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Bregend looked as if he should be operating a heavily armed powered armor, not commanding the newly finished carrier Dal. He was a massive man, even among the genetically enhanced Avarians and creatures of the Free Fleet.

He looked over his three-deck bridge. In front of his chair, there were banks of consoles whose purpose was to relay the fleet’s status back to him. The decks ringed the room. The first deck and lowest worked to keep the carrier running; the U-shaped projection inside of their ring housed the command team, who took the information from the lower decks and spat it up to Bregend. The second deck was about the same height as Bregend’s platform that he shared with Mills, his second-in-command. The third floor was dedicated to the controllers who coordinated not only the fighters of the carrier, but all the attached fighters to the fleet. Ramps from the second floor ran down and up to the other floors.

His elevated seat meant that he only had to slightly incline his head to look from the third deck to the first. People worked their stations while others moved around the bridge with deliberate haste.

“Generators are at ninety-five percent,” Rous, Bregend’s engineer since he had first stepped onto his first command, the battlecruiser Rebirth, said in his ear.

Since joining Rebirth’s original crew, Rous had gained fresh scars and burns, plus a prosthetic upper arm. He’d pulled more than one damned miracle out of his hide. Keeping the Rebirth together long enough for Bregend to get his message to Cheerleader was just one of them.

“Good work, Rous,” Bregend said.

“Commander.” Rous’s Kuruvian voice made it difficult to tell his emotions, but Bregend knew his chief engineer was proud. He had taken over the carrier’s engineering crew just a week and a half ago. About the time Bregend had dropped this particular plan into their laps. They’d run with it and done their chief and Bregend proud. They were a credit to the Free Fleet training schools they had come from.

Salchar had issued orders with Dal’s transfer ship commander to give control over to Bregend as soon as possible.

Bregend had felt that the crew might be a bit pissed at how their ship commander was being pushed out, yet there was little of that sentiment.

Bregend had proved himself to be a worthy fleet commander. Any grumblings about how he had been accelerated through the ranks died quickly. That was evident with the star destroyer yards that now lay between Groshum and Jafka.

Bregend remembered his meeting with Ship Commander Hazvar.

“Commander.” Hazvar tapped his paw to his head in salute.

“Bregend, please.” Bregend waved the title away and him to a seat in front of his desk.

“Bregend then,” the Chaleelian said, amused as he took his seat.

“How do you feel about the carrier Dal?” Bregend asked.

“At this moment, I am out of my depth with Dal. Thankfully, my command team has been picking up the slack and helping me as much as possible. Though it’s not fair on the people who know their jobs to have uneducated and the unbloodied in command.” Hazvar’s amusement disappeared in the seriousness of his stare.

“You were involved with the conflict on Chaleel, proved your mettle with the defense of Parnmal. You also have a damned good record of looking after your crew while patrolling the trading routes. If you don’t feel comfortable in your position, I have no doubt that you will quickly get a handle on it. Rick and his staff are not in the job of putting unqualified people into positions,” Bregend said.

Hazvar seemed to be proud of his accomplishments, and he liked to be recognized for them.

“That said, if you want more time to grow, I can’t fault that. You know yourself better than anyone else, at the end of the day.” Bregend’s eyes were soft and confident. “I would be lying if I said I didn’t want to get my hands on the Dal.” Bregend grinned.

“She is a good ship, sir, and her crew are even better.” Hazvar smiled, something like regret coloring his voice. His features hardened as he looked to Bregend. “She’s your command, sir. As much as I would like to find the ropes with her—well, we’re out in the middle of Kalu territory. Me finding the ropes could get more people killed.” Hazvar’s face had the hard lines of a veteran. The two met each other’s eyes in understanding.

“Very well, Commander. Though I’d suggest that you start looking over the plans for the Henry-classed destroyers. I’m going to need commanders in boatloads to crew those ships.” Bregend stood and pressed a few commands on his desk as he transmitted the file to Hazvar.

“You’ll have them, Commander.” Hazvar extended his hand.

Bregend took it, a gleam in his eye. “Now, I also have a bottle of Dovarkian rum. I’ve always found the best way to get to know my commanders was with a drink, rather than an interrogation.”

“Well, I must bow before the greater knowledge of my commander, and the finer selection of spirits,” Hazvar said, a similar gleam in his eye.

Hazvar was one of the forty or so ship commanders who were now under Bregend’s direct command on this mission. Squadrons of ships were arriving every day. The Kaluian star destroyer yard was their rally point. Ships wormholed between stars, hiding in the light-years of dark space to avoid Kalu detection.

Jump ships and their support ships operated independently, moving from system to system. They supplied a constant stream of information on the Kalu. The Free Fleet had a better idea of what the Kalu were doing than the Union ever did.

Millions of Independents, the Kalu who had been banished from their home worlds for their peaceful thinking, now worked with the Free Fleet to upgrade the stolen star destroyers and crew some of the marginally upgraded ships.

Free Fleet personnel were training them up to capitalize on Free Fleet tactics for when they engaged their brethren in open combat.

Bregend was in command of close to five million personnel. Just that number alone was staggering. Thankfully, Min Hae, Silly, and Felix, as well as every commander and leader, was throwing in their weight, making things a lot more manageable.

Leaving me to see if some of the insane ideas that the Free Fleet is famed for work yet again.

“We are at one hundred percent charge,” Wilma said. She was another member of Bregend’s command staff who had transferred with him to Dal, keeping her position as helmswoman.

“Very well. Carry out bombardment.” Bregend’s deep voice rolled like a war drum as he stood there. His eyes were bleak and he kept his arms firmly locked behind his back.

“We have wormhole creation.” Ourv’s tone was brisk.

“We’re stable and looking good,” Wilma confirmed.

“Payload is looking good,” Mills said from his place as second-in-command.

Bregend focused on the main screen, as scores of massive objects approached his formation. The bomb-pumped acceleration of the ships pushed them and their massive payloads through the ships to the rear of his fleet.

“Acceleration still increasing.” Ourv’s attention never wavered from his console as his sensor operators fed him constant information.

“Plot is looking good and clear,” Zov said, one of the newest additions to Bregend’s command staff and navigator for the entire fleet. His voice seemed to catch slightly.

If one of those objects hit his ships, then the light would be claiming some of its own today.

Bregend’s jaw tightened as the ships and their payloads crossed through the fleet with terrifying speed.

“Accelerating ships are releasing. Bombardment is going ballistic,” Kyle reported, holding his headset and looking to Bregend, who nodded in understanding.

The fleet’s wormhole generators worked together, opening and holding the tunnel to another system.

There was just twelve more minutes that the fleet could keep that wormhole open.

The ships’ projectiles cleared the fleet’s formations in droves. Their accelerating ships peeled out of the way of the wormhole as fast as their crew could take the massive gravities.

“Wormhole stabilizers are coming online,” Ourv said.

“Configurations are looking good,” Wilma reported as those projectiles dove through the wormhole’s event horizon. If those stabilizers didn’t work, then the objects would be destroyed by the wormhole, never making it to their destination.

Bregend looked to the time. It had taken seven minutes for the whole event to take place.

“Last projectile is through,” Ourv said.

“Shutting down wormhole generators,” Wilma said. There were no cheers or shouts as everyone looked at the main screen with anticipation.

“Good work, people. Kyle, how are we looking on our link with Commander Smith?”

“We’re solid, currently listening to ‘Ride The Lightning,’” Kyle said soberly. The corners of his mouth twitched just ever so slightly.

Bregend stopped himself from rolling his eyes. “Very well. Relay information onto the main screen, please.”

“Yes, Commander,” Kyle answered.

Now we just have to see if it worked, and hope that we’re on goddamn target, Bregend thought as lyrics from Metallica’s “Ride The Lightning” filled the bridge.



“Flash before my eyes; Now it’s time to die; Burning in my brain; I can feel the flame.”

Commander Smith muttered the words under his breath as he looked at the Kaluian system through his sensors.

The system was called Donakrel. It housed the third biggest star destroyer yard in Traditional Kaluian control.

The biggest is in our control, and the second was one hell of a firework show. Smith smiled at the memory as Kyle came on the comms channel with him.

Kyle and the rest of Bregend’s fleet were two light-years away in the dark of space. It had taken three days to get Bregend’s plan together. Though its craziness went up against some of Salchar’s own plans.

Smith had been a fighter and test pilot before the Syndicate decided that Earth looked like a good source for slaves. He had been recruited into a program by the United States to take at least some control back from the damned bastards.

He had launched, and found to his surprise that the slaves of the Syndicate had been up to their own tricks. Led by Salchar, they had taken the second biggest damned station in known existence. They had also freed another planet and found a planet of genetically enhanced warriors, the Avarians.

Smith had been sent back to Earth and given new orders: infiltrate the Free Fleet. He had followed his orders. Maybe a little too well. He had fought across the stars; the people he was supposed to betray became his brothers and sisters.

He had gone from multi-environment fighter—or MEF—to the jump fighter and gained himself a seat to the fall of Rosho station. The last Syndicate bastion.

And now I get a seat to the destruction of Donakrel’s star destroyer yards, he thought, not without a little glee.

“Payload is en route,” Kyle said through Smith’s ear.

Smith clicked a button, confirming he got the transmission.

A wormhole snapped into existence.

“Sweat, chilling cold; As I watch death unfold; Consciousness my only friend”

Smith whispered, “Holy fuck...” He might have felt something like pity for the Kalu in that moment.

Then the darkness that had lived in his soul from the first battle against those damned demons made his eyes dance as he bared his teeth.

Asteroids ripped free of that wormhole. There was no stopping them as active Kalu star warriors and destroyers fired into them.

Smith remembered the asteroids that had ravaged Ship Commander Kelu and his Syndicate fleet. Salchar’s plan had been as brilliant as it was risky. Bregend’s plan mitigated those risks, and used the asteroids with terrible efficiency.

The asteroids weren’t just single entities. Each projectile was made up of tens of asteroids, each connected by cabling and supporting struts. Charges went off, breaking those separating struts.

The asteroids had been given a small spin for just this reason. It made the projectiles unfurl like deadly flowers.

“Time moving slowly; The minutes seem like hours; The final curtain call I see. How true is this? Just get it over with; If this is true, just let it be.”

Smith didn’t even try to listen to the lyrics of his song as the first asteroid hit the yard.

The wave of destruction was indescribable. The superstructure of the thousands of yards shuddered, breaking as its sides disappeared. Kinetic energy met star destroyers.

Projectile after projectile hit the yard. Those deadly flowers turned anything that seemed to stay together into uselessness. Fireballs burst into existence as destroyers disintegrated.

It was like watching Legos be hit with a fifty-caliber machine gun, again and again.

“Flash before my eyes; Now it’s time to die; Burning in my brain; I can feel the flames.”

“I think we can chalk this one up for a win,” Smith heard himself say. The wormhole disappeared and he surveyed what had been the star destroyer yard.

“Yeah,” Kyle said, the shock clear in his voice.

What will happen when someone looks to use that against populated worlds? a part of Smith’s brain thought. A shudder passed down his spine.

“On to Venzir next,” Kyle said.

“Only fourteen more star destroyer yards to go,” Smith replied as he passed the message onto his jump ship pilots.

They confirmed and set their plans for jumps back to the support ship.

“Be damned happy to get rid of them.” Kyle’s voice turned cold.

“Me, too,” Smith said, remembering the Kalu fighters at Rosho and the vids he’d seen from Heija.

Evelyn Sparks and every damned reporter was pushing those videos as hard as ever. Some were getting the idea, at least.

The Free Fleet was getting more applications every day. The reserve planet-based Commandos and fighters were quickly mobilizing. If Ashota’s predictions of what Orshpa was going to do came true, those reserve units would quickly find themselves on the front lines.

Smith discharged a capacitor, making a wormhole away from Donakrel.



Evelyn Spark’s articles were read, broadcasted, and listened to all across known space. Knox, Min Hae’s informant within the highest echelons of government, listened to them more than most. The spy master scanned through another such article. The war on Heija was unlike anything that he had ever heard of or seen. It had gone on for months. The Free Fleet Commandos and ships were just staying alive. There were no reinforcements coming, but they held on, inflicting casualties and bringing hell onto their enemies. Video footage of HAPAs being called into support of a front line trench that had collapsed kept his attention. The cannons blazed, their tracers grinding the Kalu back as the line rebuilt itself.

Injuries were severe; people missing arms and legs got back into powered armor and went out again. The neural implants kept them fighting. The armor acted as their new bodies while they fought.

The Free Fleet was as relentless as their enemy.

Knox respected their strength, and although he acted as an agent of Min Hae, there were a few things that he wasn’t going to reveal to the spy master. Such as the meeting he was about to have with the president, and a group of specially selected and powerful people acting as liaisons with other countries.

With the race to get into space and expand countries’ power, old allies had come together to have the resources to do so. Countries were now so closely connected with one another that calling them separate countries was fact only in name.

Knox put down his data pad and stood from his seat. He was in the UN building, the new one that was buried seventeen stories in the ground, with escape routes leading kilometers away. The old building in New York had been leveled as a show by the Syndicate that they ruled the planet. They didn’t care about the millions of people they killed.

