this spaceship has been placed into lockdown on account of the hull breach.”

      “That means we’ll have to do a lot of cutting. How many doors can that laser pack of Lonstril’s get through before its power runs out?”

      “Several.”

      Griffin had some thoughts. “It’s certain the lockdown only covers the area close to the breach,” he said. “Otherwise the surviving crew wouldn’t be able to move through the ship.”

      “Once we get away from here, the doors might respond,” nodded Conway. He backed away, unwilling to burn through one door when another was open close by. “Let’s go this way.”

      Conway crossed the room and noted that the door here was completely missing, which is why it hadn’t closed after the hull breach. He put his head into the wide corridor outside for a quick check and withdrew before any passing Raggers could put a bullet through his skull.

      “The corridor goes right, directly towards the center of the ship. I saw doors and intersections and maybe some steps. And Raggers – dead ones.”

      He stepped into the corridor, watching for movement. It was still and the oxygen levels had fallen to almost zero, so this area of the spaceship had completely depressurized. His feet made no sound on the floor and even with his helmet microphone turned to maximum sensitivity, he couldn’t hear anything.

      Three dead Raggers lay on the floor about ten meters from the door, their naked bodies contorted and their long, thin limbs stretched or bent. Their normally pale skin was red and blistered, split in places and weeping a clear fluid that would soon be frozen as the temperature fell. Vomit and excrement were everywhere and the Raggers were covered in both. Conway didn’t want to breathe the scent and was glad the air was gone.

      “A fitting end,” said Zargol, taking care to avoid the worst of the mess.

      It was a good sign and a gruesome one. Conway stared briefly at the face of one Ragger and saw the agony of death in its expression. Any sympathy he might have possessed was gone – burned to nothingness in the conflagration of Satra. The emotion he felt most of all was hatred and he fought it down, so that it wouldn’t consume him.

      Conway made his way carefully around the bodies. He wasn’t squeamish, but like Zargol, he didn’t want to be wading through Ragger shit. A short distance along, he came to a door, with another in the wall opposite. The access panels were red.

      “Want me to try?” asked Zargol.

      Lockhart and Mavingkar were close enough to cover the doorway and Conway nodded. Zargol planted his palm and the light didn’t change.

      “Still in the lockdown area.”

      Griffin pointed to the end of the corridor, eighty meters away. “I guess that’s where it ends.”

      With nothing better to go on, Conway led them that way. He stopped at each intersection and watched for Raggers. Another couple of dead ones were sprawled along the second turning and Conway didn’t need a closer look to see that they’d died of radiation poisoning. He didn’t know how many of these same symptoms a human would show, but he got the impression it wouldn’t be as bad as this. Maybe the Raggers were more vulnerable – he certainly hoped so.

      The door at the end was locked with another red panel. Zargol tried to open it without any luck, so Conway called Lonstril up with his cutter.

      “Stand back, do not look at the beam,” said the Fangrin.

      The warning was eerily similar to what most human soldiers offered before they turned on the cutters. Conway was beginning to accept that the Fangrin were closer to his own kind than people wanted to believe. It was far easier to see the negatives in your enemy and pretend you were nothing like them.

      The laser cutter made short work of the door – the Fangrin were stronger than humans and able to carry larger power cells.

      “Not much depressurization,” said Lonstril. “I expect we will find an airlock.”

      With that, he shoulder-charged the door, sending the detached section flying into the space beyond. It didn’t make a sound when it landed on the airlock floor. Conway peered inside – the airlock was a few meters long and ended at yet another door. Another access panel, another red light.

      “Try, please,” he said, tapping Zargol on the arm.

      This time, the light turned green.

      “When we open this, the sirens will wail and air will rush through,” said Zargol.

      Conway knew the routine. “Think you can hold that door open while I look on the other side?”

      “The hinges have power assistance,” said Zargol. “The depressurization will not close the door.”

      The Fangrin lifted the lever and pushed the door open. Wind droned through and Conway felt it pushing against him. He saw the walls of another corridor and stepped out in time to see four Raggers walking away from him, carrying a heavy-looking piece of tech between them. They were dressed in black suits, covered in silver mesh. Their stealth units must have failed but the suits were still enough to protect them from radiation.

      The Raggers were clearly finding the tech module heavy, yet they still gave the impression of speed. Their limbs made Conway think of a huge spider, with the same suddenness and too-fast movement. One of the aliens turned and spotted him in the doorway. It raised the weapon that was in its spare hand and twisted around. Conway had his Gilner already in position and he pulled on the trigger. The magazine readout plummeted and bullets smashed into the Raggers.

      Zargol wasn’t slow to respond and he leaned outwards, his own gun producing a thunk-thunk-thunk. The Raggers went down easily, their blood spraying the walls and floors. When he was confident the job was done, Conway stopped firing and checked the corridor behind the open door. The passage continued a long way and then turned out of sight.

      “Move!” he ordered.

      The soldiers responded at once and hurried through the opening. Conway sprinted in the direction of the bodies, listening for alarms or the sound of incoming hostiles. He wasn’t pleased to find living Raggers on the mothership and he didn’t want to give them a chance to organize.

      “Last man, close the door,” he said. “Be ready.”

      “I thought the radiation got them all,” said Kemp.

      “Protective suits.”

      “Think they’ll come, sir?” asked Barron.

      “We’ll soon find out.”

      Conway didn’t want to be chased through the warship if he could avoid it. Far better to advance with control and neutralize the enemy as they appeared. This was a big spaceship and it was possible the squad would get away with a few brief engagements without alerting anyone, especially if the unprotected members of the crew were dead to radiation poisoning.

      He hurdled the first two bodies and ran to the side of the dropped tech module on his way to the intersection at the end. As he jumped the last Ragger, Conway caught sight of its face through the visor. The black-orb eyes stared sightlessly at him and the alien’s skin was pink-red. Their suits had protected them from the worst of the gamma rays, but enough radiation had seeped through to make their deaths inevitable.

      At the end of the corridor, he paused. It went right, which should take them closer to the center and – in theory – the bridge. The passage ended at steps leading down. It was still and he turned to look behind. Lockhart and Barron watched the other way and Zargol had his shoulder launcher ready. Conway trusted the Fangrin wasn’t trigger happy when it came to that particular weapon.

      “I think we got away with it,” said Griffin.

      “Maybe.” Conway agreed, but he didn’t want to relax.

      Griffin hurried towards the object the Raggers had dropped in the corridor when Conway’s bullets had cut them down. It was cube-shaped with two runners on top which the aliens had used as handles. The other faces were covered in interface ports.

      “This might be a comms router,” said Griffin.

      The significance of it wasn’t lost on Conway. “They’re trying to fix the spaceship?”

      “Could be. If they have replacements in stores, they could patch them in if they have the know-how.”

      “It looks like only the Raggers in combat suits survived the radiation, sir. Soldiers, not technicians.”

      “In my experience, if you have a large enough group of soldiers, there’s usually sufficient pooled knowledge to do all kinds of technical stuff that you might not expect.”

      “Point taken, sir. If they get the comms working, then not long after we’ll have a Ragger fleet outside.”

      “That’s how I see it. Once they get here, we’ll lose the Gradior and they’ll retake their mothership. Then in a week’s time, they might decide it’s time to pay another visit to New Destiny.”

      Conway got the message. The Fangrin were meant to be sending a fleet here, but when Ragger stealth tech came up against a normal warship, the fight wasn’t a fair one. And nobody had much of an idea when the dogs would come. The biggest question was how many Raggers were still alive on the mothership. If it was hundreds, the mission was effectively over. A few dozen and maybe they could still reach the bridge.

      A full two minutes passed and no Raggers turned up to investigate. Conway decided it was enough waiting and he waved the squad to advance. Success was going to require a few lucky rolls of the dice, while it seemed like the downsides of failure were mounting all the time.

      “No pressure,” he muttered.
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      Conway led the squad to the top of the stairs. The steps were clear and he set off, finding the risers too high for him to descend easily. The Fangrin didn’t mind and they came down in languid strides.

      They reached the bottom without incident and emerged into a huge, circular space, more than two hundred meters across and with a ceiling forty meters high. In the center of the room, a hundred-meter-wide pillar, made from a dark material, rose through the floor and vanished into the ceiling. The pillar gave off a deep pulsating note and Conway’s HUD readings went screwy, warning him of unrecognized emissions.

      Lockhart positioned the troops while Conway spent a few seconds thinking. Griffin stood next to him – he looked particularly on edge and didn’t lower his rifle.

      “That’s part of a tharniol drive, Lieutenant. Looks like there’s more above or below this room.”

      Conway had a good idea how much space a propulsion system required and he wasn’t shocked to find the Ragger mothership was carrying one as big as this. It was also off-center and he wondered if that meant they would find others if they searched for long enough.

      He gave the command to move and the squad set off, staying close to the wall. The energy pulsing from the central pillar was beginning to make everyone feel nauseous and Conway didn’t want to go any closer than required.

      The propulsion room had many ways in and out, which increased the danger. Conway set a pace which balanced speed with caution and they hurried around the perimeter. Status panels were set into the wall every few meters and Conway tried to read some of the text as he ran by. Two words in particular stood out – the description Offline appeared many times, along with Danger.

      Griffin was clearly interested, but Conway didn’t want to spend any longer than necessary in this area. Anything on those status panels would be visible on the bridge as well if Griffin felt it necessary to investigate further, and it was a priority to get there first. The Raggers didn’t show up and Conway chose what he hoped was the best exit. It led to more steps and he climbed, feeling the weight of his kit.

      At the top, they came to another corridor which led to another intersection, with neither option going towards the center. Conway didn’t want the choice but he made it anyway.

      “Let’s try left,” he said, staring in that direction. He saw doorways and intersections. The corridor itself ended at another closed door and when he zoomed in his view, he could read the word Storage on the door. It was vague enough to irritate.

      “I would like to check out the storage room,” said Griffin. “It might give us an idea of what the Raggers are carrying onboard.”

      “If the Raggers are trying to repair the ship, the storage room might be busy,” Conway replied. After another moment’s thought, he agreed to try it. “We’re going to have to shoot the bastards at some point. It might as well be on our terms.”

      They advanced rapidly along the corridor. The spaceship was much quieter than most in the ULAF navy and its idling engines were hardly audible. Even the creaking of metal was faint. The Raggers knew how to put a spaceship together.

      Before he reached the first intersection on the way to the storeroom, Conway’s nose detected an acrid stench in the air. He stopped and glanced both ways. Each corridor was filled with Ragger corpses – lots of them – and in the process of dying they had left everything comprehensively soiled. He grimaced at the sight and moved on towards the storage room door.

      “Zargol?” said Conway, tapping the access panel with his finger.

      “I will open this door,” said the Fangrin.

      Conway held ready and watched as the red light on the access panel turned to green. Zargol lifted the handle and pulled the door open. The storeroom lights were left on at a very low level and Conway waited for his sight to adjust.

      This was the far end of a room that measured ten meters by at least thirty, with many more dead Raggers. It stank worse than anything Conway could remember and he tried hard not to retch.

      “Why so many in here?” asked Kemp. “Were they holding a party or something?”

      “They must have thought the store room was shielded,” said Barron. “Tough shit for them.”

      Conway waited on the threshold. “Do we need to go in, sir?”

      “This might be important, Lieutenant.”

      With reluctance, Conway took a step into the room. The floor was smeared with excrement and he had no choice other than to stand in it. His resolve stiffened and he forced himself to ignore the intense feeling of distaste.

      He checked out the room and counted three aisles, with floor-to-ceiling heavy-duty metal shelves. Conway saw all kinds of objects on the shelves, none of which he recognized. He had no doubt the equipment was valuable and it was secured by harnesses or clamps to stop it moving around.

      He advanced silently into the room, with Akandar coming after and then Kemp. It still felt strange having a Fangrin watching his back, but Conway was getting accustomed. A noise made him freeze.

      “I heard a door.”

      “Yes, a door in the opposite corner,” said Akandar. “Along the third aisle.”

      Conway listened carefully without moving. Footsteps entered the room and he gritted his teeth while he waited to find out which way the enemy would turn. They pattered along the third aisle and then stopped. Conway turned up the sensitivity on his helmet microphone and heard the far door close.

      He took a careful step and then another. Something scraped and he guessed it was the Raggers pulling something from one of the shelves. Another step and his foot came down on the wrist of a corpse. Flesh and sinews crackled and Conway swore.

      “Ready,” he said.

      One more step and he was at the edge of the third aisle. He took a deep breath and walked sideways with his rifle held steady. Akandar came after, leaving enough room for Kemp. The room wasn’t well-lit, though it was enough for Conway to see three more Raggers straining to bring an object down from one of the shelves. A moment later they were dead, chewed up in a burst of noise and high-impacts.

      The squad did what they could to secure the room. Lockhart reported a total of four entry points, which was enough to make Conway want to get out as quickly as possible. He told Griffin as much.

      “One moment, Lieutenant.”

      Griffin walked rapidly along one aisle and then came back around on the far side of the shelves.

      “Anything you recognize, sir?”

      “Yes. Do you see this?” Griffin poked an object on the nearby bottom shelf with his foot.

      “Looks like a big switch, sir. With lots of places to plug in cables.”

      “The shelves on the next aisle are filled with these. With a few gaps.”

      Conway got that Griffin was encouraging him to think about the answer. Right now, he wanted to be spoon fed. “I don’t know, sir.”

      Griffin must have detected the exasperation. “These are safety cut outs. Usually they get triggered and you can just reset them. Sometimes they overload so badly that the whole cut out fries and you have to swap in a new one.”

      “You think some of the onboard systems might be operational, sir?”

      “There’s a chance of it. I’m sure there’s lots of other damage, but it’s possible some of the more robust systems survived the EMP burst from the nuke and also the radiation that came after. Remember, they got this spaceship into lightspeed, which means something’s got to be working.”

      “So that’s good news for us if we make it to the bridge and bad news for us if we don’t.”

      “That’s what I think.”

      Conway picked his way towards the far end of the room where the Raggers had come through. The door was unlocked and he opened it cautiously. Outside, the corridor went left, right or straight on.

      “We’re going straight ahead,” he said. “Looks like another room through there.”

      It didn’t smell any better in the corridor, though the lights were a little brighter, which made it easier to see what you were stepping in. With the shooting over, Kemp began complaining about the crap on his boots until Lockhart told him to keep quiet.

      The corridor ended at another store room, this one smaller and made for keeping low-value items that needed to go somewhere. Its shelves were filled with crates made from toughened plastic, most of them labelled with the contents. Conway wasn’t too interested in bolts, brackets or cabling and he exited as quickly as possible through the closest of the two other doors.

      “Another storeroom,” he said angrily.

      “This is a big spaceship,” said Griffin. “We were bound to find the useless crap on our way to the bridge.”

      The truth didn’t make Conway feel any better. He led the squad from the room and into yet another corridor. His suit computer was building a map from his step count and it told him he was heading in the right direction, assuming the bridge was in the middle. However, the mothership was nearly a thousand meters from top to bottom at its highest point, which potentially meant fifty or even a hundred different levels to search.

      “We need a map,” he said. He pointed at Zargol. “Does that thing built into your suit know how to extract map data from Ragger terminals?”

      “No.”

      Conway felt the sudden urge to punch a solid object. “We could wander around this place for days without finding the bridge.” An idea came to him. “Unless we beat the answer out of one of these Raggers.”

      “We can try it,” said Zargol, clenching and unclenching his massive fists.

      “Now we just have to find one and catch it,” said Barron. “Easy.”

