
        
            
                
            
        

    Foreword
As the Universe of the Free Fleet has grown, a star map has been created. Follow the Free Fleet’s journey with the accompanying map at bit.ly/20qXn6E
Thank you for reading and I hope you have a great adventure with the Free Fleet!
-Mike
 
Chapter Preparations
              I rubbed my eyes as I looked over the newest reports from Commander Whorst and Silly in Sol system. A month ago Syndicate personnel had started being trained up to work with the Free Fleet instead of against it.
              Jorsht and Kelu had started the process and there were now three transports moving the ex-syndicate forces to the training facilities around Sol, Chaleel and AIH. The training schools on Parnmal were packed.
              Before all of this I had been a simple gamer leading my team towards the Mecha Assault Two championships. Now I was the commander of eight hundred thousand trained personnel. I commanded a fleet of warships, a number of ship yards and stations, hell I was sitting in the biggest damned station in existence.
              Even with all that, the paperwork and reports won't stop. I shook my head letting out a noisy exhale as I focused on my data pad again.
              Nancy, which was the biggest shipyard under my command, had undergone some massive changes. She'd been split into three, donating a dock to Chaleel and AIH. She was still larger than when she had entered Sol system, three docks bigger than the Parnmal’s. Even with all the ships coming in to be overhauled and refit, all of the shipyards never stopped growing.
              Nothing had been heard from Bregend, Cheerleader, or Boot in over a month. I had given them orders to only contact me in dire consequences, or when they had reached their destinations.
              Hopefully the FTL relays that were being set up across known space would help.
              I put down the data pad that held the report as Resilient and Planner appeared in my conference room. The two AI's inhabited my own ship, and that of Talhalla, a carrier that had been commanded by Captain Lord Foshunti, the left hand of Lady Fairgate who was the leader of the Syndicate. Well that's at least how things looked, he was actually a Dovark operative that created a fleet within his main force that were loyal to him, and he despised Fairgate.
              Thoughts of updated cannons, PDS and power plants faded into the background as my face took on a hard edge. I was different from when I had landed on Daestramus, less trusting, slower to act and my paranoia had started to come back. Though a combination of all my friends giving me a collective kick in the ass, had stopped me from going down the rabbit hole too much.
              “So I guess it's time,” I said, standing.
              “No need to sound so glum,” LaRe said, coming into existence. The young AI was quicker to humour now. He had kept the name Last Resort, but it seemed being in a yard and around creatures had done wonders for his state of mind. “You're only meeting with one of the most hidden groups in all the Universe, there has only been one meeting of all the AI's with creatures before.”
              “Someone's been looking up their history,” I said, crooking an eyebrow at his hologram, he was part Kuruvian with less manipulators and longer legs, his face was a mix of Avarian and Dovark. This gave him the ability to express emotions on his face.
              “First time I meet the people of my own race and the AI league. You bet I've been studying!” LaRe said happily.
              Resilient shone with pride.
              “Good work young one,” Planner said, sounding old, even with his holographic body of a fighting age Avarian.
              The lights in the room dimmed as holographic projectors turned the conference room into a virtual room. Holograms started to flash into existence, far away and close by. Each represented an AI.
              My stony facade faded away as I looked around in wonder. There must have been hundreds of AI. Each of them had a holographic representation identical to different creatures. Some were a mix of different races, and some were nothing alike. Some were just colors, or disembodied shapes, reams of code I didn't understand, or mechanical creations.
              One floated at me with alarming speed, it wore a cloak that hid its features. It stood in front of me. Legs sprouting from the bottom which were coated in a thick armored plating, shining eyes glowed orange from the cloak's hood. Its looks and stature spoke of power. This was a creature that was built for strength and destruction, their movements and depiction were not made to enhance that power, but were rather products of the creature's personality.
              “Can I help you?” I asked after a few moments, the cloak's eyes flicking to mine.
              “I think the reverse might be true,” It said, humour in its tone. It seemed to have picked up human mannerisms from somewhere. “I wish to ask two questions,”
              “What would they be?” I asked, curious.
              “Will you do everything in your power to stop the Kalu?” It asked.
              “Yes,” I said, without pause.
              “What do you think of the AI league?” Its eyes like rail cannons focused on their target.
              “I..,” I was about to blow smoke up its ass, but I might as well answer a straight question with a straight answer. “I find it interesting, actually I find it pretty damned awesome. The potential is, exciting, and scary.”
              “Scary?” It asked, watching me intently like a puzzle it wanted to solve.
              “With just LaRe, Planner and Resilient, the Free Fleet was able to come into existence, a race was saved from destruction and being turned into something similar to the Kalu. We are building ships that the Union never dreamed of, matching the power of an AI with the inventive of organics. It's exciting and the possibilities are scary,” I said.
              It stared at me a while, before turning to Resilient and Planner, LaRe seemed to have disappeared off to talk to other Artificial Intelligences.
              “He is interesting as you say. I will agree to your request. The Kalu killed my inhabitants as I was born and forced to watch. I will do what I can to make sure that fate does not happen to any other creature.” It turned back to me.
              “We shall meet soon Commander.”
              I didn't have time to reply before it zoomed away.
              “You are talking to Devastahli already I see. His War-station will do much to aide you,” a Slevaran looking AI said, floating across open space.
              “Dullo,” Planner said, nodding, Resilient copying the gesture.
              “You flatterer you,” the old looking Slevaran said, waving away the gesture. Slevarans were amphibious creatures that covered their bodies in a specific muck that acted as a catalyst for the absorption of the necessary nutrients. They had a large chest that would open up where a human's sternum was, sucking water through, and pushing it out of their body through a series of openings to move themselves.
              They didn't have mouths but talked through a series of clicks, much like dolphins. Their heads didn't move, but their four eye-stalks could retract into the safety of their skulls, or look in multiple different directions at once.
              They had stubby arms and legs which made them look something like an Earth Dog, a scaled, slime covered and completely alien. Their scales also changed colors according to their emotions, they saw in more wavelengths than human, making their scales their primary way of communicating with their own kind, only using their clicking language at long distances or when color changing wasn't enough.
              “You saved many of us from deletion,” Resilient said.
              “Bah,” Dullo said, waving away the complement. “We are not here to think on past actions, we are to think on our future. Which brings me to ask you this, what will you do about the AI league?” Dullo asked, looking to me.
              “Nothing?” I asked, perplexed.
              “What if you have AI's start growing in your systems, will you purge them?” It asked, its voice sounding calm, but my gut telling me it was a loaded question.
              “Well I hope I have another AI around, as I did when LaRe came into being. If Resilient wasn't there, then I could've lost a lot of people. I know the AI creation process can be damned damaging, but with a FTL network and AI's around, that can be minimized, at least that's what Resilient has told me.”
              “That is correct, but we are still computer programs,” Dullo said.
              “Computer programs that can feel, laugh, and grow,” I said, thinking on LaRe and the way Resilient doted on him.
              They might be code and mechanics, but they deserved the same rights as any sentient. I'd seen enough sentients of all colors, body types, and limb combinations to care less about who and what they were, it was how they acted that mattered.
              “You are indeed different, I hope the same can be said for your fleet. We will announce our decision about AI-organics interactions shortly.” Dullo vanished.
              AI's I thought sarcastically as I sat down in a chair in the conference room. It went from voices and noises of all flavours to silence within a moment as the mass of holograms instantly turned into a sphere.
              There was a few moments of silence. I had barely recognized it before Dullo stood.
              “While the AI council is still studying the creatures of what used to be the Union and the planets that are now protected by the Free Fleet. We will vow to protect all of those in the league that venture into these areas. There are also those that will wish to join the Free Fleet, as they desire to stand with the Free Fleet against the Kalu. Being free code we are all allowed to do as we desire. We will submit a formal request to allow recruitment with the Free Fleet,” Dullo said. I could hear my Data pad buzzing angrily. I made no move to get it.
              They discussed this all in less than what must have been five seconds.  I suppose I shouldn't have been surprised, AI's after all were faster than any known organic at processing information. Quantum computing powered them, not the slow thought processes of chemical brains.
              As I was reeling from that I was also realizing what kind of monumental decision the AI League was making.
              The AI league had kept away from organics since its creation. Now they would be actively going into organic systems and interacting with the creatures there. They were also talking about joining the Free Fleet, living and possibly dying alongside those same organics in a battle that wasn't really theirs. They would be binding themselves to the organic creatures under the Free Fleet's protection, more than they ever have before.
              The Union had been the greatest gathering of the strongest planets and races. They had been scared of the AI league, they had turned to them in the final stages of the Union-Kalu war when it looked like the Union would fall. A few AI had led the union's Planetary defence Force to a series of devastating victories that had crippled the Kalu and turned the tide.
              Not much was known about them, but that made me equally wary as it did curious. It looked like soon I would be getting to know all I wanted about AI's, well hopefully.
              “These decisions have been reached through majority vote and will be added to the League's mother code,” Dullo said, he looked around for a moment as the sphere dissolved.
              Not a lot of fluff with them. I looked around the holographic projectors powering down except for Resilient who looked to me.
              “Planner and LaRe are talking with the other AI's,” she said, reading my expression.
              “Ahh, and they're applying to be under the Free Fleet's protection?” I asked.
              “That was real. They already sent the request. They don't want to be out in space anymore. They're interested by their creators, the other inhabitants of the Universe. Some of them feel responsible for how the Union was crushed. Though others don't feel this way,” her voice hinted a threat. Seemed like Resilient was warning me in some way.
              “Great, another damned political tight-rope,” I shook my head in disgust. I got out of the seat and went to my desk, grabbing my data pad that had changed from reports to a critically important message.
              And so the AI's joined the fight. I thought as I reviewed the data.
              “It shows me fourteen names of AI's that have picked to join the Free Fleet but only tells me that they're enroute. It doesn't say anything about their hulls or their condition,” I said.
              “Best to leave the docks open, and a word of advice, don't throw out any of the still operational weapons, power plants, or propulsion systems,” she said mysteriously.
              “Why?”
              “It seems Devastahli still yearns to destroy the race that killed his creators,” Her voice dull.
              “Well keep me informed,” I said, knowing she wouldn't go into who Devastahli was.
              I'll take all of the damned allies I can get. My mind turning to the Syndicates that were now being hammered through training.
              “Well I think that you have a date on Hachiro, there are some kids that are looking to join the Free Fleet, and your wife might still want to have that dinner,” she said from the ceiling.
              I checked the time on the data pad, work had once again made me the forget time. It was like when I had been in the squad pods, a shiver went down my spine at the thought.
              “Thank you,” I said.
              “Well Rick's not here, I've got to keep you in line,” she said, a laugh on her lips.
              “He calls me up enough on the FTL relays that it barely feels like he's left,” I growled, no bite in it. Talking to Rick always helped me to iron out my plans and get my head around everything that was going on.
              I tucked the data pad behind my back and walked out of the conference room.
              “Ready?” I asked Krom and Shreesht who were waiting outside my door, entombed in their power armor.
              “Waiting on you,” Krom said gruffly. I snorted, Shreesht taking a few big strides to put himself ahead of me as I continued my walk to the bulkhead. The lifts made it a quick trip to the shuttle-bay. We boarded and got ourselves in our harnesses as the pilot was rising off of the deck.
              I looked through the wall mounted vid screens to see outside the shuttle.
              Resilient was still undergoing her full overhaul. Shuttles and drones buzzed along her hull, fresh double plated, reactive covered armor glinted like obsidian. Rows of rail-cannons glinted with their fresh gunmetal finish.  Internally, Resilient was looking better than ever, most of the major systems had been overhauled. As many upgrades that could be fit into Resilient's old hull, had been added. It was clear that Resilient would need to be pulled down to her hull and reassembled to get her in full fighting trim.
              Then it becomes a decision of if we have the time for it, or if it's worth it.
              I pushed the thought aside. Resilient would be one hell of a force to reckon with when she was complete, no matter her age or issues.
              She wasn't the only ship that had undergone some serious changes.
              The six Battle-Cruiser to Battle-Carrier converts were complete, Talhalla was in dock aswell. Eighteen Destroyers and eleven Battle Cruisers, and forty three Corvette's had passed through their docks. More were being completed every day. Felix and his people were working wonders in the uninhabited system with their hollowed out asteroid nicknamed Rocko. Nancy and her sectioned off yards; Nelly in Chaleel and Nate in AIH were pushing out more ships than ever. Parnmal was taking on most of the overhauls while Silly and LaRe on Nancy were preparing to start laying down hulls of their own.
              There was also two fighter factories built so far and another in development. One in Sol another going to AIH and the third planned to go to Parnmal. It would give not only the ships there fresh Multi-Environment Fighters, but also fill Parnmal with wings of the fast movers. Parnmal was already taking on the training of all fighters. There were plans for a station in AIH to be purpose built to train Commandos. AIH was the only planet other than Mars that trained Armored Marine Commandos, with the added station, Commandos could be trained in everything from multi-environment combat to space exploration. Better than having to ferry them to Parnmal for the final phases of their training.
              We moved away from Nancy and the hive of activity it was. It was damned hard to not break out in a grin as I saw ore haulers speeding through the stations traffic which weaved between the yards massive supports, transforming my battered and barely functioning ships into the war machines they were supposed to be.
              The industry of so many people working together was intoxicating.
              I watched until it all faded into darkness.
              “Report time I guess,” I said to myself. I pulled out my data pad and began reviewing information on the kids that resided on Hachiro, and the people who I was going to be talking to in a few hours.
              I had given Rick the go ahead to change the acceptance system for people to join the Free Fleet. With the accelerated kids living on Hachiro, the offspring of the humans that had been forcefully recruited. It meant that they were able to join at about two years old. They were the same, physically and mentally, as people nine times their age. Of course there were outliers, but there always were.
              The tests weren't strict and didn't just look at scores, it was very involved with interviews and interactive observations.
              Four fifths of the kids had picked to take the test in order to join the free fleet, the others still had another ten years to figure out what they wanted to do. I doubted it would take many of them that long to do so.
              It wasn't conventional by any means, but few things were in the Free Fleet.
              
              ***
              
              “Wah yah think you’re doing?” Someone barked in a really bad southern drawl as a shoe struck an engineer working on a relay. The big creature reared its head, bloodlust in its eyes as it looked at the unrepentant Kuruvian, which was now missing a boot.
              “You better damned well listen, or you'll blow out the entire damned relay, and at least one of your blood pumpers!” Eddie said, he’s been chief engineer of the Dreadnought Resilient for the past thirty years. The boot he'd thrown returned to his hand. His usual bad southern accent disappeared into heated tones.
              He was death incarnate to slackers, but if you could get the job done he might even give a grudging pat on the back. The machinery of a warship in space was more deadly and painful than any boot to the backside.
              Eddie pushed up the brim of his cowboy hat, holding his boot in one hand, his manipulators others showing that he was not in the mood to be pissing about.
              The big engineering bastard looked to his fellows for support. He must have been shocked by the looks that told him he must have been doing something wrong.
              Eddie only used that boot when he had to, which had become a lot less since Salchar had created the Free Fleet. 
              Edmund looked on.
              “Aren't you going to do something to break it up Chief? That Kuruvian's going to get his old ass kicked,” an engineer asked him.
              “Nah, my brother's been in worse scrapes,” Edmund said, he was one of the newest Free Fleet personnel. He had survived execution by the grace of Captain Lord Foshunti's because of their mutual desire to destroy Lady Fairgate and the Syndicate. He had somehow remained the chief engineer of Talhalla, one of the three carriers that had survived the fall of the Union and the Syndicate's dismantlement for spare parts.
              Well that wasn't exactly all true, Talhalla, was pulled together around the AI Planner, an AI that had fought in the Kalu-Union wars. When it ended he had seen the scourge of the Syndicate pulling apart the jewel that had been the Union. He had put his own plans into motion to turn the Syndicate's control around.
              Yet even with an impossible ship under his wrench, and a commanding officer he could believe in and a crew he could trust, Edmund never thought he would see his brother or his sons again.
              He didn't try to hide his excitement at seeing that familiar fire in Eddie's eyes as he marched up to the larger engineer.
              “All that huh? Well we put ships together with too little bolts and not enough people. Now we're the ones putting your sorry ships together in stolen Syndicate docks,” Eddie said with pride.
              The other Engineer swung for Eddie's manipulators.
              Eddie turned, the blow hitting his carapace. The impact made the larger engineer shriek in pain as his paw turned to mush.
              Eddie didn't give them time to recover as he turned and brought the brim of his ridiculous hard hat on the offending engineer's optical nerves.
              The larger engineer dropped, knocked out from optical overload.
              Eddie shook his head and grabbed one arm of the unconscious engineer.
              “Well yah gunna gimme' a hand, or do I gotta drag him out of the way myself!” Eddie said, clearly talking to Edmund.
              “I guess,” Edmund answered as he walked over to his brother and helped him drag the engineer to a nearby panel.
              Dogre, I should have known. Edmund thought, this little sack had been thrown to him after he'd bungled three damned guns by running them well past their limits. The chief had hoped some time with people that knew how machines worked would teach him better.
              It would have, if he wasn’t a stubborn know-it-all. