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“Kudos to Ken McConnell
for creating a space saga that is both new and unique but also
embraces the themes we’ve grown to love over the years in movies,
books, and television.  Starstrikers is indeed out of this
world!” – Shanon Yarbrough 
LL Book Review

 


“I had a hard time putting this one down.
I really enjoyed Starstrikers, and look forward to the next
installment. He's got a great universe full of memorable
characters. I especially enjoyed the technology and constant
development taking place. If you pick up a copy, you'll have a hard
time putting it down.” – Michael Hachigian, Amazon Review

 


“This is a great read. I have little time
for reading for pleasure, but choosing this book to read for fun
has been one of the best decisions I have made in a long time. Once
started I couldn't put it down. The character development is very
good and the plot moves at a good clip without being non-stop
violence. I look forward to more books by this author.” – R.A.
Lajambe, Amazon Review

 


“In many ways, this book reminds me of my
favorite space opera author, Doc E E Smith. It has a very well
developed group of characters, ones that you get to know. The
various races, ships, worlds, even the technology are easily
pictured (rightly or wrongly, but it's easy to imagine them).
There's some good, interesting twists that will keep you reading
and some stuff that will make you think. Definitely a book I
happily recommend to SF readers.” – W. H. Blohm, Amazon
Review

 


“Startstrikers is a highly recommended
book; I found it to be a fresh new twist on a Space Opera series
that provides good hooks into a bold new world that is gritty,
action packed and adventurous. The story line is excellent and well
thought out. It encapsulates good use of scientific theory and
imagination; all while delivering strong characters that are
fascinating and motivational to the cause. Each chapter continued
to slowly draw me nearer to what I was hoping to be a grand
finally, with and explosive conclusion, but at the end I was left
with a strong addiction for wanting more. Beware; this series is
going to get your senses and tap your curiosity in ways that go
well beyond the average thought process. If you like Space stories
this is as good as it gets.” – Christopher Morgan, Amazon
Review

 


“This book is really good. The world that
the story is set in is well defined. The characters are interesting
and exciting. The action is good. The story flows pretty good too.
The details are good and make it easy to picture each scene as you
read it.” – Jeffery S. Love, Amazon Review

 


“Starstrikers is a fantastic foray into
Sci-Fi which should be an enjoyable read for all ages. Ken
McConnell does a fantastic job painting a complicated universe that
has a life all of it's own. For younger readers it is a great
introduction sci-fi and for those of us a bit older, it is a great
story that brings back fond memories of my first time reading
through Starship troopers. Definitely worth a read!” – Nathan
Mcintyre, Amazon Review
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For Jason and Ed, fellow dreamers.


Prologue

 


 


 


 


In the first millennium of galactic
exploration, three worlds thrived together in near perfect union.
Selene, a blue and white orb rich in natural resources and mature
in technology; Ursai, an exotic world with vast mineral deposits
and a hardworking, industrial society, and Drexel, a large, oceanic
world with a rich, natural biosphere and a hearty population of sea
going people. All three worlds enjoyed free trade agreements and
governed themselves separately but equally in a tripartite
agreement known as the Federation. The Federation ensured open
markets and maintained the trade routes by upholding the law.

Wealthy, high technology and industry
conglomerates funded research missions to far away star systems in
hopes of gaining new resources to fuel the expanding economies of
the three home worlds. New planets were discovered and populated by
rugged pioneers with the courage and determination to grow their
own wealth. During this period, many new races of sentient beings
were encountered and new trade routes established. Though not all
races were friendly and minor conflicts erupted. These were quickly
settled by shrewd negotiations and the technological superiority of
the Federation’s limited, but effective military starforce.

For a hundred standard years, the Federation
prospered and grew. Space travel remained an expensive and
difficult proposition that only the rich multi-planet industrial
giants could afford. The limited armies of the day were maintained
and financed by these giant conglomerates, while remaining under
the direct control of the Federation’s three planetary governments.
There were those who were becoming alarmed by the dangers that lay
out on the galactic frontiers and they began to campaign for a
stronger military and a more united government that would protect
the many far off worlds of the Federation as equally as they would
the three “inner worlds” of Selene, Ursai and Drexel.

It was not an easy task to warn a bloated and
content Federation that it was spreading itself too thin and
inviting destruction from an aggressive, exterior force. Alas, the
leaders of the three worlds turned deaf ears to the dire warnings
issued by a select group of politicians and military leaders who
called themselves the Alliance. The Alliance party began meeting in
public places and formulating a plan for a new government, one that
represented all the far-flung outposts of the Federation equally.
This new government would be funded by the taxation of its
citizens, including industry and would be protected by a single,
unified military fleet.

The Alliance party was never taken seriously
in elections or by the media until reports of terrible massacres
began to filter in from the far reaches of the frontier. A new,
terrible race had been encountered that was militarily superior to
the Federation and appeared destined to conquer the inner worlds
with their aggressive stellar armada. Over time, the ideas brought
forth by the Alliance began to make sense as more and more planets
fell to the warships of the Votainion Dynasty. Three members of the
original Alliance party were elected to lead the newly formed
government, known as the Western Alliance, into a war with a newly
formed military division known as the Starforgers. Their mission
was to stop the invading Votainion Empire. The newly expanded,
United Stellar Fleet eventually replaced the Starforgers.

So began the Great Galactic War. In its
fourth century, the tides of war were finally shifting in favor of
the powerful and expansive Western Alliance. A relatively new
organization within the United Stellar Fleet, known as
Starstrikers, began to play a pivotal role in breaking down the
latest technological barrier between the warring parties. Their
efforts would help to bring about an eventual end to the Great
Galactic War. Peace, in turn, would usher in a renaissance of
exploration that would free a galaxy and open up a deeper
understanding between the two former enemies.

 


Excerpt from: The Long Embrace - A
Military History of the Great War, by Ambassador Rachel Kelley, USF
University Press.


 


“The Starstrikers were composed of small,
four person teams that could get in, make changes where needed, and
get out, often before enemy forces knew they were there. These
teams were closer than siblings and often made the supreme
sacrifice for each other. Did they deserve to be called legends? I
believe they did.”

 


― Rear Admiral Som Toshi, Second Wing of the
Western Alliance Fleet

Taken from his speech to the graduating class
at the Greyson Military Academy

 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


 


 


The concussion of a nearby explosion rattled
Centar’s bones and kept his head down. He could see the swarming
Viper troops through the fog in the distance. There were thousands
of them massing on the remains of the queen’s fallen fortress. The
battle was over and there was nothing left to do but leave. He
charged his rifle and clapped Sloan on the back.

“Fall back and prepare for extraction.”

Sloan didn’t move. He watched the enemy
troops advance with a far away look in his dark eyes. Centar knew
what his friend was thinking and he didn’t like it. Sloan was never
one to think of himself, even when the situation seemed hopeless.
Such as now. The entire Turian Army had been destroyed defending
their home world.

“We’ll never get out of the area without some
help. Someone has to draw their fire to buy us some time.”

“That’s suicide,” Centar said.

Sloan turned his head and looked into
Centar’s eyes. Centar didn’t like the calm look of resolution in
his friend’s gaze.

“I’ll buy Kiloe some time to land, wait for
me,” he said, motioning to an abandoned canon station near the
crumbling fortress.

They both knew in that moment that he might
not make it back to the ship, and that the enemy’s advance could
easily overwhelm Sloan. Neither man was willing to say anything
aloud, as if talking about the odds would change anything. Another
explosion near them sent debris and dust flying over their
heads.

As Sloan turned away and watched the
advancing enemy forces, Centar took aim at the closest formation of
orange and black clad Viper troops. Sloan looked back at him one
last time and then hurdled the stone rim. Centar opened fire,
covering Sloan’s dash to the abandoned canon.

Wending his way over dead defenders and
crater holes, Sloan dove head first into the canon pit. He gave
Centar a brief wave and then manned the twin-tube canon. When he
opened up on the enemy, they fell back under the unrelenting
firepower. Body armor and bone burst apart in a bloody explosion.
Centar watched for a few seconds and then headed to the fall back
position.

The whining sound of the Shrike’s
engines grew louder as it approached from behind them. The strike
ship weaved back and forth in an attempt to dodge ground fire as it
came in low across the battlefield.

 


 


Dekka crouched in a stone archway with the
trembling matriarch behind him. She was only thirteen years old and
already her people were on the verge of genocide. The tears, rips
and burns of her royal garments, were evidence of the fighting and
her frantic escape. She huddled in the darkness peering out
occasionally.

“The strike ship will be here any minute.
Stay behind me your highness,” Dekka said.

Dekka’s black face was dusted with limestone
from the crumbling fortress. He charged his rifle as he sensed the
approach of the strike ship.