      “Maybe we’ll find the bridge first,” growled Conway. “That’ll save us the effort.”

      He lashed out with his foot, striking one of the dead Raggers lying nearby. The body was solid but not especially heavy and the weight of his kick shifted it along the ground. He restrained himself from kicking it again and strode off.

      At the end of the corridor, he turned left. Something smelled unusual – tangy and sweet at the same time, and not at all pleasant. He slowed and peered through the doorway ahead. It was near-dark inside and he didn’t know if it was intentional or if the lights had failed.

      He called a halt and listened – his microphone detected a noise he didn’t like either. It was like a thick, glutinous slithering.

      “What the hell?” he said.

      “Mess hall,” said Zargol. “The Raggers like to eat in the dark. It will not be agreeable to witness.”

      Conway didn’t want to find out how the Raggers ate. He didn’t see much choice - this was the most direct route and he didn’t want to turn back. He crept to the threshold where the smell was stronger and the noise louder. Light strips in the ceiling provided the absolute minimum light for him to see, and there was other light coming from a single open doorway fifteen meters offset from this entrance.

      “Head torches on,” he said. “If the Raggers come, we’ll just shoot them.”

      His torch activated with a faint click and it threw a powerful beam into the room. Zargol’s description was an understatement – the Ragger mess hall was far worse than unpleasant and Conway struggled to hold back his revulsion. He wanted to order his men to throw grenades into this room until everything was incinerated.

      “Ah, shit,” said Barron. “Why’s everything so screwed up?”

      The mess hall was a rectangular room with a low ceiling and a total of four entrances, two of which were closed off by doors. Three channels – troughs – went all the way across the room, evenly spaced on the floor. The troughs emerged from one wall and disappeared into the other. Along these channels, an unctuous red mixture flowed, pulsing as it went, like a tiny river of blood. Lumps bobbed in the thick fluid – torn hunks of meat, raw and glistening, waiting to feed the Raggers who came here.

      The longer he stared, the more details came unwanted into Conway’s brain - the bloody handprints and footprints, the dried pieces of unfavored meat thrown into one corner. Amongst the long list of terrible sights Conway had witnessed, this was one of the very worst.

      “Those ones died feeding,” said Kemp, pointing into one corner. “Greedy bastards. I hope they didn’t crap in the chow.”

      A dead Ragger, covered in radiation sores, lay face-down in the trough, causing the thick liquid to overflow onto the floor nearby. A second alien was curled up nearby, its head on the edge of the channel.

      “Kemp, remind me to check out your psyche reports when we get out of here,” said Lockhart.

      Conway turned his head so that he could see through Kemp’s visor. The man’s face was pale and he looked sick to the core. Everyone faced up in the way they knew how.

      “Come on, let’s move. We already hate the Raggers – we don’t need to add more wood to the fire.”

      “Shit that one’s alive!” said Kemp.

      From the corner of his eye, Conway saw one of the Raggers lift its head, slowly and painfully. It made a hissing noise as if it was trying to say something. The next sound he heard was a Gilner. Bullets from Kemp’s gun tore into the alien and it slumped forward into the river of blood slops.

      “Stop!” shouted Conway.

      It was too late.

      “Ah, you idiot,” said Barron.

      “We could have questioned that one,” said Conway.

      Kemp had realized his mistake and stammered an apology. “Sorry folks. I couldn’t help myself. All this blood and the sight of these Raggers drinking it down…”

      Support came from an unexpected source. “Do not concern yourself, human,” said Lonstril. “I have seen this before and my reaction at the time was less restrained.”

      It was a screwup and Conway knew he couldn’t do anything to fix it. He didn’t want to stay here any longer and headed for the offset doorway in the far wall. When the ship was fully operational, he was sure the feeding room would have been a popular destination. Not now, and the sound of gunfire didn’t bring any Raggers to investigate.

      The doorway led to a passage and steps downwards. The air was noticeably cooler this way, though the lighting was still dim.

      “On the positive side, it can’t get much worse than that,” said Barron.

      It was like dangling a carrot in front of the gods of bad luck. The corridor ended at a door, with a green light on the access panel. A single word was emblazoned on the door’s surface.

      Meat.

      With his internal alarm bells ringing, Conway reached for the handle.
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      The meat room was dark, cold and smelled bad. Thousands of shapes hung from hooks on the ceiling and those hooks were attached to runners, presumably so the meat could be moved around as required.

      “We need to get out,” said Conway, the moment he realized what the closest shapes were.

      He was too late.

      “My people,” said Zargol, the sound deep in his chest. “Dangling from hooks. Waiting to be cut into pieces and thrown into a Ragger feeding trough.”

      “We don’t have to go this way.”

      Zargol’s chest rose and fell with what Conway recognized as fury. The Fangrin didn’t speak for long moments.

      “We can’t unsee this, human. Going back will not help - we must go forward.”

      Conway didn’t want to cross the meat room. “I can’t see an exit.”

      “Then we must look for one,” said Zargol.

      “The Fangrin can’t stop now, Lieutenant,” said Griffin on a private channel. “This room has become a challenge they need to overcome.”

      The signs were there and Conway had missed them. “Let’s go and find that exit.”

      He stepped into the room with his eyes now fully adjusted. A couple of meters ahead, a naked Fangrin dangled from a hook driven through the flesh in its back. The alien’s throat had been cut open and the blood left to drip into a shallow channel under its feet. Another Fangrin hung a meter away and next to that, another type of creature which Conway didn’t recognize. It was human-sized, but not human, with dark red skin, long, thick limbs and a face that resembled that of a wild animal.

      “Do you know what that is?” asked Conway.

      “I have never seen one before,” said Zargol. “It might come from a Fangrin world or it might not.”

      “I guess what I’m trying to ask is if the Raggers found any other intelligent life forms before they came to the Fangrin.”

      “We do not know for sure.”

      Conway took a deep breath and pushed his way between the two hanging Fangrin. He tried not to look too hard and kept repeating that whatever they’d once been, their worries were over and, as the word on the door said, they were just meat.

      For some reason, the thought didn’t make him feel any better. In fact, Conway found his anger rising with each step. He elbowed his way through the next row, with his eyes aimed right between the hanging bodies and towards the opposite wall. The room was enormous – far larger than he’d first realized and one part of his brain tried to calculate how many corpses were in here. It wasn’t an answer he wanted to know and he tried to think of something else.

      Every few rows, Conway paused to make sure everyone was with him. He’d been concerned this would be too much for the Fangrin, but they had plenty of inner strength and stalked after him with their anger held in check. Conway had fought the aliens enough times that he should have known they would overcome whatever obstacles were thrown in their way.

      “Just like a damn human,” he said to himself. “Who would have thought it?”

      Conway was brought out of his reverie when a rectangle of light suddenly appeared in the wall at a slight offset from the way he was heading. Shapes crowded into the gap.

      “Raggers,” he hissed.

      “Got more coming from the left,” said Barron. “Shit - and the right.”

      “Watch our backs!” shouted Lockhart.

      “Incoming behind,” said Kemp a fraction later. “How the hell did they find us here?”

      “I don’t know,” said Conway. He had his suspicions – maybe the Raggers had picked them up on internal security and waited until they thought it was a good time to attack. “Get down!”

      He dropped onto his chest and aimed his Gilner towards the opposite doorway. The dangling meat came close to the floor and he wasn’t able to get a clear shot underneath. Instead, he fired through a gap into the doorway, aiming for the enemy’s legs. The Raggers came fast, but they couldn’t avoid his bullets. Conway poured his anger into the shots and the enemy fell as he took their legs out from beneath them.

      The other members of the squad joined in, firing at whatever targets they could aim at through the dead bodies in the meat room. Conway checked he was safe to move and then crawled a meter forward to get a better view. He found himself swapping magazines in a channel filled with irradiated blood. It clung to him and added to his fury.

      He emptied a second magazine, glad the muzzle flash suppressors made his squad harder to pinpoint in the semi-darkness. More Raggers fell and he put bullets into them where they lay, hoping to finish them off.

      “Grenade out!” yelled Barron.

      Conway sensed movement to his left. Barron surged to her feet and threw - the grenade arced between the hooks, bounced off the ceiling and descended. It detonated in a flash and Conway heard the rattle of metal hooks sliding through runners and the thuds of bodies colliding.

      He swapped magazines again, leaving him with two more fully loaded, and focused on the open doorway. The Raggers had worked out he was firing low and they sprang through into the meat room, before getting to their feet and running erratically towards the squad’s position.

      “Coming from every damn side,” said Lockhart.

      Somehow, the enemy had managed to get what seemed like dozens of soldiers into the room. They sped between the meat racks with their thin, black-clad legs difficult to spot and harder to shoot. Conway did his best and fired in short bursts so as not to burn through his ammunition too quickly. Chunks of meat flew everywhere as the enemy sought out the soldiers with return fire.

      Conway’s senses became heightened. Part of his mind registered every detail. The superfluous was ignored and only the events critical to his survival affected his actions. Adrenaline coursed through his body and his skin felt tight.

      Suddenly, a long row of corpses exploded under a tremendous hail of incoming gunfire. The existing spaces seemed to fill with bloody pieces which landed everywhere and made it harder for Conway to aim straight. The smells became more intense – blood and raw meat mixed in with ammonia from his bullets and the heat from his Gilner barrel.

      “Chain gun!” he shouted on the comms. “Find it!”

      Conway saw it first – a tracked unit to the side of the left-hand door.

      “Zargol! Launcher! Left door!”

      The Fangrin was his feet in one fluid motion. The coils of his launcher whined and the projectile whooshed across the room, right through the lines of meat hooks. Conway knew what to expect and waited for the devastation. The projectile struck close to the low ceiling and a huge cloud of white-hot flame expanded with such ferocity that Conway thought it was going to kill everyone. The blast wave came a moment after and it struck him hard. The noise of the explosion joined it and pieces of dense matter thudded into Conway’s body.

      The sound of a Fangrin’s laughter filled the comms – it was Zargol and his joy at the pure chaos of it affected Conway too. He turned to see Kemp rise and throw three grenades in quick succession. Barron was nearby and flat to the floor. She side-armed one of her own grenades close to floor level and towards whatever her target was.

      More explosions went off, not all of them from human grenades, and one not too far from Conway. A slaughtered Fangrin landed nearby, its flesh burned and its eyes closed. He crawled away from it, saw movement, fired. His rifle clicked dry and he swore while his hands swapped in a full magazine.

      A shape exploded through his periphery and Conway watched Akandar sprint past him, his gun firing and his high-grip soles shrieking against the gore-covered floor.

      “Move!” shouted Lockhart.

      Another grenade went off in front of Conway and this time the heat of it was enough to set off the alarms in his suit. He’d stayed in one place for too long and now it was time to move. Conway tried to figure out the best direction, but his sight was blocked from every direction by piles of smoldering meat.

      Smoke drifted in the breeze from the HVAC and he crawled into it, following the direction Akandar had taken. The comms updates from his squad never let up and Conway added his own. He found himself next to Barron – she was behind a pile of meat and she fired over the top. She dropped back to reload and grinned at him.

      “Who’d have thought it?” she asked, her face a veneer of sanity.

      The words said so much and Conway felt himself choked up and unable to reply. A moment ago he was feeling Zargol’s joy, now he didn’t know what the hell to think. He saw a thin, spindly shape, only a few meters away and he filled it with bullets. The Ragger tumbled out of sight and another sped past. Conway shot and missed, Barron likewise.

      The gunfire abruptly lessened and a moment later, Lockhart gave a welcome update on the comms. “Clear left!” he shouted.

      Conway remained in place with Barron, watching to see if the alien would reappear. Nobody had fired a bullet for the last few seconds and he wondered if one of the other soldiers had made the kill. He pulled away from the barrier in front of him and turned in order to check the vicinity. Many of the bodies were still attached to their hooks and they swung gently, like wind chimes on a summer’s day.

      He saw movement, lightning-quick through one of the gaps and a Ragger darted between two of the hanging corpses. It didn’t spot Conway immediately and he guessed it was lost in the carnage, looking for something to murder. The alien brought its gun around at the same time as Conway did the same.

      Before Conway was able to fire, a huge shape burst through the corpses. Akandar swung a mighty fist, which struck the Ragger on the side of its helmet. The alien didn’t so much drop to the floor, as it flew two meters sideways and then dropped to the floor unmoving. Akandar was on it at once. He ripped free its gun and threw it to one side.

      “This one we will keep,” said the Fangrin. He put the Ragger over his shoulder and its long arms and legs dangled close to his knees.

      “Is it over?” asked Kemp.

      The Raggers’ surprise attack had failed and Conway hoped they’d lost a significant quantity of their remaining forces. Once he was sure no hostiles were waiting to ambush, Conway gathered the squad and led them towards the far exit door.

      The meat room was a bloodbath in more ways than one. Smoke hung low and many hundreds of the bodies had been dislodged from their hooks, some of them piled up where the explosives had thrown them. Conway did his best to find a path around so that he didn’t have to see the faces of the bodies as he stepped over them. Here and there, he saw a dead Ragger, or the limbs of one protruding from beneath the piles.

      “I think they would be glad,” said Mavingkar. “To have taken part in this would have pleased any Fangrin.” He laughed and then Lonstril joined in.

      Conway shook his head. The Fangrin were no longer a total mystery and he wasn’t sure if he completely liked what he was seeing. A small part of him liked it. That small part of him liked it a lot, though he tried to pretend otherwise.

      Even Kemp showed signs that he was coming around.

      “You dogs fight okay,” he said. “Not as well as a human, but not bad.”

      “Not dogs!” said Lonstril. “Wolves!”

      They exited the room after Conway had assured himself that a second attack force wasn’t coming. The passage outside was filled with more irradiated Raggers. Kemp gave one of the bodies a kick and Barron did likewise.

      “Feel better?” asked Conway.

      “A momentary surge of endorphins, sir,” said Kemp, always quick with a response.

      Conway jerked his thumb in the direction he wanted to go. “Let’s find somewhere we can talk to our prisoner,” he said.

      If the look on Akandar’s face was anything to go by, he doubted the Ragger was going to enjoy the experience.
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      They marched quickly from the meat room and turned right at the next intersection. It remained quiet and they entered a new corridor from which several rooms led away. Conway rejected these ones as being too close to the scene of the last engagement, but he did look through the open doors to get a sense of what this part of the ship was dedicated to.

      “Technical,” he said, when he saw the control consoles.

      Griffin had more interest and a greater understanding of the hardware. He paused and stared through the second doorway.

      “Anything we can use, sir?” asked Conway.

      “No. Maybe.” Griffin made up his mind. “Let’s move on, Lieutenant.”

      After another couple of turnings, Conway judged they were far enough from the meat room. He chose the next door they came to, which was locked until Zargol put his hand on the access panel. The door slid aside, Conway checked it was clear and they entered. It was another room filled with high-tech Ragger kit and Griffin walked over to check it out.

      “Put that Ragger here,” said Conway, pointing at the floor.

      Akandar leaned forward and dumped the unconscious prisoner. The squad gathered around with interest. The force of the Fangrin’s punch had been enough to crack the Ragger’s visor. The radiation levels hadn’t fallen and it was going to die one way or another. Conway looked into its face, trying to find something – anything – human about it. There was nothing. The creature’s eyes – open even when it was out cold – were bottomless pits of emptiness.

      “We’d best take that helmet off it in case it speaks to its buddies on the comms,” said Conway. “I’ll do it.” He crouched and after a few seconds of trial-and-error, he managed to unfasten several retaining clips. The helmet slid off and the Ragger spasmed. Zargol gave it a hard kick.