A man with the newest forty-caliber rifle raised a hand as Knox was scanned by hidden sensors. It didn’t take long before the security guard lowered his hand and the door behind him opened.

Knox was the last to the meeting. His seat was the only one open.

“The Free Fleet is basically a private military. We pay them with resources, technology, and money to keep us safe. This sounds like a good compromise, but if the Free Fleet were to raise their prices, we could cancel our contract—but then there is nothing to say that they won’t turn on us. They are one hell of a force. We need to come up with a plan to hamstring their power, especially Salchar’s. Among their ranks, he has become some kind of legend, the kind of leader they would do anything for,” the president said, looking over the people in the room.

An actual leader who leads from the front, Knox mentally added.

“Are there any objections with moving a plan forward to curb the control and power of the Free Fleet?” the president asked.

There were none.

He nodded. “Very well. Mr. Knox, would you brief us on our current personnel within the Free Fleet?” All eyes looked to Knox with the president’s final words.

“We have about a brigade’s worth of informants throughout the entirety of the Free Fleet. Most have gained positions as commanders. Gaining access to Min Hae’s intelligence department has been hard to penetrate. We only have ship-based intelligence commanders and leaders. The development base has been similarly guarded. We could initiate a coup, but I believe it would be more prudent to wait until after the war has run its full course. We currently need the Free Fleet to defend Earth,” Knox warned.

“What about forces on Hachiro and Nancy?” a diplomat asked.

“We have about a battalion on Nancy, a company on Hachiro,” Knox said. The numbers were staggering, but the yard and station supported nearly fifty million people, three times that amount if the processing and mining facilities in the belts were added, and five if the training ground on Mars was included.

“Sources on Nancy have reported that the dead fleet is going to be cut up, melted down, and their components sold,” the diplomat from England, Damien Forsyth, said. “We have all been developing systems for space. If we were able to get our hands on that technology, we could start to build our own parts and a force capable of taking on the Free Fleet, or at least giving us back the control of Earth.”

“It might also be an idea to test our connections in Chaleel. They do have a destroyer and a corvette under their personal control,” Jon Wilkinson, from Canada, said. “AIH sees Salchar as the one to give them purpose. He gave them their deity and kept them alive when their shield generator started to fail. Safe to say it will be difficult, messing with that connection.”

Rumbles of agreement echoed through the room. AIH was firmly in Salchar’s pocket. They were the third biggest traders after the Kuruvians and the Free Merchant Fleet.

“Chaleel is also a massive trader with the Free Fleet and AIH. We will need to tread carefully.” Ash Anthony, from Australia, pointed a finger at Jon in his reclined position.

“We also need to figure out the numbers of the Free Fleet, and how many ships we could cripple, use, or destroy,” Robert Shinawa of New Zealand said.

We might call people who fight in wars beasts, but are they right? Are they, the ones who inflict violence on others for the better of many, the beasts—or is it the one who sits back, watches, and criticizes those who die for them? Or is it the ones who call the beasts heroes, while planning to kill them?

Knox had already relinquished the information that Edwards had given him on the Free Fleet, their systems, capabilities, and people. He knew that the Free Fleet was a risk that needed to be watched like a hawk. Yet he didn’t know whether taking it apart or leaving it would be the best choice.

With having people from every planet and race among its ranks, the Free Fleet would be hard-pressed to do anything against civilians without a damned good reason.

Still, the what-ifs and maybes were what Knox and the people in this room dwelled on. Once they had a plan and a way to carry it out, they would all feel calmer. Though it would become easier to pull the trigger on the operation.

Knox wanted to hold his head, to just have space and time to think of something other than direct action. The potential for this to go sideways was too high and the stakes were far too big for his liking.
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Cheerleader and Boot sat in her conference room aboard the carrier Mondal. Carriers were quickly being refurbished and sent to the forward lines. Boot’s own Pretak was supposed to clear the yards and be ready for action within nine days. The Corridor’s yards were working to pump out battle-ready ships as fast as possible.

More than one hull was being melted down to make the purpose-built hulls of the Free Fleet. Everything but carriers were being made from the hull inward.

In a few weeks, even that might change. With the star destroyer yard in the Free Fleet’s possession, using the already-made carriers could be faster.

“The fleet’s growing faster than ever,” Boot said, as if reading her thoughts as they looked out on the holographically projected wall, seeing their combined fleets.

“Yes, but still not fast enough.” Cheerleader turned to face her friend.

“The Kalu have had time and numbers on their side,” Boot said.

“While we’ve had never-ending battles,” Cheerleader growled.

Boot gave an emphatic sigh. “Well, we’re stronger than we’ve ever been before,” he said, pointedly looking at the part of the screen that showed the tactical overlay of the system. They both commanded nearly a hundred ships apiece. Not including the shuttles, MEFs, bombers, and jump ships that were busy moving between ships or doing training exercises.

“That is true. It’s hard to think that we had less than twenty ships when this whole thing started off,” Cheerleader remarked.

“Yeah, and all of them were barely damned well working after their time with the Syndicate,” Boot growled. He’d done more time in engineering than most commanders. When you have a ship that’s running like crap, having the ship commander down in the guts of the ship instead of looking pretty on the bridge was the way it should be.

“Though that’s not even an advantage.” Cheerleader took a sip from her water tube, frustrated with the whole thing.

“Our people are our advantage.” Boot looked to her.

“I’m happy that Salchar made sure people wouldn’t be cutting corners just to get more bodies in the fleet,” she said by way of agreement.

Training varied from four months up to a full year. Thankfully, the tiered process of joining the Free Fleet meant that people already trained with using a space suit didn’t need to go through it again. If someone was proficient with something, then they jumped through courses. It cut down on overall training and got to working on the things they really needed to know. When they got to their ships, their own commanders and leaders would only add to the solid base the trainers had established. There were old and veteran hands throughout the fleet. With every battle, those veterans grew in number and understood how vital their lessons had been.

“I heard that the first of the fleet’s kids are going to be completing training soon.” Cheerleader had been managing the integration of fourteen ships into the fleet while getting her command staff sorted out on the Mondal and getting to know the ship as well as she had her last command.

“Yeah, there’s about five regiments finishing their training down the Corridor,” he said, referring to the region from Parnmal through AIH and Chaleel to Earth. “It’s going to be one hell of a learning curve for them.” Boot’s voice sobered, his eyes distant.

Makes sense—they’re going to be replacing the dead and wounded of Heija. Cheerleader’s eyes saw the images and videos that had come back from Heija, the ones that the Fleet hadn’t revealed to news outlets.

Hell looked like a paradise compared to what that rearguard had gone through to gain Salchar the time to come up with a plan, and move reinforcements to the planet. It had been only possible to carry out his plan by tricking Edvasho into confronting Lifendi and Lady Fairgate at Rosho station.

If Min Hae hadn’t come up with that plan with Ashota’s help, the war would be looking a hell of a lot different. A shiver ran down her back.

Salchar and the ships that were already on their way back to Parnmal were battered and torn apart. A number of them would need time in Parnmal’s docks before they were able to rejoin the fight.

Cheerleader wished that those repairs would take some time, giving those veterans the time they needed to recover from their losses and inner pain.

Salchar had recruited a ton of psychologists from Earth and their equivalent from every race under his command. They were going to have their hands full.
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“Vort, tell Commander Zrit to cut her engines and drift. I don’t like the reports coming from her. Contact the tugs to bring her to the dock and shuttles to transfer her crew,” I said.

“Commander,” Vort said, getting to work.

I looked over the main screen, looking at the thousands of lights that came from Parnmal, the massive freighter traffic that plied the trade routes along the Corridor to Worshun, stopping at the Kuruvian Empire.

We had entered the system a day ago. Our ships showed the signs of heavy fighting. Armor was blackened and scarred where Kalu lasers had carved into them. Missiles had ripped sections of ships apart. Ejected power plants showed in our engine signatures as we were traveling as fast as the freighters in the system.

I shifted in my armor, the odd nothingness still pervading my lower body. I had been hit while leaving Heija. Instead of staying in my bed and waiting for my turn in a medical chair, I had donned my powered armor and gone back to work.

I wasn’t the only one. None of the Commandos who had gone down to Heija hadn’t been injured in some way. A number of people moved around with phantom limbs inside their powered armor. The neural ports in our central nervous system, or whatever passed for one, meant that although we didn’t have limbs, or nerve connections to certain areas, our powered armor still read our nerves’ impulses and moved our limbs accordingly.

I had been a gamer before all of this. I had plotted out games, gone through hours of video to work out the weaknesses of my opponents and capitalize on them. The games had turned real a long time ago. I made a choice to do my damndest to get out from under the clutches of the Syndicate. We had fought them for years, rushing from one monumental battle to another.

I had been betrayed, nearly killed—well, multiple times—and somehow remained in command of the Free Fleet. At first I had been hesitant to take command, scared that I would get more people killed than someone else in my position.

The pain of those losses kept me in the seat that I found my ass firmly planted in. I couldn’t leave the fleet to someone else who might not care as much as me, or someone who thought in terms of planetary militaries.

Memories tugged at the corners of my brain. I gently pushed them down.

Soon, soon, I thought, as if bartering with those who had gone into the light.

I needed time to decompress, time to think and let the weight of control peel from my shoulders, if just for a week.

My world had changed, and it hadn’t. Yasu was pregnant, making me an expectant father, as well as the commander of the Free Fleet. I didn’t know which was scarier at this point.

Having Yasu in a damned combat-ready Commando unit, probably. I bit back my anger. I knew that Yasu would carry out her job as commander of her ship Floater. Ship Commander Frex was supposed to replace her, returning her to her position as commander of Floater’s Commando detail.

Although it always scared me when she went into combat, it scared me when any of my people went into combat. I knew that they were doing what they had to do, just as I was bartering their possible lives against the lives of those we protected.

Now my illogical human brain was making me an idiot. I understood her position and her responsibilities, but another part of me wanted to push her as far from the front lines as possible.

A fond smile grew on my face.

If there’s anyone who can tell you were to shove it with a look and a few cold words, it’s Yasu. I shook my head, clinging to that moment of levity. Those moments were rare. At one time, I would have thought it impossible to have those thoughts. I had been James Cook, nickname Salchar, of Mecha Tail and she had been Yasu Ono, Blade Mistress of Samurai’s Revenge, and my nemesis.

“The new personnel are ready to begin boarding as soon as we get into dock,” Rick said from his seat beside me. We had been in the same squad since we were abducted from Earth. He had always been a steady hand to keep me on task, and knock some sense back into me at times.

“Good. I want them situated as soon as possible. Rotating watches so that everyone gets time off. They’ve damned well earned it.” My voice dared anyone to try to cut my people’s downtime.

“Sorted.” Rick’s eyes told me that anyone who did wouldn’t make it past him, let alone me.

“We’re getting a number of freighters moving toward us.” Walf sounded almost bored in his position as sensors commander.

Sometimes, it was odd to hear the command staff’s voices when we weren’t in combat. When the shit really hit the fan, the bridge turned into a hive of informative shouts from different commanders as controllers worked their stations, fought the ship and acted as a pipeline from the Resilient to the rest of the fleet.

“Vort, check that Monk keeps them off us.” My tone was relaxed even as my tension rose. I didn’t like having ships other than Free Fleet warships around me. If it came to action, it would be hell to defend them and fight a battle.

Vort raised a thumb and spoke into his headset. I nodded in understanding. No one even bat an eyelid at the exchange. In a military on Earth, the admiral, general, or whoever would probably have ripped Vort a new one. Here, pompous rhetoric was replaced with action. Do it right and do it fast, damn if it hurts someone’s feelings when it could keep them alive.

I looked to the blast doors and saw Marleen, Rick’s wife and one of six people left alive from my initial squad, including Yasu and Rick.

She tapped two fingers to her head as she strolled for her station.

I repeated the gesture back to her. “How we looking?” I asked.

“We’re going to need to pull at least fifteen cannons. The others can be replaced. The armor is better than I thought it would be. That ablative shell did its work. Going to need to replace that as well. Got fifteen missile tubes blocked. The yard can pull the armor plates and have them swapped out in short order. The rest is in Eddie’s domain.” She took her seat at tactical and faced me.

“He’s still finishing his report, but we’re looking pretty good,” Rick said from beside me. Something in his voice made me turn to him. “The other ships are going to need more work and you know how Eddie is about slackers,” he said with a brief smile.

“If you and Eddie can work out a schedule...” I shrugged, leaving it under his purview.

“I’ll see what I can do.” Rick nodded.

I turned back to the main screen. We had another four hours until we made it to Parnmal’s docks.

“I’m going to go for a walk.” I stood.

Shreesht, one of my two Avarian protection detail, also rose.

Krom, the second half of that detail, was getting his wounds seen to. He’d have his two arms and legs back before we made it to Parnmal.

It had taken a direct order from me to see that he got the treatment done.

Even then, he looked as though he were going to go against it, until Yasu had a very pointed and quiet conversation with him.

Although I was a decent fighter, Yasu was one of the best in the fleet. She had put more Avarians down than any other. Something that my particular “clan” back on AIH seemed to brag about quite a bit.

“Have fun.” Rick waved good-bye, not looking up from his work as I headed for the blast doors.

“I hear that the mess has some kimchi rolls and ice cream today,” Shreesht said in a contemplating sort of voice.

“You are really bad at hints,” I murmured back, seeing the entertained giant behind me.

Avarians were genetically enhanced creatures from the planet Avar Interim Hermanti, or AIH. Planner, an AI, had played with their DNA to give them a chance to do something more than just hide in their caves; he provided teachings so that they wouldn’t turn into another Kalu-like race.

Shreesht was one of the bigger specimens, standing at around nine foot tall, with vertically slit eyes and mottled black skin that made him all but invisible on AIH’s ground.

I’d helped AIH out, and been given command of the city-state Asul. Avarians were damned capable warriors and a large number of them had joined the ranks of the Commandos, and other stations throughout the fleet.

Oh, and Krom, the one protecting my life, had been the closest to killing me outright. In a fight, we had gone toe-to-toe and he’d nearly scrambled my brains. I went through a process called Awakening, making me have the same odd eyes and a lighter color of the Avarian mottled skin. Thankfully, my long flowing locks hadn’t disappeared. Unlike the bald Avarians.

“Never, Battle Master.” Shreesht tried to look shocked.

I don’t know what made me not believe him—it might have been the damned Avarian-sized crooked grin on his face.

I snorted as we passed through the second blast door and into the actual ship.

A hologram descended next to me, the regal blue features of Resilient, the AI embedded in the heart of the destroyer since it had been sent off to fight in the Kalu-Union war. She was the epitome of a motherly figure.

“So, how is Yasu doing?” she asked as we walked.

“Fine as near as I can tell.” I relaxed my guard and let the stresses of command get pushed to the side for a bit. I thought about the new star destroyer converts that Felix had in mind, as well as his new damned weapon system and how he was going to be personally...

Later, damnit.

“I’ve been looking up the information on pregnancies. Nine months of holding the child in gestation is rather long.”

“I guess it is rather long compared to the minutes it took you to get Lare sorted out,” I drawled, crooking an eyebrow at her.

She seemed to brighten and her eyes rounded in humor. She didn’t have a mouth with which to smile. But with all the species of the fleet that were capable of expressing their feelings in ways that no human would, I’d become pretty adept at telling what a creature was feeling.

“Yes, that is true,” she replied.

“You should be proud. He’s turned into quite the AI.” My voice softened and she looked on proudly. An AI wasn’t supposed to really have a familiar connection with another that they had helped to reach maturity. Resilient had been in communication with Lare almost constantly and had watched him grow with the Free Fleet. Although others might think that no AI could feel like a true parent, I would disagree.

Lare was now in contact with the AI league, which had declared that any and all AIs who wanted to, could apply to join the Free Fleet, or roam inhabited stars, knowing that they would be protected by the Free Fleet and the league.

There were now twenty-seven AIs in the Free Fleet—from Devastahli, who controlled War-Station, to Lare, who controlled Nancy and would be soon moving to the star destroyer yard deep in Kalu space.

“Yes, he has.” There was a note of sadness to her voice as we walked.

I nodded to a tech working on bashing a deck plate back into place. He returned the gesture and went right on hammering.

I looked to her, never needing to voice my question.

“I just wish, as you probably do, that he wasn’t born into this damned mess,” she said, annoyed. “Should have made sure the job was done the first time and set Planner’s programs to work in helping them to become constructive creatures instead of genocidal mutts.” There was no missing the heat directed at herself.

I nodded in understanding. “Well, we’ve just got to make sure that we win to give our kiddos a chance.” It felt odd to say those words, as if it wasn’t really true that I’d be a dad. I hadn’t changed since Yasu announced she was pregnant, but my way of thinking, my priorities—it felt as if the world was moving around me, and I didn’t have enough arms to pull it all back together.

My face hardened. If it came down to it, I was going to have to make a choice: give my kid the time they deserved, or keep giving the Free Fleet my body and soul.



Donal Shkim was a Sarenmenti—one of the first born on Hachiro, which made him a rare case indeed. Out of the roughly three hundred thousand fleet kids, he was one of five hundred Sarenmenti.

It wasn’t odd for Sarenmenti to rub his head scales for luck.

The Sarenmenti were working on a place in Asul on Avar Interim Hermanti to raise their young and start a new Sarenmenti home.

Salchar was fully behind it and had done everything as Battle Master and Commander of the Free Fleet to make sure that the program was a success.

Donal didn’t really feel as if he were a Sarenmenti. Sure, he had the body of one—the scales, the four separate jaws, and such. He had grown up in a crèche of Kuruvians, humans, and Sarenmenti. They had all been family. Sure, there had been times when he was picked on for his looks, but bullying was a no-go on Hachiro. When you had to learn how to rely on one another in vacuum at a young age, it didn’t take long before bullying was pushed aside.

You needed to trust the people with you in vacuum. If you’d been bullying one, then it was not likely to end well.

And then add in the fact everyone matured to full adult bodies in a few months, and had the brains and hormones of a balanced adult. To any of the races that the fleet’s kids came from, it would have been an odd experience. For the kids, it had been all they had known.

They had hundreds of thousands of brothers and sisters, and even more aunts and uncles.

Donal had taken his tests to join the Free Fleet as soon as he had reached a year old. He had been put on an accelerated program for the Commandos, jumping past basic space orientation as well as a bunch of beginning sparring and information sessions.

The training hadn’t been any easier and he had made a good number of friends through that process. Now he was waiting at the massive air lock that would directly connect Parnmal’s Yard Five with the Resilient’s shuttle bay.

He would be lying if he said he wasn’t excited. He knew what he was walking into and he knew that there was a high chance he wouldn’t be coming back to Parnmal alive, if those vids from Heija were true.

Yet he would be serving as a Commando on Salchar’s own flagship!

The Resilient’s main shuttle bay was open, the massive ship growing as it got closer to the yard’s auxiliary locks. Parnmal Yard Five was one of four slips that could handle anything up to a supercarrier. Each slip was made from a hollowed-out asteroid. They were linked together with scaffolding as shuttles and tugs moved myriad supplies between slips, freighters, and ships. None of that was moving between the Resilient and the massive bay as the ship slowed to barely a crawl. Clamps secured the two bays together.

Sealing shrouds pressed up against the Resilient’s hull and confirmed their seal. The electrostatic barriers dropped and personnel started to flow between the bays.

“Move it,” the company leader growled, moving forward in his powered armor. Two hundred Commandos followed in their boxy formations, their gear stored in bags attached to their backs. Their weapons were similarly clamped to their backs as they passed formations of Commandos moving the other way.

Holy shit. Donal looked at the veterans. Their battle suits were far from pristine. Some of them moved among their fellows in powered armor. The scars from the damaged armor spoke volumes about the missing parts under that armor.

There was a hardness to those eyes, as if challenging the new Commandos, searching out the weak and the strong alike.

These men and women had fought Kalu, seen and felt things that Donal could only imagine. He closed his jaws, pressing them together in stern human fashion. He made a silent promise to be worthy of being in those ranks.

Racks of parts were being pulled out of the Resilient for replacement. It took Donal a moment to realize that those parts were from HAPAs. He had his qualification for them, but it was hard to think of those juggernauts being dismantled in such a fashion. Shiny metals showed where Kalu claws and teeth had made their entrance.

The racks of HAPAs and powered armor were similarly engraved with the Kalu’s own signatures.

“Did you see that?” Fredrick, a Kuruvian, said on a side channel.

“What?”

“The damned fucked-up armor.” Fredrick had a tendency to like the more colorful words of each race’s languages.

“Yeah,” Donal replied.

“And we just signed up to be in it for the next three years,” Fredrick went on.

“You can always change to something like astrogation.” Donal felt a smile come on.

“And be around all those eggheads? No fucking thank you!” Fredrick said with a certain pizzazz. He was an oddity with Kuruvians: he was more interested in breaking skulls than fixing things.

Donal laughed at his friend as he noticed a group waiting for the incoming Commandos.

“Commandos, halt!” the company leader called out.

Legs slammed down in unison as the group of four moved toward the Commandos.

The two at the rear wearing powered armor were some of the biggest bastards Donal had ever seen outside of HAPA armor. The one leading the group wore the insignia of the Resilient’s Commando Detachment Commander on his battle suit, making him Commander Carsickle. He had been the general of Chaleel’s armed forces when the Free Fleet hadn’t existed and the Sarenmenti/human slaves were told to take Chaleel.

He had joined the Free Fleet not long after Chaleel had come under the fleet’s protection and gained his current position.

The final person in the group of four wore powered armor and was just a bit taller than Carsickle, and a few feet shorter than what must have been the two Avarians behind him.

His armor was well kept, and his helmet was clipped to his hip. His insignia had been burned off by something and the fixed dents and scrapes showed he had seen as much fighting as the Commandos leaving the Resilient and Carsickle next to him.

“Battle Master,” one Avarian barked while dropping to their knee. His dense muscles, greater height marked him as an Awakened.

Donal’s head snapped back from the Avarian to the man in armor, using the zoom on his visor. That mottled skin, eyes, and hair tied back with a leather thong was burned into Donal’s mind. Salchar!

Avarians yelled out Battle Master, going to a knee in quick succession.

The party came to a stop just a few feet from the Commandos. Salchar looked over them.

Donal squirmed at those hard and calculating eyes.

The biggest of the two behind Salchar stomped his foot, making the Avarians look up.

“Rise.” Salchar’s voice was clear and authoritative, cutting through the working noises around them with ease.

His red eyes were cool as they swept the group in front of him. His Avarian/human skin looked odd, but the small marks of scars were still there. He had a strong jaw and nose. His other features were made harder by decisions and emotions rather than age.

Carsickle took a step forward as those Avarians followed his orders. Like all Chaleelians, he looked like a bipedal alligator with a shortened snout.

“Commandos, I am Commander Carsickle, and I will be seeing to your well-being for the foreseeable future. We will be getting acquainted as time goes on. Your bunks are ready and waiting for you. We are going through a quick refit and refuel before getting the Resilient back to the fleet. The rest of the ship is going to be taking leave. I do not want even one issue from any of you.” Carsickle didn’t have to raise his voice for it to become harder and scarier than any training commander’s.

“These creatures have damned well earned their rest. One day, you will too. Be polite, and make sure that no one does anything stupid.” Carsickle’s eyes slowly swept the Commandos before resting on the company commander; they looked at each other in understanding.

“Commander?” Carsickle looked to Salchar.

“Thank you, Commander Carsickle.” Salchar nodded to him, his eyes taking in those before him slowly. “Get some food in you. Get to know the ship and listen to your fellow Commandos. I have walked on Heija with these creatures and we will probably be making our own walk in the near future. Make sure that you’re as ready as you can be.”

Donal looked back at those eyes. They had lost their hardness, becoming clear. In that moment, Donal knew why Salchar had stayed as commander of the Free Fleet.

He wasn’t challenging them, or telling them to prove themselves. He was accepting them. Together, they would win or lose.

“Trust your Commando brothers and sisters to either side and the Free Fleet personnel who run these beasts.” Salchar tapped the decking, grinning. “You will become closer to them than any family you’ve ever had. Give respect and you’ll gain it. Do your job and be reliable as those around you.” He might have smiled but his eyes were serious as he looked into Donal and the new Commando’s visors.

Salchar nodded to himself, as if seeing the message had sunk into their brains. He looked to Carsickle.

“Company Commander, get them sorted out,” Carsickle said.

“Commandos, move to the armories as per your assigned rack,” the company commander said as Carsickle and Salchar talked between themselves before Salchar joined the Commandos going on leave.



Orshpa’s sub-leaders were feeling anything but safe as he roamed through their ranks, his anger making his shoulders shake with barely repressed fury.

“I waged a war, the likes of which had not been seen in generations, saw the fall of Edvasho, and watched Xentar claim my position as war leader and leader of all clans, and find that you have lost me five star destroyer YARDS!” His claws dug into the ship as his shaking vibrated the very decking he stood on. Spittle dripped from his armored maw, his laser cannons itching to be released.

He controlled himself and kept moving. The Kalu who had reported the losses, and the five star warriors with him, had been destroyed outright.

He walked his home planet Ulri. All of the clan leaders had gathered, eager for the second teaching war.

Prepared to run off and attack the enemy with no thought of the supplies we will need to support that kind of battle!

It was time that he used some of the tactics he’d learned from the Union against this damned Free Fleet. He hunched his shoulders, moving as if stalking a prey on the plains that lay outside his clan’s settlement.

He also knew the danger of giving such orders. Getting them to just have a few ships patrolling had taken all of Edvasho’s considerable clout.

And he isn’t around anymore to use that “hero from teaching war” excrement.

“You will rally your clans and you will put no less than thirty percent of your star destroyers and star warriors into the dark hunting grounds and prowl for these creatures. I will have them destroyed and stop these hidden attacks.” His voice came out as something between a growl and gnashing his teeth.

The cowardly fleet had shown their trickery again as transition points appeared, presenting large asteroids instead of valiant warriors and smashing shipyards apart.

The latest attack hadn’t even used asteroids. Instead, the transition point appeared inside the yard. The yard had been ripped apart by the transition point. Missiles had emerged, turning anything not immediately destroyed into useless debris.

Orshpa had two options: Spread his forces as far as he could to try to track down these creatures and the yard that they had claimed as their prize. Or attack the Free Fleet and the inhabited worlds of the Union.

If he didn’t get rid of the Free Fleet in his clan lands, they would continue to hammer his rearguard, making resupplying his fleet damned close to impossible. If he was unable to find them, which was a possibility, trillions of Kalu and millions of ships were impressive, but the dark hunting grounds were massive. Even those numbers would be small.

Clan leaders would start pressuring him for battle. A loss couldn’t go unanswered! They had waited long enough and Edvasho had promised them a second teaching war! So what if they couldn’t get resupplied with missiles or fuel. They would take the planets from the Union dwellers and Free Fleet and then look to the small matters of fuel and weapons.

Many didn’t believe the stories from the bloodied Kalu of Heija and Rosho. Kalu culture looked down on them, even as they had gone into battle. That blindness and dismissal of what the Free Fleet had done would be deadly.

Stuck between a Kalu and their prey, he thought angrily as clan leaders shook their masses in annoyance at the orders.

“The Kalu do not need to roam the dark hunting grounds like lost pups when there are ripe worlds open to us,” the clan leader of Vastal said proudly, gaining the agreeing growls and pawing of other clan leaders.

Orshpa casually cuffed the clan leader, bowling them over and holding their upper paws out of the way as his teeth dug into the clan leader’s throat. “You will do as I say, or I will destroy every ship that claims to be part of your clan and tries to join the true Kalu on their path to the second teaching war.” The Kalu’s angered spittle fell from his teeth onto the clan leader’s chest, above their manipulating hands.

Orshpa lowered his mouth to the leader’s audible organ located above its manipulators, dragging a sharpened and armored tooth through its armor slowly.

“Yes,” it growled, slowly releasing its paws and pushing its head higher in a sign of disgusted defeat.

Orshpa stayed like that for a moment, driving the point home to the other clan leaders. “See that my orders are carried out. Those who find me the hiding Free Fleet will join me on my warpath to Worshun.”

Guttural noises of anticipation rose from the Kalu throats around him.

You know how quickly that agreement will turn to them trying to rip out your throat.
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“FuuuUUUUUCCKKK!” I bit into the bite guard as my nerves were reconnected down my spinal column.

My hands gripped my restraints as Krom and Shreesht looked over the whole operation with detached professionalism.

I looked at the floor with palpable anger. I was in one of the new medical chairs, which let me stare at the floor rather than the ceiling. The medics said that it made their work easier. I was beginning to think it was because their victims might remember their faces after the whole ordeal.

Much safer to make me look at the floor than their faces.

I caught the occasional nervous foot movement from Krom and Shreesht as a new nerve came back online.

It was very fucking painful without any damned anesthesia, only muscle relaxants that made everything from my chest down as limp as chicken noodles.

“Buy me dinner first!” My throat was hoarse as I breathed in short, painful breaths. The pain disappeared in a number of minutes, reminding me of the surgeries I had while being trained by the Syndicate. They hadn’t bothered with anesthesia. Watching as your bones were snapped back together, or your wounds fixed, became a familiar hell.

Or in Marhtu’s Kaaorv’s care. I felt my face go harder, thankful that none of the medics could see it.

I grunted as the last nerves were connected. The pain focused my mind as I remembered those hellish halls hidden under Daestramus’s surface.

Marhtu had been summarily executed for his crimes and those underground bases now held Free Fleet reserves that were training in case their planet was attacked.

Many had pressed for him to receive the same punishment he’d subjected to others; all he had gotten was a firing detail.

The government of Daestramus showed the people how sinking down to his level would only taint them.

Once dead, they’d dumped his body into the recyclers, turning him into fertilizer.

I knew that I would survive this pain, but it didn’t do anything for my immediate pain.

I didn’t know when the Hellfire was added to my intravenous, but I sure as hell felt it. My muscles tensed to the point where I couldn’t even scream as my body realigned itself and the Hellfire’s mixture of medical nanites and chemical compounds put me back together.

The sounds of having my new vertebrae welded into place were the only thing I could hear because I was as straight as a person being tasered.

Then it stopped, leaving me drained. I looked at the floor in a pissed-off haze of exertion, drugs, and quickly dissipating pain.

“He’s going to need a few days’ rest. His ration plan has been updated to suit his needs. No exercise until he’s been checked out again. Any complications, Hellfire him up and bring him back down here.” I could hear the main doc working on me, talking to Shreesht and Krom.

Might not listen to me half the time, but they’ll make sure I listen to the doc’s orders.

“Would a few sleeping aids help?” the doc asked.

“I think that would be quite useful.” Krom’s voice was a comforting deep bass.

Cowards! I thought with a grin turned lopsided as the doc pumped me up with some damned good painkillers.

I would be lying that if I thought a dreamless sleep wouldn’t be nice for a damned change. My eyelids got heavier.

I have to... Rick and the others can handle it. I waved it off, letting my body relax, and stopped fighting the drugs in my system.



Krom looked at his new limb. The only thing that showed where it had been reattached was a pencil-thin line that was already fading. He looked up from his position inside Salchar and Yasu’s room as Shreesht buzzed him. Krom sealed his powered armor as he closed his visor, linking to Shreesht’s feed.

Monk, the commander of Parnmal and one of the members of Mecha Tail, walked up with a cart covered in different food.

Krom stood silently, glancing to the bed where Salchar and Yasu lay. His battle master lay on his back, out cold, his chest rising and lowering rhythmically. One arm stretched toward the intravenous bag, with a patch pushing the contents into his bloodstream.

Yasu lay next to him, taking an arm and leg hostage.

Krom let a rare smile flutter across his face.

He had first met Salchar when he had taken Ursht’s position as battle master of Asul. Krom wasn’t about to let some outsider take his brother’s position without a fight.

So he and Salchar had brawled it out. No matter Krom’s monstrous size compared to Salchar, the little bastard was a damned good opponent.

Best not to tell him that. Krom turned, cuing the room’s blast doors open.

Monk was at the door by the time he exited the room.

“Thought you might like some food during your wait. I also got Salchar’s meds and checked them, though I have no doubt you will as well.” Monk smiled in a way that conveyed his understanding and agreement with their ways. “I also came upon this.” Monk pulled out a chessboard.

“I swear, this whole fleet is going chess crazy.” Shreesht popped his visor.

Krom grinned. He and Carsickle had made it a habit to play a game, or at least put in a few moves on the chess game they had running in the Resilient’s rec room, whenever they could.

Others had taken up the game across the fleet. Card games were also coming out in a big way.

“Ahh, you just don’t know a real game.” Krom popped his own visor.

There were few people who he considered as close to him as his own brother Ursht. Monk and Shreesht most definitely fit in that category.

“I’ll take the watch while you two play your game.” Shreesht took a steaming plate of food from the cart.

“Salchar’s drugs don’t need to be changed for another seven hours.” Krom glanced to his timer.

“Plenty of time for a few games,” Monk said.

“Definitely.” Krom waved to the room across the corridor, Krom and Shreesht’s room.

Monk and Krom got situated.

Monk’s head was as bald and shiny as a waxed tabletop. He looked as if he were about to burst out into a smile at any moment.

Of the four members of Mecha Tail, he was the most reserved. He had been training to be a monk since a young age, but when he found out how gaming was a hell of a lot of fun and he was good at it, his vocation to be a monk fell apart.

Some might take his kind features for softness.

Krom had spent enough time around Monk to know that although he wished for creatures of all races to get along, he was willing to use that staff of his to protect those he cared for and against any who threatened the Free Fleet.

Krom didn’t need to remove his powered armor to place the chess pieces on the board. He’d lived in it for so long at this point that it felt like another layer of skin.

“So how is he doing?” Monk asked, focusing on putting the chess pieces in the right places.

“He’s been asleep since the surgery two days ago. He should be coming out of it soon. He’s got quite a bit of bone replaced with metal shunting. They had to remove a lot of his vertebrae. Seems it wasn’t as clean-cut as they thought. He’s going to have a metal spinal column for the rest of his life.” Krom couldn’t hide the harshness of his voice.

“Stop blaming yourself, Krom. We both know that as much as we will try to get him out of damned danger, he will do everything to find it.” Monk looked at the Avarian, his words a calming balm to Krom’s anger.

Krom was the first to look away from those caring eyes.

“I know, but it’s my damned job to take those wounds instead of him. Especially now that he has a kid on the way.” Krom’s voice was softer now as he finished putting the pieces on the board.

“It’s your job to keep him safe. That means looking after your own damned self too.” A distinctly commanderly tone entered Monk’s voice.

Krom snorted at the care in Monk’s words. “Very well. Your move.”

Monk looked as if he were about to push the matter for a moment before looking to the board and moving a pawn.

Krom surveyed the board with renewed interest. “Conservative, aren’t you,” Krom mused, pushing his knight up.

“I work on Parnmal; the damn thing is an armored asteroid. Safe and steady is pretty much par for the course,” Monk drawled, a gleam in his eyes.

Krom let out a peal of laughter, his eyes focused on the board as Monk moved his bishop out.



“So how are we looking?” Silly asked from his seat. The recipient was Chief Domask, a Dovark and the man who would be taking over managing Nancy. He’d been kind enough to allow Silly to use his old office until he was picked up on his journey to the star destroyer yard.

“Well, if this engine coolant system works as it’s supposed to, I should be there in about two weeks,” Felix said. He was the leader of a bunch of engineers stuck in a desolate system beyond Earth. Felix and his people didn’t pump out ships like the other yards down the Corridor. They developed the systems used across the fleet to increase the fleet’s combat power. Their fingers had a hand in creating a number of systems and creations, from the point defense systems on every Free Fleet ship to a combination of Union sensors, AI computing, and human Gatling guns, to even the HAPA and jump ships that were now coming into major production.

“Get some damned sleep before then, Felix.” Silly gestured with his Kuruvian manipulators. He would go around Felix and talk to the other engineers into putting their commander to bed if he had to.

“I hear and obey,” Felix said with a tired smile, his dark hair almost as dark as the rings under his eyes. He leaned back in his own chair, sipping on his coffee. “How are the preparations going for Lare?”

“I will be ready for transport shortly.” A voice came through Silly’s old office and over the conference being held over FTL relay.

Lare was the AI responsible for managing Nancy, the Free Fleet’s biggest yard since it was captured in the defense of Earth. He would be coming with Silly and Felix to their new post in the middle of Kalu territory.

“Good. I’m looking forward to finally getting down to turning those star destroyers into Henry-classed destroyers,” Felix said, a dark note to his normally enthusiastic voice.

“I would also like to report that the first HAPA factory has come online and we will be transporting them to the reserves closest to the line. Transports started to leave with the armor three hours ago,” Lare said, not without some pride.

And proud he should be. He was one hell of a driving force behind the whole thing while I looked to getting the new dreadnoughts, battlecruisers, and our first supercarrier ready to go, Silly thought.

If Resilient were Lare’s mother, then he was undoubtedly the father. He had pushed Lare to succeed and given him all the opportunities he could to grow.

Lare had done him proud, and Silly’s half-mad family had come to think of him as another part of their group.

Silly’s brother Shrift served on War-Station that he would meet at the star destroyer yards. His uncle who had raised and trained him was Eddie, the most infamous engineer in the fleet. His father, who he’d thought was dead, had just returned to Parnmal after being on Heija as Talhalla’s chief engineer. Silly had been the commander of Nancy until Domask took over; now he would be the commander of the star destroyer yards. The massive sprawling complex needed someone with experience of running around like a chicken without a head and somehow kept things from falling apart.

“Good work, Lare.” Felix beamed. Those HAPAs had proved their worth on Heija in spades. Although Silly knew that Felix wished he were on the front lines, knowing that his work had gone to save lives...well, it didn’t make him not want to go to the front lines, but it showed that his work was damned essential to keeping the Free Fleet going.

Felix looked away from the screen. Someone seemed to have entered his office. He stood, an excited smile threatening to split his face in two. He leaned in close to the vid pickup. “The damned focuser worked! Looks like I won’t just be coming with an empty hull after all!”

Silly found himself on his feet and closer to the pickup, as if he could somehow express his excitement by pushing himself through the view screen. “What kind of tolerances are we talking here?” he demanded, his manipulators moving in nervous anticipation.

Felix moved out of the pickup view, pulling the Sarenmenti, Chug, his second-in-command, into the view. The Sarenmenti’s stub flicked in excitement.

“Up to a damn zetawatt for point seven seconds due to creation matter burnup,” Chug said as fast as his jaws would allow.



Commander Whorst looked over the plot as War-Station returned to real-space. Sensor buoys went through handshake protocols, confirming War-Station was friendly before the main plot was illuminated with the most up-to-date information.

War-Station’s bridge was the biggest of its kind in the Free Fleet. Makes sense when the craft was the size of a medium station. It had four decks to sort all the information of the ship and feed it to Commander Whorst.

Before this, he had been the commander of the Free Fleet’s personnel in Sol system. He’d managed Hachiro, the training centers on Mars, Nancy, the miners, the patrols, and all of it had been easier than handling War-Station.

Devastahli appeared in front of Whorst. He was the AI who resided inside of War-Station and a damned powerful sounvabitch. He paid Whorst little attention as he looked at the main screen. More than any other AI, he liked to use his holographic form to look over information.
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