 


 


The queen tried to burrow herself into the
stone enclave, too shocked and stunned to comprehend what was
happening to her and her people. The Votainions had invaded just
like the Starstrikers had warned and now her kingdom was falling
apart leaving her people to be forced into slavery or
eradicated.

Centar ran to Dekka’s position and stuck his
back into the archway to protect the queen.

“Not looking good, my friend,” Dekka
said.

“Kiloe’s inbound, you and I’ll get her aboard
and Sloan will cover us.”

Dekka’s brown eyes studied his friend’s
solemn face. He heard the maser cannon firing in the distance and
knew that Sloan was operating it. He also knew that it was a long
way from their position to the cannon.

“Damn.”

Centar shot Dekka a hard look. “More troops
and heavy cannons are coming on-line over the ridge. He’s going to
buy us the time to get her out.”

“This was his idea wasn’t it?”

Centar nodded.

“He’ll make it,” Dekka said as much to
himself as to Centar. “He’ll make it.”

The Shrike’s engines overpowered the
din of battle as it moved into position above them. Dekka sprinted
aboard as the stern ramp lowered to the ground.

Centar rushed the queen aboard as the
Shrike started to ascend. Her six delicate legs propelled
her body forward faster than the humans providing cover for her.
The ramp stayed open as Dekka secured the queen inside the
Shrike. Centar stayed at the entryway, watching Sloan draw
fire from the nearest Viper squad. He grabbed a tie down strap and
wrapped it around his arm.

“Kiloe, back down over the ridge,” Centar
said into the mic at his throat.

“Everybody hold on to something.” Kiloe’s
reply came over the intercom.

The strike ship reversed thrust and edged its
stern ramp through the stone barricade, sending rock fragments
flying down the hill. Sloan heard the crash behind him and set the
gun to fire automatically. It continued to strafe the enemy troops,
keeping their helmeted heads down. He picked up two rifles and
started to make his run for the Shrike’s ramp and
safety.

Enemy fire raked the Shrike, knocking
Centar back against the inside of the ship. He raised his rifle and
fired back out the ramp. The ship bounced hard, tossing him around
on the ramp like a rag doll. Sloan fired randomly behind him as he
ran to catch up with the stern of the Shrike.

Dekka staggered with the bounces, making his
way back to the ramp. Grabbing the other tie down strap, he peered
around the side of the ship for cover. Seeing none, he started
firing his rifle at the advancing enemy troops behind Sloan. There
were so many Votainion troops swarming after the lone Starstriker,
it looked like the wave was about to overtake him.

Centar could see Sloan’s face and eyes
clearly as he raced toward the ship. Sloan tossed away his rifles
and focused on the ramp. He jumped, taking Centar’s outstretched
hand. Centar hauled him in, yelling, “Go. Go. Go!” Dekka slammed
his hand onto the ramp close release. The metal platform rose as
the back of the ship was strafed by more enemy fire.

Sloan’s body jerked several times, throwing
him backwards. Centar grabbed him around the waist as they were
thrown to the deck. Kiloe turned the Shrike around to blast
the enemy as he retreated. The sudden jolt caused Centar and Sloan
to slide to the back bulkhead in a heap. Centar knew his friend was
hit, but he didn’t realize how bad until Sloan grabbed his hand and
squeezed it hard.

“I’m hit.”

“You made it, we’ll be in orbit soon. Hang on
buddy,” Centar said.

Sloan’s eyes turned glassy; he let out a
final breath, jerked once and went limp in Centar’s arms. Centar
raised his eyes and met Dekka’s eyes as they closed in pain. Centar
looked back to Sloan’s unseeing face. He felt like he was in a
dream. He had lost people under his command before, but he never
had anyone die in his arms. It was unreal, like being in some
terrible nightmare. He gently laid Sloan on the deck, closed his
eyes and sat beside him, still holding his hand.

Dekka reached down and put a hand on Centar’s
shoulder. “We’re almost to orbit. It’s not over yet.”

Centar nodded, still staring at Sloan. Dekka
went forward to the bridge to inform Kiloe of their loss.

Centar put Sloan’s hand down gently. He
reached into a pocket on Sloan’s chest and pulled out his Strike
Team coin. Every Starstriker carried one. They were passed down
from team member to team member. Sloan’s coin was tarnished and
dinged up from years of wear and tear. Centar reverently palmed the
coin and fought back tears. Slowly he stood. The mission wasn’t
finished, grieving had to wait. They still had to fight their way
past the warships and get out of enemy territory.

Dekka slid into the co-pilot’s seat.

“Did he make it aboard?” Kiloe asked a
solemnly faced Dekka, who gave a curt nod. Kiloe instantly
knew.

“Centar got him aboard but he took fire.”

Kiloe looked away. He tightened his grip on
the controls and started arming the forward weapons. He punched the
buttons hard.

Dekka watched him for a moment, not sure how
he would take the news. Sloan had been his partner and his friend.
Kiloe was the junior member of the Strike Team and had been Sloan’s
apprentice.

“We’ll be in range of the assault ships soon,
I say we take some out for Sloan.”

Dekka checked out the controls then looked
back at Kiloe. The pilot went into attack mode. His hands moved
over the flight controls in smooth, practiced motions. His face was
flush with rage, jaw set and eyes narrowed. Dekka said a silent
prayer, not for Sloan, but for the Votainions that Kiloe was about
to exact revenge on.

The Shrike slipped out of the upper
atmosphere of the planet Tur and lined up with a six-ship Votainion
armada in orbit. The sleek, reddish warships of the armada spread
out in an effort to outflank the tiny Starstriker ship. Kiloe knew
the strengths and weaknesses of every enemy warship and with an
uncontrollable rage, he plotted a course through the line that
would cause the most damage to the warships. This wasn’t just about
extraction anymore, Kiloe wanted vindication.

Dekka called out firing solutions and quickly
drew up escape plans in case a frontal assault left them crippled.
He trusted Kiloe to get them through in one piece; he was just
covering every possibility. Dekka always thought several steps
ahead to avoid getting the team into a tight spot.

Centar stepped onto the bridge and stood
between Kiloe and Dekka. His pale face accented the visible bags
under his blue eyes.

“Kiloe, just get us into tunnel space. We
can’t risk getting the Turian Monarch captured.”

Kiloe lowered his shoulders but did not
release his grip on the flight controls. His teacher was lying dead
in the back and he was not able to take out his anger on the enemy
that had taken so much from him.

Centar collapsed in the jump seat behind
Kiloe and strapped in. It would be a long, silent trip back home.
They had completed their mission, but at a high cost. The ultimate
price was payed.


 


“War is never easy on the psyche of
combatants. Those who win, learn to deal with it. Those who loose,
sink in the mire.”

 


-- Captain Mace Caiden, Second Wing of the
Western Alliance Fleet.

From his Autobiography, My Life at War.
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Centar Havic sat with his head in his hands
as Admiral Lusen puffed away on a cigar behind his expansive desk.
The mission debriefing was long over. Both men were waiting for the
results of the military inquiry into Sloan’s death. Lusen looked
out the picture windows at the dark skies over Port Domio. It was
just after midnight and the lights in his office were down low, so
he could see out the windows.

“You did what needed to be done, I think the
board understood that.”

Centar didn’t move his hands, keeping his
tired eyes on the floor of Lusen’s office.

“I’m not worried about the outcome, sir. I
guess I’m more concerned about how the team is taking it.”

Lusen blew a smoke ring that drifted up to
the ceiling before the circulation fans dispersed it. He absently
pulled on the high collar of his dress whites. “You’ve lost people
under your command before. We all have. You grieve and you move
on.”

“We’re still grieving then, sir.”

Lusen spun his padded chair around to face
his sullen Strike Team leader. “Get out of here for a few days.
Take Millie with you. Tell Dekka to do the same.”

“It’s not Dek or me that I’m concerned about.
It’s Kiloe. He’s taking this pretty hard. Drinking, hanging out in
seedy dives and gambling like he has nothing to loose.” Centar was
still holding his head, even though he knew the admiral was looking
at him.

Lusen leaned over his desk and took the cigar
from his mouth. “You get that kid some help. He’s one of my best
pilots. If I have to intervene I’ll take his flying status away and
he won’t even step foot near a hanger. Understand?”

Lusen’s gruff voice had gotten louder for
emphasis. Centar finally looked up and nodded. “Yes sir.”

A chime sounded on the Admiral’s desk and he
punched a button. “Yes?”

The woman on the other end of the connection
sounded relieved. “Admiral the results are in, Commander Havic has
been cleared of any and all wrong doing.”

Lusen nodded confidently. “Thanks Jenna, you
can go home now.”

“Aye Admiral. Goodnight, sir.”

Lusen stood up, prompting Havic to do the
same. He came around from behind his desk and put a hand on Havic’s
back. “Son, get Kiloe help and all three of you take some time off.
I want you all back here ready to move on. There are some things
brewing out there and I want you ready to go.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/333
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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