      The creature thrashed but it wasn’t nearly strong enough to escape, and it was easily restrained. Conway stepped close and the Ragger opened its mouth, revealing tiny pieces of white flesh stuck between needle-sharp teeth.

      “Ragger!” it hissed.

      “How many of you are alive on this ship?” asked Conway. He wasn’t about to get himself upset over an alien insult.

      “Ragger!”

      “They do not usually respond well to questioning,” said Zargol. “Watch this.”

      Without any warning, the Fangrin extended the Ragger’s arm and brought it down hard over his raised knee. Conway winced when he heard the bone snap.

      The Ragger writhed and its face twisted. “Ragger!”

      “See!” said Zargol. “This one shows only defiance.”

      “You sound like you know more than I do,” said Conway. “How do we get it to speak?”

      “We keep snapping parts of its body until it gives us answers to our questions.”

      In spite of their long-running war, humans and Fangrin hadn’t resorted to torturing each other. Conway had been expecting to make a few threats and maybe slap the Ragger around a bit before it gave directions to the bridge. He didn’t feel comfortable with the idea of a torture session, particularly when he was in charge.

      “Will it work?” he asked.

      “I do not know,” said Zargol. “Perhaps.”

      “Are you aware of it ever working?”

      “No, but I have never been required to attempt the method.”

      “I’ve got a better idea,” said Griffin. “Look over here.”

      Conway went to see what the other man had found. Griffin kept on poking at a square console with a single screen on it.

      “What’s this, sir?”

      “One of the maintenance consoles. It’s different to how our equivalents are tied in with a spaceship, but a few of the underlying principles are the same.”

      Griffin pushed a button, a menu appeared and then he pushed another button. Conway’s helmet computer offered up translations – he recognized the words if not how they related to the spaceship’s function.

      “Is there a map, sir?”

      “Sort of a map. I can access a breakdown of the different maintenance areas. The interior is subdivided into many different zones, with the bridge classified as the most important one.”

      “Where is it?”

      Griffin stretched his arm and pointed in the approximate direction they’d been travelling. “About two hundred meters below us and five hundred that way,” he said. “Have a look at this.”

      The map appeared on screen and to Conway’s disappointment it wasn’t exactly a cross-section of the spaceship, with labels for steps and lifts. It was more a stylized representation, with letters and numbers to denote the maintenance areas. He stared for a few moments and suddenly it clicked.

      “I think this is enough,” Conway said. “I see how it works.” He got onto the squad channel. “We’re done here. Captain Griffin’s map will get us to the bridge.”

      “What about this Ragger?” said Akandar.

      “We don’t need it.”

      Conway didn’t want to kill the creature in cold blood, even though he wasn’t about to order someone else to do it for him - in his eyes there was no distinction. The Fangrin had no qualms and, without ceremony, Akandar put a single bullet into the Ragger’s head, taking care that the explosion of brain and bone didn’t hit anyone. The Ragger lay still.

      “When you have seen what they do, you will act the same.”

      “I hope it never comes to that, soldier.”

      Hope was an easy fallback and Conway had already seen at Satra what the Raggers were capable of. These Fangrin acted with a ruthlessness that they’d never shown against the Unity League and he wondered how much it had taken to drive them to it. He didn’t want to find out.

      They exited the room and Conway marched in the direction of the bridge. They descended a long flight of steps which curved to the right and led to a series of other rooms filled with maintenance equipment. To Conway’s eye it looked much neater than what he normally saw on a Unity League spaceship. The Raggers didn’t leave many pipes or cables on show, like all the major kit was solid state.

      They arrived at more steps, wider than the last ones, again curved and again descending. The bottom was out of sight but Conway judged they were still above the expected level of the bridge. He led the squad onwards and with each passing moment, a background thrum became more prominent.

      “Propulsion,” said Griffin.

      They passed a single dead Ragger and then came to a closed door.

      “Lots of radiation,” said Conway.

      The door reeked with it and he was reluctant to touch its surface. His combat suit had absorbed plenty of it already and he didn’t want to test its limit. The alternative was a trip back up the steps in order to find another route.

      “Open it.”

      Zargol complied and the door slid to one side. The thrumming immediately became louder and an additional radiation warning appeared on Conway’s HUD.

      “Big area,” said Lockhart.

      On the far side of the door was a vast, circular area with a diameter of four hundred meters and a ceiling height of fifty. The red lighting was dull and its color reminded Conway of the Ragger feeding trough. The central part of the floor – beginning a hundred meters away - was cut out and the top of a dark cylinder was visible, with a ten-meter gap between it and the floor’s edge. It was hot – three hundred Fahrenheit and if the ducts in the ceiling were meant to keep this place cool, they weren’t doing a good job. On the plus side, he couldn’t see any Raggers, living or dead.

      “That’s the main propulsion,” said Griffin. “It looks different to the engines we put in our own ships, but I’m sure that’s its purpose.”

      Conway was only partially interested. Mostly he wanted to find a way out of here that wouldn’t overshoot the bridge. He could see several doors and selected the one he thought was best.

      “I need to take a look at that engine,” said Griffin.

      “Is it important, sir? We should move on.”

      “One minute, Lieutenant.”

      Griffin sprinted off and Conway was obliged to join him. The thrumming was beginning to make his head ache and he wanted to be in a position to encourage Griffin to hurry up.

      The Raggers hadn’t put up a railing, so the two men kept a wary distance from the edge. Even so, Conway could see that the propulsion cylinder went a long way down. Griffin inched forward and peered to the bottom.

      “Never say we don’t get lucky, Lieutenant.”

      “Sir?”

      “I wouldn’t expect a spaceship this big to be disabled by radiation as quickly as it happened in this case. Too much dense metal for the gamma rays to soak through. Look down there.”

      Conway reluctantly took another step. The cylinder shaft was lit all the way down and the first thing he noticed was that the engine had no visible supports. Further below, he saw what he thought might be circular doors, which, from the distance, had to open directly into space.

      Griffin didn’t leave him guessing. “I think the Raggers had those doors open at the moment the Star Burner’s bomb went off. Maybe they needed to cool the engines, or maybe they needed to vent something else. Either way, the radiation came in and then through ducts to the rest of the ship.

      “No failsafes?”

      “These are Raggers, Lieutenant. Who knows what they consider safe? Maybe they just don’t care too much.”

      “We need to leave, sir.”

      They made it back to the squad, which was waiting next to Conway’s chosen exit. Zargol knew the routine and opened the door. On the far side, a spiral staircase led directly upwards from the middle of a small room.

      “Going up?” asked Lockhart.

      “Let’s get this over with,” said Conway. He wanted to climb the steps only marginally more than he wanted to re-trace his route.

      He got on with it – the steps were steep, but made for gangling Ragger limbs, which meant he had enough room. The staircase shook with the weight of the Fangrin coming behind and the entire frame rattled loudly.

      “Stay back,” Conway ordered. “I’ll check it out first.”

      He climbed as quickly and quietly as he could. The staircase was erratically lit, though he could see enough. The steps cut through solid metal and the walls were completely smooth. As he went higher, the thrumming of the engine receded.

      “Everything okay, sir?” asked Lockhart. “What if there’s a closed door at the top?”

      “In that case, I’ll have to wait. It’s better than having every last Ragger coming to find out what’s shaking their emergency staircase.”

      There was no door at the top. Instead, the steps ended at another small room, with an opening onto a corridor. Conway didn’t need to poke his head outside – he could read the word Bridge on the wall without having to leave the alcove.

      He got on the comms. “We’re close to the bridge. Advance to my position. Keep it quiet.”

      Conway positioned himself to one side of the doorway, where he was hidden from the corridor. The steel staircase rattled, starting quietly and then becoming louder as the ascending squad came closer. It rose in volume and Conway gritted his teeth.

      “Quiet!” he urged.

      “We’re doing our best, sir.”

      Another sound got Conway’s attention and he heard the pattering of Ragger feet somewhere outside. He called a halt on the comms and the rattling stopped.

      To Conway’s horror, a Ragger entered the room. It didn’t see him and walked to the staircase with a noticeable limp. Its stealth suit was battered and filthy. Conway waited to see if a second would enter – he wasn’t certain how many he’d heard coming and thought there might be two.

      The first one peered down the steps and then fumbled for a grenade. Conway knew it was time to act and he put a short burst of high-impacts into the alien’s head. Before it hit the floor, he turned his gun towards the door. A second Ragger entered. It saw him and got off a snap shot, missing Conway by inches. He fired point-blank into its chest and it stumbled backwards, limbs flailing. He shot it again and stepped to the doorway, just as a third Ragger appeared.

      Conway swore and brought his gun up. The Ragger wasn’t having any of it and knocked his aim wide while swinging its own long-barreled rifle towards him. The alien had a wiry strength and it was a slippery bastard. Conway attempted to smash it to the floor, but it stepped away. He followed in and crunched the top of his suit helmet into its visor. He heard something crack and the Ragger attempted to sidestep out of reach. Conway thundered a punch under its chin which knocked the alien into the wall. With his opponent staggered, he shot it several times in the chest. It stopped moving and Conway checked around anxiously to see if any more were coming.

      “Clear,” he announced, at the same time as Sergeant Lockhart emerged from the staircase.

      The rest of them gathered up and Conway pointed at the sign for the bridge.

      “Which way is it?” asked Kemp.

      “That way,” Conway replied, indicating right.

      With that, he led them into the corridor outside. He didn’t enjoy being cooped up on spaceships at the best of times and while this one wasn’t exactly cramped, Conway wanted to get this over with and hopefully return home. He shook his head ruefully at the thought.

      “Whatever anyone says, I’m never that lucky,” he told himself.
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      They located the bridge door at the end of a short, wide passage leading from a main corridor. This corridor curved and it appeared to complete a full circuit, with the bridge area in the middle. This part of the spaceship was filled with dead Raggers and nobody in the squad was accustomed to the stench. The most important part was that the enemy were dead, rather than firing weapons. Conway was willing to put up with the stink on that basis alone.

      “How many other doors into the bridge, do you reckon?” asked Kemp.

      It was a good question. This particular entrance door was solid and thick and Zargol’s attempts to open it hadn’t worked. Lonstril was sure he could get through it with the cutter, but any Raggers on the far side would certainly know about it. Therefore, it didn’t seem likely that they could storm the bridge in a surprise attack.

      “Let’s take a look for those other doors,” said Conway.

      The marched a full circuit of the corridor and counted one additional bridge entrance. The space outside the second door was piled up with various modules and devices, which the Raggers had presumably brought here from stores.

      “I’ve got a plan,” said Conway. “It relies on the Raggers being stupid. If they aren’t stupid, it might work anyway.”

      The details were basic and easily explained. Lonstril stood close to the first bridge door, with his laser cutter ready to go. Akandar, Mavingkar, Griffin and Barron provided cover from nearby. As soon as the Fangrin indicated he was ready, Conway led everyone else to the opposite entrance. Zargol found the whole enterprise very amusing and he chuckled for many seconds.

      “I see you humans have already identified what we Fangrin also learned quickly. The Raggers are numerous, but they are also stupid and easily fooled.”

      “They haven’t been fooled yet, Zargol. For all we know, they have a dozen squads heading our way.”

      “In which case, we will be the fools.” He laughed again. “However, I think not.”

      “Any sign of resistance?” asked Conway on the squad channel.

      “Negative,” said Lonstril. “Are you in position?”

      “Almost.”

      Conway’s group reached the far bridge entrance. He crouched at one side of the door and Zargol stood behind him with his rifle above the level of Conway’s head and his shoulder launcher propped against the wall. Lockhart and Kemp arranged themselves similarly on the far side. It wasn’t ideal, but there wasn’t much else to use for cover.

      “We’re in position.”

      “I will begin cutting.”

      Conway waited, uncertain exactly what the Raggers would do. They couldn’t allow Lonstril to cut his way onto the bridge without showing at least some kind of resistance. He hoped the aliens would come through this door here and try to circle around.

      “No rockets,” he reminded Zargol. “We want this to be intact.”

      The Fangrin chuckled again. It was an infectious sound, though Conway didn’t feel like joining in.

      The bridge door slid aside to reveal a large squad of Raggers. They were harder to count than humans or Fangrin on account of them seeming to have more limbs than four. Conway’s snap estimate told him they faced eight or ten of the aliens.

      He opened up with his rifle and the recoil thump was as comforting as watching his enemies being cut down by many bullets. The concentrated fire punched into the Raggers, taking them completely by surprise. Conway heard the crack of return fire and a slug glanced off the wall in front of him. His magazine ran dry and he slammed in a new one.

      The fire from his men stuttered briefly while Kemp and Lockhart also swapped mags. Zargol’s rifle carried more bullets and he fired single shots into the Raggers, buying the human soldiers time to reload.

      Conway’s war brain was in full control and he saw his enemies tumble. He evaluated the situation and knew it was time.

      “In!” he shouted.

      He waited a split second to be sure the others had understood and then he surged towards the doorway. One of the Raggers slumped against the edge of the door tried to shoot him. He didn’t give it a chance and his Gilner rounds shattered its helmet and the head beneath. The bridge was ahead and he leapt over the carnage. A group of Ragger soldiers was bunched up on the opposite side of a circular console.

      Conway’s boot landed in a patch of greasy Ragger gore and he found himself slipping. A shot thudded into his shoulder and he spun around. His foot caught a trailing wire and he fell, hitting the floor hard. He scrambled to get into a position from which he could defend himself and knew he was too slow. Lockhart and Kemp stood over him firing in long bursts, the sounds intermingled with the flat crack of Zargol’s rifle.

      “Clear,” said Lockhart.

      “Watch that door, Sergeant,” Conway said from the floor.

      He got himself upright and ordered Lonstril to turn off his cutter. The Fangrin hadn’t made a lot of progress and it wasn’t a shock given how thick the blast doors were.

      “Zargol, let them in.”

      The bridge door security was set to allow people out, but not in. The door opened at once and the rest of the squad rushed inside.

      “Any sign of hostiles outside?” asked Conway.

      “Negative. All clear.”

      Conway was reluctant to believe that all the Raggers on the spaceship were dead. He assigned people to watch the doorways and kept his fingers crossed that not every enemy had the necessary authorization to get onto the bridge. Once he was satisfied, Conway approached Griffin, who was already pushing buttons on the central console.

      “What now, sir?”

      “What now, is that I figure out how far along the Raggers were in getting this spaceship repaired. After that? I can’t tell you.”

      With the fighting over, Conway took a good look at the bridge. The room was circular and seven meters across. Aside from the soldiers his squad had killed on the way in, Conway counted a total of eighteen dead Raggers – these ones were clad in thin black material that was different to the stealth suits. They had no insignia, but Conway was sure these were the crew. The central console took up three meters of the space and it was ringed by chairs. The power was on, though most of the screens displayed error messages.

      Many pieces of kit – similar to those Conway had seen in the storeroom earlier, rested on the floor. Bundles of wires linked them to interface ports on the main console and also to panels on the walls. He remembered those wires, having tripped over one on his charge into the room. Conway pressed his fingers against his shoulder where he’d taken the shot. His suit material was crushed but not split and he winced at the pain. It would bruise badly, which he counted as a good result.

      With Griffin fully-engrossed in his task, Conway stepped away to let him get on with it.
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        * * *

      

      The Ragger mothership was a challenge for Griffin to figure out. He was accustomed to smaller warships and this one had many additional functions that were difficult to understand. The situation wasn’t helped by all of the tech modules the Ragger soldiers had plugged in. Griffin was left with the strong impression they didn’t know what the hell they were doing, so attached cables to everything in the hope that it would all work out in the end.

      He’d been in touch with the Gradior throughout this mission and was relieved that his comms still linked from the very center of the mothership. Yeringar sounded like he had a better idea of how Ragger spaceships worked than Griffin did, but he wasn’t much help over the voice link.

      He was about to cut the channel, when Dominguez told him something she’d just discovered. “You remember that planet the mothership is on a collision course with, sir?”

      “Twenty-four hours, you said.”

      “Twenty-two hours now. I’ve located something on the surface – signs of an enemy facility.”

      The comms link was scratchy and poor, but Griffin detected something unspoken. “What kind of enemy facility?”

      “A big one, sir. There’s also a flat area of ground nearby that’s about ten times bigger than the Durham landing field. It’s too far for me to be sure, but the sensor data suggests the Raggers have got things on there.”

      “Spaceships?”

      “Maybe. If so, we’re in deep crap, sir. There’s enough room for them to park up about a hundred heavies.”

      “If this is their forward base, it makes sense they’d have lots of hardware.”

      “I’d say this falls into the category of shitloads, rather than simply lots, sir.”

      “There’s not much we can do about it at the moment.” He thought for a few moments. “Recommend to Yeringar that he takes the Gradior further away from this mothership. That way you’ve got a fighting chance when the Raggers spot it coming. And they will spot it.”

      “Yes, sir. We’ve communicated our findings to the Unity League and Fangrin navies. We won’t know what’s going to happen for a while. Hours.”

      “I understand.”

      Griffin closed the channel and turned his attention once more to the Ragger console. He was beginning to understand how parts of it worked, if not well enough to formulate a plan on how to take advantage. The sighting of the forward base was a good find, though he would have preferred it if the mothership wasn’t heading directly towards it. He needed time and lots of it.

      A winking light caught his eye on the part of the console he believed controlled the spaceship’s comms. He hadn’t given it much attention on the basis that he wasn’t planning on speaking to anyone other than the Gradior in the immediate future.

      “What’s this?” he muttered, stepping closer. “Shit.”

      Conway must have noticed something was wrong.

      “What’s the matter, sir?”

      “See this light?”

      “It’s not a good light?”

      “No – it means we’ve broadcast something recently.”

      “What? And who is there to listen?”

      “Raggers, Lieutenant. We’re on a collision course with a planet on which they’ve set up their forward base. Presumably it’s a good launching platform for attacks on New Destiny and every one of our other planets they know about.”

      “Will the signal reach them?”

      “Yes.” Griffin spotted something else – a blue switch in the down position. “We got here too late, Lieutenant. I think the Ragger soldiers managed to get out a signal before we killed them.” He pressed one of the touchscreens several times and an error message cleared to reveal a row of text. With an angry snarl, Griffin pulled free a series of cables which were plugged in nearby and let them fall to the floor.

      “Sir?”

      Griffin turned and nudged one of the tech boxes with his foot. “The Raggers somehow got one of the cables into the right place and this comms box sent out a handshake request.”

      Even Conway knew what that meant. “It’ll reach that base and they’ll respond. Then, when we don’t answer, they’ll come and take a look.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Can we fix the situation?”

      “I don’t know, Lieutenant. I really don’t know. I’ve got to get on.”

      Conway went to join the soldiers, leaving Griffin trying hard to think of how to pull this around.
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      Over the course of the next few minutes, Griffin discovered several interesting facts. Firstly, the mothership’s most critical systems were unaffected by the EMP and the radiation. That meant its propulsion systems were online, as were its weapons systems and life support. The crew hadn’t disabled access, so they’d believed right until the end that they going to either reach safety or somehow live through a dose of radiation high enough to kill them a hundred times over.

      Griffin couldn’t help himself and he took a look at the available weaponry. The Raggers had kitted out their ship well enough and it was armed with several dozen turrets, railguns concealed within the hull, many missile clusters, countermeasures of a type Griffin didn’t recognize, stealth modules and a few hundred incendiaries.

      All of this meant that the mothership was still a viable force, except that it was comms and sensor blind, so none of its weapons could lock or fire. It also seemed that the stealth modules relied on data from the sensor feeds. With no sensors, the stealth was unavailable. It was the most powerful warship Griffin had ever known and it was also completely vulnerable.

      The further he looked, the more limitations he found. The most irritating problem was that he could only access the mothership’s live systems. Its stored data – such as records of Ragger spaceship numbers and capabilities, as well as coordinates of their home planets – was unavailable and required an access code every time it was accessed, unlike the rest of the operational systems which remained live for as long as they were needed. It might be possible to unscramble things if they somehow got the warship to base. That would be a monumental victory.

      He tried to speak to the Gradior once again, only this time the comms wouldn’t link. The receptor flickered between green and grey but he couldn’t obtain a channel. Using the transport as a relay was a good idea with limitations.

      Conway came over to check on progress. The Raggers were either dead or keeping out of sight, though he looked on edge.

      “Are you able to fix any of this, sir?”

      “Maybe. These modules on the floor carry data for the sensors, so the Ragger soldiers believed the ones already installed were put out of action when the nuke went off. The sensor lenses themselves won’t have been affected, only the backend hardware which translates input data into something usable by the crew and the weapons systems.”

      “That’s a lot of wires.”

      “Some of them bunch up and should plug into the same interface port. It’s not as bad as it appears.”

      “How long until the Ragger fleet shows up?”

      “Soon. Minutes. The handshake we broadcast was sublight, so it won’t reach the enemy base straight away. If they realize it’s the mothership, they’ll come at highest speed.”

      “Will they realize it’s the mothership, sir?”

      “That’s a good question, Lieutenant. I think this comms unit…” he turned and nudged the module with his foot again, “is a generic item, meant to be installed and then set up depending on the spaceship it’s installed into. The Raggers might fit these into their transports for all we know.”

      “Does that mean we sent an unidentifiable signal?”

      “I think so. It’ll appear unusual, but since it’s come from Ragger equipment, it might not trigger a high-level alert.”

      The more Griffin talked, the more he started thinking the situation wasn’t a complete loss. If the Raggers weren’t alarmed, they weren’t going to send out a whole fleet. He had an idea.

      “I need to get on, Lieutenant.”

      Griffin crouched next to the comms module and read the labels on the ports. The layout was logical enough and he unplugged some of the wires, and pushed them into different ports. From the looks of it, the Ragger soldiers hadn’t screwed up as much as he first thought and they weren’t far from getting the comms system partly operational.

      “Something’s flashing on this panel, sir,” said Conway.

      “I don’t want to hear that, Lieutenant.” Griffin got to his feet and stared at the blinking light.

      “Are the Raggers here?”

      “Either that or they’re on their way. That’s a response to the handshake.”

      “Can we do anything that’ll tell them everything’s fine and dandy?”

      “No – we can’t directly respond to these automated handshakes. This is two computers saying hello. If we want a more in-depth discussion, we need to get this comms box plugged in.”

      Movement caught Griffin’s eye. Both of the bridge doors opened at the same time and Raggers charged onto the bridge. Guns roared from both sides. Griffin had left his Gilner on the floor nearby and he threw himself towards it, while Conway helped out his squad. A grenade detonated in the closest doorway and chunks of burning Ragger flesh flew in every direction.

      By the time Griffin had picked up his rifle, Conway was calling the all-clear. The bridge doors shut automatically and the soldiers began cramming bullets into depleted magazines.

      “Any casualties?”

      “No, sir. That explosion was one of the Ragger grenades – we killed it before it could throw. Things might have been different otherwise.”

      Everything was uncertain, with attacks likely from inside and out. Griffin could work under pressure and he tried to put the distractions from his mind. Smoke from the burnt Raggers hung low to the floor and the smell of it was hard to ignore. Somehow it mingled with the scents of dried excrement, vomit and blood to make an odor that was far worse than anything Griffin had experienced before.

      “Lieutenant, can you do something with these corpses?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Conway ordered Zargol and Lonstril – the two strongest - to open the door and throw as much of the detritus outside as they could manage. They worked quickly and the worst of the smell subsided, though it didn’t go away.

      It was enough to help Griffin’s concentration. He plugged wires into what he thought were the correct interfaces. A row of red lights appeared on the console and he tried again with the same outcome. The frustration made him think about Lieutenant Kenyon. Griffin had avoided dwelling on the fates of the officers he’d left behind on Satra. He could have done with Kenyon’s expertise now.

      Griffin persevered and on his eighth attempt, the red lights went green. He clenched his fist in triumph and sent a command which told the console hardware to ignore the old, damaged comms units and use the new one instead.

      It worked, kind of. The mothership’s comms were far too sophisticated to be completely repaired or replaced by this single module. Even so, several lights on the comms panel turned green. The mothership would be able to send a single outbound comms message and receive a single inbound message, just not both at the same time.

      “Nothing inbound,” he said, breathing out in relief. “We might pull something out of the bag.”

      Griffin started work on the sensors. The Ragger soldiers had hauled in lots of hardware for this, though none of it was correctly plugged in. Most soldiers knew a thing or two about comms, but not many had a background in sensor technology. Griffin had received training, though it didn’t make him an expert. First he needed Kenyon, now he needed Dominguez.

      “I can see another new comms light, sir,” said Conway.

      This one wasn’t a handshake – this one was something else. “Here we go, Lieutenant. The Raggers have come to investigate.”

      “How many have they sent?”

      “I might be able to tell you once I figure out where to plug those wires.”

      The seat in front of the comms panel was covered in dried matter expelled from the body of an irradiated Ragger. Griffin couldn’t bring himself to sit on it, so he leaned across and pressed the button to accept the inbound comms. The message was in voice format and Griffin had no intention of talking directly to the ship or ships outside. Luckily, the comms system automatically converted it to text, which the language module in his flight helmet then translated.

      ZN116> Explain your situation, warship Prime015.

      The Ragger input methods were unfamiliar and Griffin clumsily entered his response, keeping it as simple as possible.

      PRIME015> Critical systems failure resulting from proximity nuclear blast.

      ZN116> Follow to surface installation.

      PRIME015> This warship’s sensors are not operational.

      ZN116> Put your navigation system into response mode. We will tie in and take control.

      That wasn’t something Griffin wanted at all.

      PRIME015> Negative. We are close to restoring some function. Then we will follow.

      It wasn’t hard to assume that the original officer in charge of the mothership was a senior one and therefore able to do more or less what he chose. Griffin could only hope that Ragger command structures were similar to those in the ULAF. The response took a few seconds to come.

      ZN116> Request voice contact.

      The Raggers were either suspicious or just plain confused about the situation. Griffin hoped it was the latter.

      PRIME015> Our comms are offline. We have patched in a single unit. It is not configured for outbound voice. We expect additional functionality to be restored in the coming minutes. Our priority is the sensors.

      Again, the response didn’t come immediately. While he waited to see if the Raggers would accept his lies, Griffin suddenly remembered the transport embedded in the mothership’s hull. If the enemy ship detected the transport, they would definitely have some difficult questions for him. Prime015 was a massive ship and Griffin kept his fingers crossed that the damaged part of the hull was currently facing away from the enemy.

      ZN116> We will wait for you to regain sensor functionality, then you will follow to the surface installation.

      PRIME015> Agreed. Maintain an open channel.

      Griffin was about to resume his efforts with the sensor module when he had another thought. The comms link was badly configured, but it could do a whole lot more than carry a basic text message. In fact, it was designed to accept any sort of data.

      PRIME015> Please upload local battle network data to our comms system.

      Another pause.

      ZN116> Acknowledged. Your single upload channel is too narrow. The operation will not complete immediately.

      PRIME015> Please commence.

      The channel was cut from the far end and the data stream began at once. Griffin itched to see how many warships the Raggers had committed to their forward base.

      He left the comms system and focused on the sensor module instead. If he was able to restore some functionality, then maybe the mothership wouldn’t be quite so defenseless. Possibilities and ideas bombarded Griffin, some of them risky in the extreme and of unproven viability. He realized his imagination was running away with him. His thirst to avenge Satra was unquenched and it was screwing with his rational thought.

      After twenty minutes of frustration, during which Griffin became increasingly convinced the Raggers would decide something was wrong onboard their mothership, he finally hit on the right combination of data cables and interface ports.

      He sprang to his feet and glanced at the progress of the battle network update. It was hardly more than twenty percent complete and he cursed that he didn’t have time to configure one of the wide-bore ports on the comms module. He couldn’t manage everything and he focused on the sensors.

      “Let’s give this a try,” he said.

      Conway sensed this was an important moment and he stood close by. The soldiers had as much of a stake in this working as Griffin did.

      The sensor panel lit up and a utilization gauge appeared to show that the hardware was tapping into the mothership’s central computer.

      “Come on, come on.”

      Static appeared on one of the screens and Griffin closed his eyes in relief. He leaned towards the image and waited for it to resolve into something useful. The static vanished and was replaced by the blackness of space. “Yes!” he exclaimed.

      Conway took a step closer and peered at the image, as if he expected to see a thousand Ragger spaceships lined up outside. “What now, sir?” he asked.

      Griffin changed the focus of the lens, hunting for ZN116 and whatever other Ragger ships were out there. His feeling of victory faded, since the enemy weren’t visible on the sensor array he’d activated with this replacement module. It was possible they were a long way off and would require a proper sensor sweep to detect, but it was more likely they were out of the visual arc.

      “What happens now is that this mothership’s navigational system will attempt to position itself by reading the local stars. Then it’ll try to use the incomplete battle network data to see where the friendlies are located. The trouble is, we’ve only got one sensor and our comms are at less than one percent of their expected operational levels.”

      “Nothing we can’t get around, sir.”

      Griffin laughed. “I didn’t have you down as an optimist, Lieutenant.”

      “I’m neither an optimist nor a pessimist, sir. I’d like to say I’m a realist but my wife wouldn’t agree. In truth, I don’t know what the hell I am.”

      “It doesn’t really matter, does it? We’re here on the most powerful spaceship the ULAF has ever set foot on, and we’re going to do the same as we always do.”

      “Fight until we win.”

      A rush of elation filled Griffin and he didn’t know if it came from determination, hope or madness. He didn’t care one way or another. Before he could say anything more, a green dot appeared on a screen a few feet to his left.

      “That’s Ragger warship number ZN116 on our tactical, Lieutenant. They only sent one to greet us.”

      “They didn’t realize it was their mothership.”

      “More luck. Let’s enjoy the ride while we can.” Griffin reached across to the comms input panel.

      PRIME015> We have restored basic sensor functionality.

      ZN116> Follow to base.

      PRIME015> It will take a short time for our tactical to update.

      ZN116> Understood.

      Something Griffin had already worked out was how to pilot the Ragger mothership. No matter how sophisticated a warship’s autopilot, you always needed a manual input. He positioned himself in front of a row of six control bars, which were surrounded by buttons. It resembled the control system on a ULAF heavy lifter and he was confident he could handle it.

      “Lieutenant Conway, you’re promoted to comms officer. Anything appears, you give me a shout.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Conway was clearly reluctant, but he didn’t complain. Griffin had another thought.

      “If we can do it without making the bridge vulnerable, I’d like someone to look at the exact arrangement of wires on these replacement comms and sensor modules and copy it to some of these other spares. Maybe we can improve our capabilities.”

      “I will do that,” said Zargol without hesitation. He loped over and got started.

      The sense of elation was still with Griffin and he placed his hands on the controls, ready to follow the Ragger ship ZN116.
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      A few long moments passed and the mothership’s sensor didn’t obtain a visual on ZN116. The single active array only had 180-degree horizontal sight and 90 degrees on the vertical, making it limited in what it was able to detect.

      It was time to take matters into his own hands and Griffin pushed on two of the control bars in order to rotate the mothership. The note of the engines reached him as a distant hum, hinting at near-limitless reserves.

      Griffin kept a close eye on the sensor feed to his left, hoping it was set to automatically snap to target. He cursed a few times under his breath and then he noticed the sensor going through a zoom-adjust-zoom routine as it attempted to acquire a target.

      “Got them.”

      ZN116 appeared on the display – it was a cruiser with a low profile and domes positioned on the front and back. The readout indicated the spaceship was 312 meters in length and additional text provided data on its displacement and classification.

      “There they are,” he said. “Politely waiting for us.”

      With a stretch, Griffin was able to access the weapons panel. The battle computer had identified ZN116 as a friendly and the firing options were greyed out. An override option was available and Griffin smiled when he saw it.

      “There’s a message on this screen saying they’re returning to base, sir,” said Conway. “They must have had enough of watching us do nothing.”

      “We’re ready to follow, Lieutenant.”

      The tactical screen added vector data for the Ragger cruiser and Griffin did his best to copy. The mothership’s controls were well-calibrated and he found it easy to feed in the right amount of power. Erratic flying would invite further enquiries from the crew on ZN116 and he didn’t want them becoming suspicious. Not when everything was going so well.

      The cruiser flew along a gentle curve and the planet which Dominguez had identified as home to the Ragger base came gradually into sight, with the red-grey-black coloring that Griffin remembered from the Gradior’s sensors.

      “Let’s see where we’re going,” he said.

      On a more familiar spaceship, it would have been straightforward to predict the destination of Ragger cruiser, assuming it remained on the same course. Since he was juggling far too many tasks, it wasn’t quite so easy for Griffin and he was reduced to tracing an imaginary line across the tactical and trying to picture how that related to the visual feed of the planet.

      “Dammit,” he swore.

      “Anything I can do to help, sir?” asked Conway, clearly hoping the answer would be no.

      “I’ll let you know, Lieutenant. What I really need is to have another few of these sensor and comms modules online. Once that happens, the battle computer can do most of the work.”

      Griffin leaned sideways to see how Zargol was getting on. The Fangrin was picking his way through hundreds of different cables, none of which seemed to be plugged in yet.

      “This will not take long,” said the alien without looking up. “Once I have the method, I will be able to replicate it quickly.”

      “Fine,” said Griffin, not exactly reassured.

      The Ragger ship didn’t fly at excessive speed and it wasn’t hard to keep up. It provided Griffin with a good opportunity to learn and he found himself becoming more competent with each passing second. In the absence of a crew, he was always going to be limited, but at least his hands were falling into the right places when he needed to access something.

      A few minutes passed and the enemy craft accelerated, doubling its speed in a few seconds. Griffin followed it exactly and part of him was glad that the period of steady travel was over.

      “I think I can predict our destination,” he said. “Let’s see if the sensor will get a fix.”

      He believed the Raggers were heading towards a flat area to the east of a mountain range, the peaks of which extended thousands of klicks north and south. The stone in this area was a rich, deep red color and it looked as inhospitable as any desert.

      Griffin’s efforts to get a clear visual on the destination weren’t successful. The single sensor array was operating at much less than maximum – a limitation of the replacement module. Not only that, a warship usually relied on input from several different arrays in order to combine separate data streams into something more accurate.

      “Is there a plan here, sir?” asked Conway. “It feels as if we’re willingly following the enemy into their lair.”

      “We are, Lieutenant. At first, I hoped to get us away from here with this mothership we stole. The longer this goes on, the more ambitious my thoughts become. This is the Ragger forward base – maybe we can do some real damage to it before the enemy catch on.”

      “Think they’ll fall for it?” The doubt in Conway’s voice was clear.

      “They have so far. The biggest limitation in this is me. I can’t operate an unfamiliar spaceship by myself, especially not when most of the sensors are offline.”

      “There is one less sensor offline,” said Zargol. “I have plugged a second module into the console.”

      The news was a pleasant surprise and Griffin watched the new module come online. It still didn’t provide 360-degree coverage, but its visible arc overlapped with that of the first module and gave an improvement to the detection range.

      “We might get something now,” said Griffin.

      He operated the sensor panel with one hand and attempted to zoom into the planet’s surface. The distance was great and the image was far from perfect. However, it was enough for Griffin to detect a blurred greyness, though without enough details for him to make out specifics. The sensors provided him with a size estimate.

      “Four hundred square klicks,” he said.

      It was bigger than he was expecting and was confirmation that the Raggers were here to stay. Griffin tried to increase the clarity on the feed but the installation remained elusively indistinct.

      Ten minutes later, Zargol got a third sensor module plugged in. This gave the mothership full 360-degree upper sight, though it was still limited when it came to detection of anything on the underside. It was enough for Griffin to order a change.

      “Zargol, we require additional comms modules in order to receive the battle network data. At the moment, the single module is choked.”

      “I will begin at once.”

      The Fangrin was efficient and Griffin suspected that, in spite of Yeringar’s assertion to the contrary, Zargol was more than a foot soldier. Maybe he was high-ranked. It wasn’t the time to pry out the truth and Griffin left the alien to his work on the comms module.

      The planet grew larger on the feed and soon, Griffin was able to obtain a much better image of what the Raggers had brought here. It wasn’t good.

      “A massive landing strip,” he said. “I count eighty warships parked up, with room for many more.”

      “Maybe they haven’t committed any more of their fleet to this base, sir, and what we see here is what there is.”

      “I don’t get that feeling, Lieutenant.”

      “Plenty of supply buildings around the perimeter,” said Conway, taking a look at the feed. He tapped one part of the screen where a grainy object moved slowly towards one of the parked spaceships. “Loading up with something.”

      “It’s a standard forward base, Lieutenant, just bigger than any other one I’ve seen. The ground crews will work day and night to keep the warships fully loaded for operations. When the order comes, the fleet will fly out, kill a few million humans and Fangrin, and then come back.”

      “And this is our chance to stop them.”

      “Yes,” said Griffin, realizing he’d let himself travel too far down that path already. It was as though the unconscious part of his mind had tricked him into thinking he had a choice, when that was never the case. They were going to attack this Ragger base, whatever the consequences. “When we’re close enough, we’re going to blow the crap out of this installation,” he said.

      “How long until we’re within range, sir?”

      “We could fire missiles and railguns already. Those won’t be enough. We’re carrying hundreds of incendiaries and those are the only weapons that’ll wipe out eighty Ragger ships before they take off and kill us. In order to deploy the incendiaries, we’ll need to be close to reduce their opportunity to use countermeasures.”

      “We put our head in the lion’s mouth.”

      “Sometimes it’s the only way to get things done. We have another problem – the Raggers will have patrols in the air nearby. I have a feeling our sensors won’t detect any local ships with active stealth modules – those are the ones best placed to knock out our incendiaries and us with it. As soon as the live battle network updates start coming through, we’ll know exactly where every Ragger ship is located.”

      “How long until that happens?”

      Griffin took a look at the progress of the battle network update. The data continued trickling in and until it was complete, the live updates wouldn’t show. The mothership’s sensors could detect local ships and add them to the tactical, but Griffin couldn’t spare the time to do the work manually.

      “I don’t know.”

      “I could assign another couple from the squad to patching in these replacement modules.”

      “That’s going to leave the bridge defense weak.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Full comms functionality won’t be much use if we’re dead.”

      Soon, the mothership was within fifty thousand klicks of the planet. Griffin did his best to become familiar with the layout of the weapons panel. It wasn’t any more complicated than the ULAF kit and he was sure he could operate it effectively. He itched to start shooting the Raggers, but the range was still too great to guarantee success.

      As each minute passed, Griffin became more agitated. It wouldn’t be long until someone with real seniority on the ground came onto the comms and began demanding answers to tricky questions. Once that happened, the game would be up and if the moment came too soon, Griffin knew he would be unable to prevent the mothership being destroyed by the Ragger ships.

      “We need that comms unit, Zargol,” he said, suddenly wishing he’d asked the Fangrin to deal with this first instead of the sensors.

      “I am almost finished.”

      True to his word, the Fangrin tied in the comms module shortly after. The mothership’s bandwidth doubled and the battle network data flowed in noticeably quicker.

      “Plug in one more comms unit, please,” Griffin ordered. “Then back to the sensors.”

      “We’ve received a message from ZN116, sir,” said Conway, sounding worried.

      “What does it say?”

      “It says we are coming into range of flight control. Is that important?”

      “I don’t know,” Griffin replied. “It shouldn’t be. Every base has flight control.”

      “Ah crap,” said Conway. “Here’s another message, this one from a new source calling itself SC9. We’re going to be brought in.”

      Griffin took his hands off the controls and dashed around the console until he could see the comms screen. He had to be sure of the exact wording in case Conway had misunderstood. The inbound message from the Raggers’ flight control station was unambiguous and Griffin returned to his position, not exactly sure what he was going to do.

      In the end, his intentions didn’t matter. The controls had become unresponsive and the propulsion system no longer responded to his input. Griffin frantically searched for a way to override the Ragger flight control system. He was certain there must be a way, but he was unable to locate it.

      Under the command of a new entity, the Ragger mothership descended rapidly towards the installation below.
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      “Can’t we wait until we’re within a few dozen klicks and then incinerate those bastards?” asked Conway. “That should take out their flight control at the same time.”

      “A good plan, Lieutenant. Except we’re frozen out of the weapons systems as well.”

      Now that he wasn’t flying the ship, Griffin was able to spend more time on the sensors. He focused on the installation, hunting for the source of the control signal. The Ragger base was filled with hundreds of boxy structures – each built for speedy deployment rather than to win an architectural competition, and it took him some time before he located what he thought was the place.

      “See those antennae on top of this building, Lieutenant? That’s where the enemy flight control computers are located.”

      “Do you think they are suspicious, sir?”

      Griffin wasn’t sure. “Maybe the Raggers don’t allow their spaceships to come in on manual.”

      “I thought everyone used autopilot.”

      “It’s not unheard of for mistakes to happen.”

      “They’re taking the risk out of it.”

      “And catching us out at the same time.”

      Griffin wasn’t one to give up and he kept on searching through Prime015’s onboard systems for some kind of override. It soon became apparent that even if the original Ragger captain was still alive, he wouldn’t have been able to cut off the flight control system. The ground station computers were imbued with a higher authority level than the spaceship and could therefore do whatever their programming dictated.

      “They’ve got some big ships down here,” said Conway.

      The mothership was close enough now that its sensors could pick out many more details. The eighty Ragger ships came in many shapes and sizes, and five of them were close in length to a ULAF carrier. Griffin traced a fingertip along one of them – it was square-edged, with few external armaments and resembled a cargo ship more than anything else.

      “You have not encountered all of these types before,” said Zargol, looking up from his work on the comms station. “The Raggers have technologies that are difficult to counter. As soon as we Fangrin think we have the measure of their warships, something new appears.”

      “What are the capabilities of these large craft?” asked Griffin, pointing them out.

      “They carry many sorts of cargo. Predominantly meat.”

      “What sort of sick bastards are these Raggers?” spluttered Kemp from across the room.

      “It’s not the time, Private,” warned Conway. “We’ve seen well enough what they’re capable of.”

      The Ragger flight control system brought the mothership vertically towards one of the many gaps in the airstrip. The place was as busy as Griffin expected. Hundreds of vehicles sped from place to place, whilst much larger flatbeds hauled in the heavy ammunition. He didn’t see any sign of large-scale repair facilities, which was a minor positive. It meant that any Ragger ships damaged in combat would have to return to one of their main bases, hopefully many days flight away from here.

      The mothership wasn’t designed to land. Instead, it hovered a couple of meters above the ground. Its engines weren’t strained and Griffin could only hear them running when he listened carefully.

      One of the sensor feeds showed the flight control station only a few hundred meters away, with nothing in between. The closest Ragger warship was about three hundred meters away, lined up with half a dozen others.

      “Here come the soldiers,” said Conway.

      Vehicles flooded through the huge open doorway of one of the larger buildings a couple of klicks away from the mothership. Griffin wasn’t familiar with the vehicle types but it didn’t take a genius to identify the troop transports amongst the variety of other gravity-engined trucks which formed the incoming convoy.

      “Not looking good,” he said to himself.

      The situation was becoming desperate. The mothership was locked down and Griffin was helpless to do anything about it. Soon, the Raggers would come onboard and capture or kill the human and Fangrin squad. The battle network data was still uploading, which was kind of a relief because it suggested the Raggers weren’t suspicious after all. However, without control, Griffin had no way to take advantage, even if the upload completed.

      And there was still the matter of the transport vessel jammed into the Tarx missile craters somewhere in the mothership’s hull. Not one of the sensors had an angle to show him exactly where the transport was located. Wherever it was, the Raggers would be able to see it and it wouldn’t be long until they started asking questions about it.

      “I have tied in a third comms module,” said Zargol. “Should I continue with the sensors as you requested?”

      “Yes. For the moment.”

      Once again, the battle network updated faster. It wasn’t nearly done, but it wouldn’t be too much longer. Griffin’s racked his brains for a way out. He tried again to reach the Gradior using the transport’s comms as a relay. Still the Fangrin cruiser’s receptors were grey. Griffin was becoming seriously worried that the Gradior had been found and destroyed.

      “Another inbound message, sir.”

      Griffin hurried over.

      SC9> You will disembark and prepare to report.

      PRIME015> We have many dead.

      SC9> That is not important. I am lowering the main underside ramp on Prime015. The ship will be readied for new duties.

      Griffin exchanged a glance with Conway.

      PRIME015> What are those duties?

      SC9> The crew of Prime015 have been relieved of duty. Your failure will have consequences.

      PRIME015> We did not fail.

      SC9> That is not for discussion. You will be removed from the ship.

      It was tempting to tell the computer or the Ragger behind SC9 that it could piss off, but Griffin resisted. He was convinced there was a way to escape and destroy this installation at the same time, but the method wasn’t clear to him.

      SC9 wasn’t finished.

      SC9> I have detected an object lodged in the damaged area of Prime015’s hull.

      PRIME015> We am not aware of this object. Our sensors are not operational.

      SC9> Your failures are extensive. Have you been boarded?

      PRIME015> It is not your place to judge our alleged failures.

      SC9> Have you been boarded?

      PRIME015> No.

      Griffin watched anxiously for more inbound comms. The screen remained blank, though he didn’t feel any better for it. The enemy were becoming suspicious and it wouldn’t be long until the battle network update was shut off. He checked its progress again – still climbing. A light flashed on an adjacent panel.

      “There goes the boarding ramp,” he said. “Anyone out there is free to come inside.”

      The squad had been keeping an ear out for the developments as they happened and it was clear they weren’t pleased with how events were turning.

      “I don’t want to end up on a silver platter at a Ragger feast with an apple in my mouth,” said Kemp.

      “It’s the apple they shove up your ass you have to worry about,” said Barron. “That’s going to leave tear tracks in your eyeliner.”

      “Great, thanks, Barron. Sounds like you’re looking forward to it.”

      “I’m keeping one bullet spare for myself.”

      “That transport we came over on has a nose gun,” said Kemp, already thinking of something else. “Maybe someone could fly it out on remote and chew up a few of those incoming vehicles. That would give the Raggers plenty to think about other than food.”

      The words made Griffin jump like he’d been wired to a terminal. “Private Kemp, you’re a genius.”

      “Thank you, sir, I am. Now if you could just make Sergeant Lockhart aware of the fact.”

      Griffin didn’t respond. He used the comms unit in his flight suit to link up with the transport’s control system. These spaceships were made to be piloted remotely if necessary and the Fangrin designers had set everything up so it could be done easily. The connection wasn’t great and it dropped twice. On the third attempt, the link stabilized, though Griffin wasn’t sure how long it would last.

      The bandwidth was enough for him to watch a low-res HUD stream from the transport’s sensors. The front array didn’t show anything other than the sharp edges of broken metal. The rear array gave him a view over this part of the Ragger installation and from it, Griffin was able to guess where the transport was located in relation to the incoming troops.

      The transport’s engines were idling and he increased the power. The vessel shuddered, but wouldn’t move from its position.

      “Stuck,” he said. “Something must have shifted since we deployed and now the transport is wedged in.”

      Conway only had a vague idea what Griffin was intending. “It won’t make any difference if we shoot a few of those Ragger troops, sir. They’re going to come onboard and kill us whatever happens.”

      “That’s not what I’m planning, Lieutenant. I need to get this transport free. It might have the firepower to knock out the control station antennae.”

      The link carried audio and Griffin could hear the engines straining. He moved the spaceship left and right, hoping to shake it free. Metal shrieked and screeched and still the craft remained stuck.

      “I can remember the way back there, sir,” said Conway. He wasn’t exactly enthusiastic, but now he understood what Griffin intended, he was willing to take the risk. “I can go with a couple of soldiers and see if grenades will shift whatever’s blocking the transport.”

      “You can’t make it in the time we’ve got, Lieutenant. It’s nearly a ten-minute run and that’s if you don’t encounter any Raggers.”

      “There’s got to be something, sir.”

      Griffin wished he had an answer, except this was the end of the road as far as his bright ideas went. If the transport wouldn’t budge, he was going to order the squad to trash the mothership’s control panels. If they went at it hard enough, they might be able to disable Prime015 for a while and make it difficult for the Raggers to take it elsewhere for repair. In comparison to wiping out the entire enemy base it wouldn’t be much of a result.

      The approaching convoy crossed the stony ground rapidly and more came from the same building. It looked as if the Raggers were sending thousands of troops in this direction and given the importance of the mothership, Griffin wasn’t surprised. He growled in anger at the transport and he threw it forward and backwards in his attempts to get it free.

      “I think it’s coming,” he said.

      A second forward-back movement produced a loud shriek but no escape. Griffin remembered how thick the mothership’s plating was – if one of the larger pieces had sagged the wrong way, the transport was never getting out.

      “Not giving up.”

      A third repetition wasn’t enough, nor was a fourth. The Raggers were almost at the ramp, their faces hidden behind the reflective screens on their vacuum-proof vehicles. Griffin almost shouted at the transport. In his fury, he activated the front chain gun at the same time as he threw the craft back under maximum thrust. The gun muzzle flashed and hundreds of bullets spilled into the metal wall opposite. It made a noise which overwhelmed everything else – like a high-speed drill, only one that could kill a thousand soldiers in less than a minute.

      This time, the transport moved another meter further than last time. Griffin’s heart jumped, but then the craft got stuck. He could have punched something in frustration and he willed the spaceship to rip itself free. All the while, the recoil from the chain gun operated like an impact driver, pushing the transport through the opening an inch at a time.

      With another screech of metal, the transport tore free of the mothership. Griffin was about to shout in victory when his link dropped. He ordered his helmet comms unit to re-link and it did, but the failure was enough to warn him against premature celebration.

      The transport was something Griffin could fly in his sleep. Under his control, it raced backwards from Prime015, allowing him a good view of the overhanging sheet of metal which had blocked the vessel’s escape. It was darker outside than he was expecting - the mothership’s sensors were advanced enough that they didn’t require much light to fool the eye into thinking it was daytime. The transport wasn’t nearly so capable and it took Griffin a moment to pick out his targets.

      He banked the spaceship hard left and sprayed the approaching vehicles with chain gun fire. The eight barrels roared and flared with light, creating a single, flickering flame. Streaks of red-orange lanced across the landing strip, connecting with the approaching vehicles and knocking them aside as if they were no more than toys.

      It was incredibly satisfying to watch and five or six vehicles were destroyed in a few seconds. The rest of the convoy didn’t veer away and two of the troop transports collided with the wreckage in front of them.

      Griffin felt of surge of furious vengeance at the sight of the Raggers being so easily killed by the chain gun and it was hard to stay focused on the real target. He gave the convoy another sweep with the gun, turning several more to wreckage.

      “Sir, the control tower,” said the calm voice of Lieutenant Conway.

      Without speaking an acknowledgement, Griffin banked the transport away from the convoy. In the semi-darkness, it was harder to distinguish between the buildings and they seemed to form a solid wall of grey, with some parts of it higher than others. Griffin worried he’d lingered too long on the convoy and that he might have blown this chance. The transport was vulnerable and a single missile from one of the Ragger ships was enough to take it out. The only advantage here was surprise and that wouldn’t last forever.

      He recognized a shape on top of a building.

      “Got it,” he said.

      The control antennae rose a hundred meters from the roof and comprised metal bars formed into angular shapes. Griffin didn’t hesitate and he opened up with the chain gun. The pulsing lines of color filled his vision and he fired the gun for long seconds. He glanced away to check on the status of the lockdown.

      “Still caught,” he said.

      Griffin didn’t let up and ran the gun continuously until it overheated and shut down. Still the lockdown remained in place and he wondered if he’d guessed wrong – maybe the control station was elsewhere or maybe it only needed the antennae to reach spaceships in high orbit.

      The connection to the shuttle dropped again and at the same time, the control station lockdown ended. Griffin felt himself reacting before his mind had caught up. He sent the command to close the boarding ramp, grabbed the controls and prepared to bring hell to the Ragger base.

      “Let’s get these bastards,” he said.

      “Hell yeah!” shouted Kemp.
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      Prime015 had reserves of power which Griffin hadn’t guessed at. He requested maximum thrust from the engines and the resulting noise was incredible. The sound was something like a howl, overlaid with the groans of a thousand metal supports being pushed to breaking point. The spaceship took off vertically and Griffin felt the forces of it against his body, too much for him to withstand.

      He backed off and found that the spaceship was already hundreds of meters above the landing strip. Not only that, but the engines had produced some kind of expulsion which had swept the closest warships away from their original positions. It was power way beyond anything in the ULAF fleet.

      Griffin was astonished, but had better things to do than gawp at the capabilities of the enemy tech. He fed in the power, this time more gradually. An alert flashed up on the tactical informing him of missile locks from several fixed emplacements.

      “Ground launchers,” he said. “No more surprise for us.”

      The enemy ground installations fired, hitting the mothership five times on its underside plating. Prime015 was so big that Griffin heard the detonations only faintly. The number of required actions was already threatening to swamp him and the engagement had just started. He’d experienced enough space combat that he was able to focus and deal with it.

      With the Raggers on alert, the grounded spaceships would begin lifting off shortly. On top of that, there’d be others on patrol. Griffin remembered the incoming battle network data and turned his attention towards the comms screen at the same time as the progress bar hit 100 percent.

      “Yes!” he shouted.

      Moments later, the tactical began to build up a real-time picture of the Ragger spaceships in this area. The enemy had five warships in flight, including ZN116. The rest of them were on the ground and that’s where he intended them staying.

      It was almost impossible to fly effectively and also to operate the weapons. Griffin did the best he could. The ground launchers fired again and he hunted for the countermeasures. Prime015 relied on missile interceptors, drones and numerous high-powered chain guns for protection. Griffin activated every available system.

      At a height of five klicks, he dumped fifty percent of the mothership’s incendiary stocks directly onto the base underneath. The bombs could be programmed to chase a target, but Griffin didn’t have time to do anything other than let them freefall towards the ground. Prime015 was well-stocked and hundreds of cannisters tumbled from its underside bays.

      The Ragger ships on the landing strip weren’t close to battle readiness. A few of them launched interceptors to knock out the incendiaries. It wasn’t enough and the bombs scattered throughout the installation. He had no idea what sort of explosives the mothership was carrying, but given the quantity he’d dropped, Griffin was sure the effects would be spectacular.

      Two of the sensor feeds turned pure, bright white and he narrowed his eyes. To his shock, the mothership was caught in the upper edges of the blasts and the heat set off ever more alerts.

      Griffin quickly took the controls again and brought the mothership rapidly higher. Whiteness changed to orange tinged with blue and he watched in horrified awe as the incendiaries kept on burning. The fires spread far beyond the perimeter of the base, like the Raggers had found a way to make the rock itself burn as easily as kerosene-soaked kindling.

      “Holy crap,” said Conway quietly.

      The flames spread as far as the mountain range a hundred klicks from the installation and Griffin was sure they’d keep going forever. They climbed to the top of the highest peaks and then stopped in the same way the ocean’s tide would be halted by the rising shore. To the north, south and east, the rock kept on burning for three hundred or more klicks. It was as if night was banished from this entire area of the planet. The ULAF had plenty of weapons that could take out enemy bases, but nothing like this.

      “We’ve got to stop these bastards for good,” Griffin said. “This one ship could take out an entire continent without having to rely on nukes.”

      It was something to think about later. While the eighty Ragger ships on the surface were utterly destroyed, the enemy still had five warships in the sky. Three of those were in the upper atmosphere and within eight hundred klicks, while the other two were much further away in deep space.

      The tactical was still receiving live updates, which meant that the message hadn’t reached them yet – those five ships would know that the base was gone, but there was a chance they didn’t realize, or didn’t want to believe, that their own mothership was responsible for the devastation. As soon as they added up the sums, they’d cut Prime015 from the live updates.

      “Got a message from ZN116 asking for guidance on the situation,” said Conway.

      “If you can figure out the response system, tell them I’m about to send over a whole lot of guidance. Make sure they pay close attention to it.”

      Conway understood the meaning. “Yes, sir, I will tell them exactly that.”

      While Conway figured out the Ragger input panel, Griffin targeted the three closest ships with the mothership’s ballistic weaponry. He was clumsy with the system, but hoped it would be harder for the enemy to detect a weapons lock.

      “Have you sent the message, Lieutenant?”

      “Just this second, sir. ZN116 has not yet responded.”

      “I don’t think I want to hear anything they have to say,” said Griffin.

      He gave the command to fire. Prime015’s railguns fired at their targets, along with some of the upper turrets which Griffin believed fired explosive rounds. Here on the bridge, he heard only hints of the discharge. Griffin didn’t like to feel so remote from the action, but he was more than happy with the result. Three Ragger spaceships vanished from the tactical screen.

      “Let’s find those others,” he said.

      Prime015 climbed rapidly through the thin atmosphere. Without the heat of friction, it attained an altitude of six hundred klicks in seconds. On the surface, the incendiaries hadn’t yet burned out, though they were fading. Griffin could see enough to realize that the rock itself was blackened and scarred and that the mothership’s weaponry had left a mark that would last for millennia.

      “Still on the battle network,” he said, hardly able to believe their luck.

      He could almost understand how the Raggers had been fooled for so long. The aliens were probably arrogant with their victories and uncapable of comprehending that an enemy would have the temerity to steal one of their capital ships and then blow the crap out of an entire installation. The thought made Griffin laugh aloud with the sheer joy of payback.

      It didn’t take long to find the two spaceships. They both communicated, requesting orders and guidance. This time, Griffin didn’t bother responding and simply blew them out of the skies using the mothership’s railguns. Once the weapons had discharged, he focused the sensors on the wreckage to make sure the enemy warships were finished. Prime015’s main armaments were far deadlier than any other railgun and they made short, easy work of the Raggers.

      With the combat over, he didn’t know what to feel.

      “That’s the last of them,” he said. “We’ve won.”

      The human members of the squad appeared shell-shocked – more relieved than overjoyed. Maybe it wasn’t a time for celebration, given the events of the recent past. Griffin felt like something was still hanging over him and he had to remind himself exactly what they’d accomplished.

      The Fangrin had more history with the Raggers and they relished the extermination of their foes. Zargol laughed, deep in his chest and the others bared their teeth more than usual. Each time he witnessed the Fangrin’s response to Ragger deaths, Griffin became more worried about the future of humanity. This wasn’t a war the Unity League needed to be involved in, not that the choice had ever been offered.

      Griffin spoke into the open channel.

      “We stole one of the biggest ships in the whole Ragger fleet and used it to destroy their forward base,” he said. “Now, we’re going to fly it home, patch it up and use it against the Raggers again. This is great news for us and the Fangrin.”

      “It is, sir,” said Conway. “I think most of us need time to think about what’s happened.”

      The soldiers had seen the most brutal side of their opponents during the last few hours and Griffin understood what Conway was telling him. You couldn’t witness something like Satra or the meat room and then forget it all as soon as you found victory.

      It was time to go home.

      “Let’s get away from this planet,” Griffin said. “The Raggers might have inbound ships and I don’t want to fight them unless I have to. Without surface facilities, there’s nothing here for the enemy. We’ll look for the Gradior and I’ll figure out how to get the tharniol drive for the mothership working.”

      He increased the mothership’s speed and headed directly away from the planet. With the controls locked in place, he walked to the comms panel in order to get in touch with the Gradior – assuming it was still in the area.

      “This mothership belongs to the Fangrin as well as the Unity League,” said Zargol, standing up from the sensor unit he was busy patching in.

      “It does,” said Griffin. “If I remember the star charts from the Gradior well enough, the closest world with a repair yard big enough to accommodate this spaceship is in the Unity League.”

      “We should speak to Yeringar.”

      Griffin indicated the comms panel in front of him. “I’ll do what I can to make contact with the Gradior.”

      When he thought about it, Griffin realized what a pain in the ass it would be to repair Prime015. A vessel this big would jam up any shipyard for weeks, slowing repairs and construction for the rest of the fleet. In theory, it would be better if the Fangrin took the mothership to one of their yards.

      For some reason, Griffin didn’t think high command would see it quite the same. Still, he had a responsibility to do what was right for the Unity League and he didn’t want a flashpoint on the bridge of this ship – not after the two sides had worked so well together and particularly because there was no reason for conflict.

      “We’ll flip a coin,” said Kemp. “That’s the fairest method.”

      “Yeah, who needs politics?” said Barron.

      It wasn’t a discussion Griffin wanted to get involved with, though privately he reckoned a coin toss would be the quickest and easiest method to resolve the matter. Doubtless the final negotiated settlement would involve cost, time, endless meetings and a whole new shipyard set up on a planet somewhere between Fangrin and Unity League territory, with a final outcome of the mothership being unavailable for combat for two years.

      He shook away the thoughts and continued his comms search for the Gradior. The Fangrin cruiser wasn’t showing any visible receptors, so it was either out of range, blindside or destroyed. Every one of the three seemed possible. To make matters worse, the mothership’s comms systems required fine-tuning in order to perform an efficient receptor sweep.

      Griffin gave it his best shot and it wasn’t enough. A trained comms officer could do this much faster than he could, while a sensor officer would be able to search for wreckage. Griffin would get there eventually, but it might take hours and with no guarantee of success. Meanwhile, Zargol continued to attach new modules. He’d never get Prime015 close to 100 percent, but every improvement was worthwhile.

      “We’re not going to locate the Gradior,” said Griffin eventually. “It would be preferable for us to take the mothership elsewhere, in order that we can communicate with our superiors.”

      “A human world,” said Zargol.

      “For the moment. Do you trust us?”

      “These soldiers here?” The Fangrin made a gesture to indicate Conway and his squad. “Perhaps. You? Perhaps. The rest of the Unity League? Not yet.”

      “Something needs to give.”

      “This mothership is too important. I cannot decide.”

      “So we all sit here? We’ll never restore FTL comms functionality – not without specialist help. A sublight comms message will take weeks to get anywhere. I would like to re-join the ULAF so I can fight the Raggers.”

      Zargol wasn’t happy and Griffin was gripped by a feeling that they wouldn’t come to an agreement on the issue. He swore inside and realized he was just as intransigent. He didn’t want Prime015 going to a Fangrin world unless Fleet Admiral Stone told him to go ahead and offer it up. As much as Griffin hated to admit it, the Unity League was the junior partner and it couldn’t afford to cede control of this stolen tech.

      He remembered something else.

      “We sent FTL signals from the Gradior to our respective navies. Sooner or later, someone’s going to show up from both sides. Their comms will be able to reach people senior enough to make the decision.”

      “Very well, we wait,” said Zargol.

      It wasn’t the best solution and it committed them to waiting for many hours. Once ships from the two fleets showed up, there’d be further hours, days or weeks of delay while FTL negotiations took place.

      “Our combat suits won’t last forever against this radiation, sir,” said Conway on a private channel. “We came through a few places where the levels weren’t so bad, but that means leaving the bridge to take shelter.”

      “As soon as once of our warships turns up, we’ll have them pick us up.”

      “What if the Fangrin don’t want our soldiers coming onboard? And you said yourself that the ULAF might not commit any warships here. Not if our planets are threatened.”

      “If you’ve got any bright ideas, I’m all ears, Lieutenant.”

      “Sorry, sir. No ideas.”

      Griffin didn’t like waiting and it wasn’t his idea of how to deal with adversity. He spent a few minutes longer in the hunt for the Gradior and found no sign. It seemed likely the cruiser had run into one of the Ragger ships, though he wasn’t ready to accept that Dominguez was dead.

      Prime015 was left as the only member of the local battle group and he checked idly through the data he’d received from ZN116. He’d told the others that he didn’t want to fight with any warships the Raggers might have inbound, but it was best if he knew what to expect.

      The answer wasn’t good.

      “Shit, we’ve got to get moving,” he said.

      “Sir?”

      “The Raggers had another 32 spaceships stationed at this forward base and they left shortly before we got here.” Griffin frantically searched through the data. The name of the destination was a word he recognized and the Raggers couldn’t have known it without pulling details from the Fangrin comms database. “They’re going to Invarol,” he said. “All of them.”

      “You have a fleet there,” said Zargol.

      “Nothing that can stop the Raggers burning the whole planet if they decide that’s what they want to do.”

      “Then we must follow.”

      It was a turnaround that Griffin was not expecting.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I’m going to take us into lightspeed.”

      He didn’t know exactly how the tharniol drive activated and was relieved to find the method was straightforward. The detonators fired and the force of them shook the bridge floor. With the lightspeed drive warming up, Griffin worked out how to input the destination into the navigational system. Again, straightforward.

      Eight minutes after Zargol agreed to commit Prime015 to Invarol, the mothership entered a high multiple of lightspeed. On the bridge, Griffin did what he could to prepare.
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      The mothership’s journey through lightspeed was affected by constant turbulence – worse than Griffin could remember. The vessel was solid enough that the effects were muted, but everyone onboard knew it was happening. The feeling of undulation reminded Griffin of an ocean liner forging through the swells of a rough sea and he was required to adjust his balance all the time.

      “I’d like as many of these comms and sensor units tied in as possible,” he said. “I estimate this journey will take six or seven hours. When we arrive, I’d like us to be battle ready.”

      Zargol knew what he was doing and he plugged wires into ports without paying attention to his hands. Griffin would have preferred to have more people helping out, but Conway wasn’t ready to accept the bridge was secure. In the circumstances, it was pointless to take risks.

      “By my reckoning, the Raggers had nearly an hour head start on us, sir,” said Conway.

      Griffin heard the unspoken question. “By the time we arrive, that lead will have been cut right down, Lieutenant. A fleet travels at the speed of the slowest member and I’m convinced there’ll be variation amongst the Ragger spaceships.”

      “And this mothership is fast?”

      “See this gauge?” Griffin tapped one of the screens.

      Conway peered at it for a long moment. “We’re travelling at zero klicks per second.”

      “At lightspeed, the measuring tools go screwy, so I can’t tell you how fast Prime015 is going.”

      “Then how do you know?”

      Griffin shrugged. “I bet you know exactly how many bullets are in your gun without counting them out of the muzzle or checking the readout.”

      “You get a feel for it.”

      “Yes, Lieutenant, you get a feel for it.” Griffin pressed his hand to the console and felt the vibration through his palm. “This mothership is damned fast and I don’t need a gauge to tell me it’s true.”

      “Satra was bad, sir. The Raggers might do a whole lot worse to Invarol.”

      “I’m sure they will if we don’t surrender.”

      “And if we do surrender, it’ll be a whole lot worse again.”

      “We both saw those spaceships on the forward base, Lieutenant. The Fangrin said the Raggers carry meat in them. That’s not a future I want for anyone.”

      Conway’s face hardened. “I never thought it would come to this. I could see how the Fangrin were going to beat us, but at least they’re…” his face twisted as he thought of the right word, “…honorable. There’s no shame in losing to an opponent who’s meaner and tougher than you are, as long as they know how to handle victory. The Raggers don’t know and it makes me scared of what’s coming.”

      “That makes two of us, Lieutenant, and I hope the fight doesn’t make us do things that take away our humanity.”

      “That’ll be the hardest fight of all, sir. Clinging on to what we are.”

      Griffin smiled. “I know you don’t like spaceships too much, Lieutenant, but how would you like a crash course in operating a Ragger comms console?”

      “Not too much, sir.”

      “I knew I could rely on you. Come over here and watch.”

      In spite of his reluctance, Conway had something of a knack and in thirty minutes, he was capable of searching for receptors, opening a channel and sending a message. It was enough to take some of the weight off Griffin’s shoulders and he’d need as much help as possible once they got to Invarol. He chose his next target.

      “Zargol, what do you know about sensors?”

      “Very little.”

      “That’s more than nothing. This is your chance to help out against the Raggers.”

      “Very well, I will assist.”

      Another thirty-minute crash course was enough to teach Zargol the basics. Once again, Griffin didn’t expect miracles, just enough to give him the edge in a pinch situation.

      With his makeshift crew ready and not-quite-willing, Griffin kept up with his own efforts. The Raggers used a logical method to control the mothership, but it would require months of practice before muscle memory took over. This wasn’t a situation which allowed Griffin to take his time and he did the best he could.

      A six or seven hour lightspeed journey was the kind of duration Griffin usually hated. It wasn’t long enough to settle into a routine, yet it wasn’t short enough that you could think about something else and then find you’d arrived. On this occasion, Griffin was left craving more time to learn the controls, while he also wanted to just get on with.

      After six hours and five minutes, Prime015’s tharniol drive went silent.

      “This is it, folks. Be ready for anything,” he said.

      “Where are we going to appear, sir?” asked Conway.

      “I don’t know, Lieutenant. It didn’t seem wise to start pissing about with the navigational system, so I put in the coordinates and let the computers do the rest.”

      “We could end up in the middle of the Ragger fleet?”

      “There’s a variation in every lightspeed journey. Hopefully not right in the middle.”

      The transition happened and Griffin shook off the giddiness. Nearby, Zargol peered at a dozen screens covered in static.

      “That’ll clear up in a moment.”

      The static vanished and was replaced by darkness.

      “Find where we are. Find the Raggers,” Griffin instructed.

      “I think we’re joining a battle network, sir,” said Conway.

      “Yes!” said Griffin in excitement. “They don’t know what happened at their forward base. We might be able to hurt them before they realize what’s happening.”

      “Here is the planet Invarol,” said Zargol. “I estimate the distance at two thousand klicks.”

      Griffin didn’t need to see the image and knew the planet from memory. Much of the surface was too hot for life and was covered in bright yellow sandy deserts. A wide strip of habitable land circled Invarol and a few billion people lived on what amounted to twenty percent of the surface area.

      “What’s on the battle network, Lieutenant?”

      “Thirty-two friendlies, sir. I’ve received a message asking what the hell we’re doing here.”

      “Tell them we’ve come to help out.”

      “Do I have to use special words or just say it like that?”

      “Pretend you’re the arrogant captain of a powerful warship and that’ll convince them.”

      “I’ll do what I can. I’ve received another question asking why our stealth modules are offline.”

      “Shit,” said Griffin. He hadn’t been given the opportunity to test out the mothership’s stealth hardware since Zargol tied in all of the additional sensor modules. To his relief, the stealth modules were available and he activated them immediately. A few power readings changed, but other than that, there was no drama.

      With that done, Griffin tried to figure out what was happening outside. Neither Zargol nor Conway had an idea of what details were critical and which were merely important. Therefore, Griffin was required to ask several questions in order to get a picture.

      “The Ragger fleet are still moving into position,” he said. “That means their last ships only got here recently. It’s unlikely there’s been any conflict and even less likely the enemy have communicated with anyone on Invarol.”

      “What happens next?” asked Conway.

      “You speak to the Drantil base and keep them informed. And see if you can make contact with our fleet.”

      “I can’t see any additional receptors, sir.”

      “They’ll be masked - a spaceship captain doesn’t want every kid on the ground with a transmitter asking if he can have a ride. I showed you how to look for them.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll find them.”

      The pilot’s console was able to display information from the other stations and Griffin accessed the comms and sensor data. He could see Zargol trying to obtain focus on the planet, while Conway entered a comms response with the speed of a one-fingered typist. Meanwhile, queries from the Ragger fleet scrolled up the screen as fast as Griffin could read them. The enemy were suspicious and he couldn’t blame them. This wasn’t off to a good start.

      Fortunately for Griffin, the battle network data gave him most of the information he required. The Ragger fleet was a few hundred klicks away and it was time to join them. Griffin copied the speed of the other ships moving into position, in the hope that it would be what the Raggers expected.

      “One big lifter, two other meat carriers and twenty-nine warships,” he said. “They brought everything.”

      Zargol finally established a useful feed – one which encompassed most of the Ragger fleet. The aliens were in a tight formation and, according to the battle network data, every single one of them had their stealth modules operational.

      “While we’re on their network we can see them,” said Griffin. “If they cut us off, we’ll lose sight.”

      “And they’ll lose sight of us,” said Zargol.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure. This is Ragger tech and they’ll know how to work around it.”

      “There’s no way in hell we’ve got the firepower to knock out all of them,” muttered Conway. “Even if we take them by complete surprise.”

      Griffin agreed with the assessment. The mothership packed a real punch, but not enough that it could wipe out this many spaceships.

      The Raggers had a few ships in their fleet which Griffin didn’t like the look of. One in particular was bigger than a ULAF carrier and packing dozens of external armaments. Most of the comms traffic originated from this spaceship and it was certainly where the officer in charge was stationed.

      He glanced at the comms screen again. Conway was slow to enter his responses, but he was doing a good impression of a pissed-off senior officer. Whether the Raggers would buy it for long was another matter. Griffin had no doubt that the enemy had sent off a few FTL messages, requesting confirmation that Prime015 was in the right place.

      “Someone on a ship called LPrime03 wants to talk with you, sir.”

      “Tell them I’m busy and that they should proceed with the plan. We will assist with the subjugation of the human fleet and then we will return to base.”

      “Yes, sir. I will tell them that.”

      Griffin piloted the mothership past the fringe members of the Ragger fleet. The aliens kept their larger ships central and the smaller ones spread in a random pattern further out, with only a few hundred meters separating each vessel from its neighbors. Griffin wasn’t shy and he forced a couple of the spaceships to shift position in order that he could fly Prime015 into the center.

      “Here we are,” he said. “Take a look at those Ragger scumbags, everyone. We’re going to blow the crap out of them soon enough.”

      “Bring it on, that’s what I say,” said Kemp.

      “Have you located the receptor for Drantil yet, Lieutenant Conway?”

      “No, sir.”

      “I’ve got a plan and it requires us speaking to someone with authority on Invarol.”

      “I’m doing my best.”

      The other ships in the Ragger fleet weren’t experiencing the same difficulty with the Drantil receptors. A transmit packet appeared on the comms screen and when Griffin opened it, he discovered that it was targeted at one of the comms satellites in stationary orbit directly above the base.

      “The Raggers have made contact,” said Griffin.

      “What do they say?” asked Conway.

      “I can’t read the contents of the message, but what do you think it says?”

      “Surrender or we’ll blow up a few of your cities.”

      “That’s probably a good summary.”

      Griffin remembered the events on New Destiny. The Raggers hadn’t shown much patience and had gone from a request to surrender into dropping incendiaries without giving the Unity League a real chance to respond. Brutality was either a deliberate tactic or the Raggers got a kick out of killing people. Griffin didn’t care which was true, since the end result was the same.

      “Lieutenant, we need to speak to Drantil,” said Griffin. He took a step towards the comms panel in order to take charge.

      Conway raised a hand. “Found them. Establishing a connection.”

      “I need a voice channel, Lieutenant. You can’t type fast enough.”

      “You got it, sir.”

      A moment later, the voice of Colonel Trent Hooper came through a row of speakers embedded in the circular console. He sounded angry, exactly like Colonel Doyle on the Durham base had sounded when the Raggers took out Satra.

      “Colonel Hooper, I’m Captain Griffin of the hijacked Ragger ship Prime015. We’ve got some talking to do.”
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      Colonel Hooper was either a good listener or a fast learner. He sat quietly while Griffin gave him an outline of the situation and didn’t ask any stupid questions. It was reassuring to know that the man in charge of the Drantil base could handle a difficult situation.

      “How do you propose we deal with this?” asked Hooper, once Griffin was finished talking.

      “You said the Trojan carrier group is currently operating in three separate units, with the Vipers deployed.”

      “That’s correct – they were told to be ready for anything. It’s only been a couple of minutes since they learned about the Raggers coming here, and now they’re combining.”

      “Who’s in charge of the UL Trojan?”

      “That’s Admiral Kolb.”

      “Good. I know her.” It was a relief to hear that Kolb was heading up the carrier group. “We’re on the Ragger battle network, which means we have their positional data. It makes their stealth a lot less useful. We need to stream the data directly to the Trojan so that Admiral Kolb can disseminate it to the other ships in the fleet.”

      “What specific action do you propose, Captain?”

      “I’ve seen first-hand what the Raggers did on New Destiny. We can’t let them dictate. Whatever we do here – maybe even if we surrender immediately – they’re going to send us a message.”

      “I know about New Destiny,” said Hooper. “We can’t let it happen here.”

      “The solution is to attack. With everything we’ve got. That won’t win us the war, but it’ll buy high command some time to come up with a better way to deal with the Raggers.”

      Hooper didn’t require much convincing. “I’ll send the message to Admiral Kolb. Stream your battle network data into this same satellite and I’ll make sure it gets to the right place.”

      “Let me know the response, Colonel. It would also be good if the Trojan group didn’t fire their missiles at Prime015.”

      “How will they know which one you are?”

      “Tell them to watch out for something shaped like a disk that’s also the biggest damn spaceship they ever saw.”

      “I’ll make sure they hear it.”

      Conway wasn’t sure how to set up a data stream into the comms satellite, so Griffin did it for him. After Zargol’s work patching in the new units, the mothership had enough capacity for basic operations such as this one and the datalink was wide enough that it didn’t choke.

      “Whoever it is on LPrime03, they haven’t stopped asking questions, sir,” said Conway. “I don’t think I’ll be able to convince them for much longer.”

      “You won’t have to do it for much longer, Lieutenant. The Trojan carrier group will be here soon.”

      “Will this Trojan fleet attack immediately?” asked Zargol. “Your colonel didn’t commit to an answer.”

      “It wasn’t his place to commit. I know what Admiral Kolb’s like and she’ll attack soon as she gets that fleet into formation.”

      “I will watch out for their approach.”

      It was hard for Zargol, since he didn’t know where the fleet was stationed. Neither did Griffin for that matter, but he had a better idea what to expect. Kolb wouldn’t fly straight up from the surface in case any stray projectiles hit one of the population centers below. Instead, she’d attain the same height as the Ragger fleet and hit them from the side.

      “This battle network data means we’ll be able to take out the Raggers, doesn’t it?” asked Conway.

      “I hope so. Our Ultor-V missiles won’t lock – they’ll fire but it’ll be straight-line only. Same with the ballistics. Luckily a railgun slug travels fast enough to hit a moving target, as long as you aren’t too far away.”

      “It’s not going to be easy.”

      “No, and the Raggers might decide to do something stupid like carpet the planet with incendiaries if they think they’re about to lose.”

      “The comms is going crazy, sir,” said Conway. “One of the Ragger ships has detected an incoming fleet.”

      The battle network updated sluggishly and dots of red appeared to represent the approaching Trojan carrier group. Griffin counted eighteen Unity League warships in total – including ten Vipers - which made the carrier group under-strength. Even with equal numbers, it wasn’t going to be a fair fight. Prime015 had the chance to be the equalizer as long as Griffin played his hand well.

      “We’re ordered to attack, sir,” said Conway.

      “Acknowledge the order. We’re certainly going to attack.”

      For once, the Raggers didn’t land the opening blows. Railgun slugs punched into one of the alien spaceships on the edge of the fleet, putting it out of action before it could bring its own guns to bear. More direct hits followed and three lines of text appeared on the tactical.

      >ZT166 DEST

      >LSecondary45 DEST

      >HSecondary22 DEST

      “Three of the enemy fleet down already. The Raggers won’t fire missiles until they’re forced into it,” said Griffin. “It’s going to be railguns until then.”

      He watched the alien ships turn in the air to aim their own guns at the fast-approaching Unity League fleet. Admiral Kolb had used the battle network data well and chosen the best angle of attack. It bought her warships an extra few seconds for their railguns to recharge for a second volley while the Raggers were still hunting targets.

      The shape of Prime015 meant that it could fire in any direction without rotating, though Griffin made a few minor adjustments to give the appearance that he was targeting the main armaments at the Unity League ships. The Trojan fleet got a second volley of railgun shots away and one of them struck the mothership. Griffin swore and ordered Conway to repeat the message to Colonel Hooper.

      While Conway struggled with the kit, Griffin watched the tactical. The attack had clearly surprised the Raggers and most of them weren’t even accelerating in order to start evasive maneuvers.

      “They’re so accustomed to being in charge that they don’t know how to react,” he said. “And they haven’t yet realized that our fleet can detect them through the stealth modules.”

      Another couple of Ragger ships were torn apart by railgun fire. The aliens were getting their act together and a few of them banked or climbed. This was the moment Griffin was waiting for and he’d programmed in a routine to automate the mothership’s weapons systems. He took one hand away from the control bars, overrode the security lock to prevent discharge against friendly targets, and then issued the command for a full launch.

      With the element of surprise in its favor, the mothership’s attack was devastating. The thumping expulsion of its eighteen huge railguns reached the bridge and was joined by the note of thirty-two upper and lower turrets firing explosive shells into the enemy fleet. In addition, the Ragger shipyard had fitted Prime015 with a total of twenty-four missile clusters, each capable of firing ten missiles at a time.

      Griffin knew there would be fireworks when he activated the weapons launch sequence, but that didn’t prepare him for the obliteration he delivered to the Raggers. The sensor feeds lit up with explosions, seemingly from every direction.

      A chunk of burning alloy, probably weighing in excess of a million tons, spun past the mothership so close it almost touched. Other smaller pieces of wreckage struck the outer plating and impact alert lights appeared in groups on Griffin’s console.

      Zargol tried hard to keep the sensors focused on the action and all he could find was debris. Then, he locked on something – a huge Ragger ship that Griffin recognized.

      “LPrime03,” he said.

      The battleship had somehow avoided the mothership’s onslaught and Prime015’s weapons weren’t reloaded for another go. Flashes of light on the enemy ship’s hull told Griffin that it was firing at the mothership. He launched the missile interceptors, sure the range was too short for them to be effective. The sound of distant thunder told him that Prime015 had been struck many times.

      “Reload!” he urged the hardware, watching for the green light on his launch routine.

      The light went green and then the Ragger battleship vanished from sensor sight. Griffin punched the console and checked the battle network data. Every single ship – Ragger and Unity League – was gone from the tactical.

      It was shitty timing, but Griffin wasn’t done. The Ragger battleship wasn’t travelling fast when it vanished and he remembered its heading. He fired two of the railguns and sent missiles in a straight line towards what he hoped was the enemy position. The countermeasures reloaded and he launched as many as were available.

      Another wave of missiles struck Prime015 and then another, with LPrime03 still not visible on the tactical or sensors. The Raggers didn’t seem too impeded at facing another ship with stealth modules and Griffin couldn’t think how to level the playing field.

      The railguns reloaded and he fired them again. When the battleship didn’t appear, he grabbed the controls and increased speed in order to make Prime015 a harder target. The enemy had railguns too, and their projectiles crunched into the mothership.

      “What can I do, sir?” asked Conway.

      “Send a message via the comms satellite to Admiral Kolb. Remind her to lock the Shredder interceptors onto the enemy railgun coil powerup.”

      “Yes, sir, I will do that.”

      Kolb didn’t need reminding, Griffin was sure about that, and he hoped she’d help him out soon. The Ragger fleet had suffered catastrophic losses and he wondered how many spaceships they had left. Five or six, he guessed, including the battleship LPrime03.

      Another twenty missiles cascaded against the mothership. He banked hard and brought it around in a tight turn, causing the walls to flex and producing a snapping noise from somewhere beneath the floor. Here on the bridge, Griffin and the soldiers were cocooned from the damage being inflicted on the exterior, but he was certain the mothership was in real trouble.

      “Zargol, think you can use the sensors to detect a railgun coil?”

      “No.”

      Griffin had reached the point where he was unable to do anything other than keep the mothership in the combat arena, soaking enemy fire, while hoping the Trojan fleet would turn it around before Prime015 broke up. That wasn’t a scenario he was comfortable with, though he couldn’t see an alternative that didn’t involve running.

      Another railgun strike hit the mothership and Griffin punched the console again. “We’ve pissed someone off,” he said. “They’re targeting us instead of the carrier group.”

      “Look at this,” said Zargol.

      The Fangrin had managed to get a sensor lock on something useful. One of the screens on Griffin’s console lit up with a thousand speckles of tiny Shredder explosions with no visible target.

      “There!” he shouted. “Lock onto the residual heat!”

      Somehow Zargol managed it and somehow Griffin’s instinct shot with the railgun hit its target. He sent missiles the same way and the Ragger battleship responded with missile interceptors. Suddenly, it came into view and Griffin saw the signs of railgun strikes that hadn’t come from the mothership.

      The sensor screen lit up pure white as the battleship was engulfed by dozens of plasma explosions. Ten or more of its final volley hit Prime015 and Griffin lost count of the damage alerts on his console.

      With the main threat defeated, he didn’t want to risk Prime015 being completely destroyed. It was too important to the Unity League and the Fangrin. Griffin was also partial to the idea of keeping his own skin intact and he was sure Lieutenant Conway and the others felt the same.

      On the other hand, he didn’t want to hightail it either, since the people on Invarol were relying on the ULAF to keep them safe from alien incendiaries.

      “We’re in this to the end, right?” he asked.

      “I don’t like running, sir.”

      “The Fangrin do not run either,” snarled Zargol.

      Griffin’s determination to stick around was soon changed into something else. He spotted a timer on his console that he hadn’t noticed until now. His language module translated the symbols into numbers, which counted down steadily.

      Conway noticed his concern. “Sir?”

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” said Griffin. He accessed a series of menus and found what he was looking for. “Shit! We’ve got to get out of here.”

      “What?”

      Griffin went through numerous submenus, aware that nobody was flying the mothership. This was more important. He tried several ways to shut off the countdown and nothing worked.

      “We’ve received a destruct code,” he said. “It must have come from LPrime03 a moment before the Unity League fleet blew the crap out of it.”

      “Will it cancel?” asked Zargol.

      “I need command codes to do it and I don’t have any.”

      “What now?”

      Griffin didn’t know. He caught sight of Invarol, not much more than two thousand klicks away. Suddenly, that didn’t sound very far at all.

      “We’ve got to get out of here,” he said.

      The engagement at Invarol was in the dying phases and Griffin was sure the Unity League had come out on top. He’d played his part and now was the time to get away before the mothership’s destruct timer hit zero.

      “Maybe we’ll get a chance to rest before we die,” he said, not believing it for a minute.

      The mothership accelerated hard away from Invarol, while the people left onboard wondered how many seconds of their lives remained.
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      Invarol’s moon was half a million klicks from the planet itself and no more interesting than any other grey, pitted sphere. Griffin piloted the spaceship on a course that would take it past the moon and way out into deep space.

      In the first few seconds of their escape from the battle, Zargol got a sensor feed of the mothership’s exterior and much of it appeared to be either burning or glowing from heat. The armor was unevenly melted and sections of it had fallen away.

      “What happens when the timer ends, sir?” asked Conway.

      “I can’t give you a precise answer, Lieutenant. It seems like a good idea to be as far away from Invarol as possible when it happens.”

      “I won’t argue that.”

      “Are we just going to stand around here until this thing goes boom?” asked Kemp.

      “That’s not the plan,” said Griffin.

      “How long, sir?” Conway leaned across so that he could see the timer. It wasn’t counting down in familiar units and he got the impression that there was a variable element to its progress. Just the thought of something so stupid made him angry.

      “Looks like a few minutes,” said Griffin.

      “What is the plan?” asked Barron.

      “I’m going to lock Prime015 onto this course,” said Griffin. “Once that’s set, we’re going to drop most of our grenades on the control panel to put it out of action. Then, we’re going to run for it.”

      “Run where, sir?” asked Kemp.

      “Out the way we came in,” grunted Conway in realization.

      “That’s right, Lieutenant. Then we drift until pickup arrives.”

      Floating through space in a combat suit was one of Conway’s fears, but he wasn’t about to let on. “Give the word, sir.”

      Griffin pushed a few buttons and declared he was done. Conway made a count of the squad’s remaining grenades – they carried a total of nine and he ordered them to keep two of those in case they ran into any Raggers on the way out.

      “Open the bridge door,” he said.

      Mavingkar struck the panel with the flat of his hand and the door opened. With a glance into the corridor outside, Conway activated the first grenade and threw it underarm onto the central console. Lockhart, Barron and Kemp did likewise. A moment later, all seven grenades were either on top of the console or on the floor around it.

      “Let’s move!” said Conway.

      They raced along the corridor away from the bridge and the muffled thump of the grenades followed them. At a time like this, caution was a luxury product nobody could afford. Conway hurdled bodies and ran through the vomit and excrement which seemed to be everywhere – more so than he remembered from the way in.

      Conway was reluctant to visit the meat room for a second time, but it was part of the route in his head and he didn’t want to get lost by trying another way. He reached the meat room door, threw it open and ran inside. Again, the reality was harsher than the memory and he forced his mind to ignore the details and to think of the good times, rather than the carnage of an alien war.

      The rest of the short journey was a blur. Conway’s heart beat fast and his breathing became deeper. He felt rising fury that he might not make it home again – after all this crap, he didn’t want to die on Prime015.

      After a hard run, the squad made it once more to the entry point and Conway looked through the broken metal of the spaceship’s armor and out into the cold emptiness of space. He didn’t know how fast they were travelling and didn’t really want to know the answer.

      “We’ve got to hold onto each other and jump,” he said. “If we don’t hold on, we’ll end up drifting in different directions and maybe they won’t be able to rescue all of us.”

      Nobody offered an alternative plan, though Kemp had an oar he wanted to stick in.

      “When we jump out of the back, won’t we still be travelling at the same speed as the mothership?” he asked. “Since this is a vacuum and all.”

      Griffin clapped him on the back. “Good question. Prime015 is still accelerating. We won’t be accelerating.”

      “Let’s get this done,” said Conway.

      He grabbed hold of Barron’s arm and held it tight. Griffin held onto Conway’s grenade belt. One-by-one, they linked and walked as a group towards the opening. It was clumsy, but they jumped together. As soon as Conway’s feet left the life support field, he felt his grip on Barron being pulled and he nearly let go. Akandar was caught out and he lost his hold on Zargol. The Fangrin spun away from the group and Conway knew there was no way he was getting back to the others.

      The spaceship’s acceleration sent it hurtling onwards and it became rapidly smaller. Inside his suit, Conway shivered at the emptiness around him.

      “I’ve sent out a distress signal,” he said. “If we’re lucky, there’ll be someone listening.”

      “We should repeat the distress call every minute,” said Griffin. “It’ll increase the odds of it getting to the right place.”

      A few minutes after they jumped from Prime015, Conway thought he saw a flash of white light in the direction of its travel. He zoomed the HUD view as far as it would go, but wasn’t able to confirm one way or another what he’d seen. Out here, it could have been a star.

      Private Kemp produced a length of thin, strong rope from one of the pockets on his combat suit. It was tiring to keep holding on to each other and the rope made everyone’s lives a lot easier. As the hours went by, Conway became progressively more relieved that he was fastened to the group, since even the smallest of errors would have set him drifting.

      “Do you reckon we stopped Invarol from being hit with incendiaries?” asked Kemp.

      “I don’t know, soldier. I hope so.”

      “You think they’d have rescued us by now.”

      “Are you in a hurry to go somewhere?”

      “My suit power’s draining at about ten times normal speed, sir.”

      “Why didn’t you say so earlier?”

      “What difference would it have made?”

      Another eight hours later and Kemp’s suit power cell dropped below five percent. He tried to keep up with the joking, but Conway could see the fear in his eyes.

      “I knew I should have gone into the family business.”

      “Yeah? What business was that?”

      “Burglary, sir.”

      Once again, Conway was left wondering if Kemp was being serious or not. He didn’t ask. A shape appeared in his periphery and he twisted awkwardly in order to see it. He squinted and then he recognized what it was.

      “The Gradior,” he said. “How did they get here?”

      There’d be time for questions later. The heavy cruiser matched speeds with the adrift group of humans and Fangrin. It drew ever closer and Conway could see that the forward airlock was open. A hundred meters became fifty meters, then ten and then two. Conway guessed it took real skill to pilot the ship with such precision, though he didn’t really know.

      The group tumbled into the airlock and Akandar was already there, waiting for them. Zargol embraced him like an old friend and it was the first display of affection Conway could recall witnessing amongst the aliens.

      Zargol slammed the outer airlock door with an air of finality and they entered the ship. Dominguez created a new channel and addressed everyone.

      “Invarol is safe for now,” she said. “Find someplace to rest up. I’m sure you need it and I doubt you’ll get a chance later.”

      Conway suddenly found himself exhausted. It was the kind of bone-deep weariness that only came at the end of the hardest battles. This time it felt like he’d faced ten such battles in a row with no time between each.

      He lay back on the cold, hard floor, closed his eyes and dreamed of home.
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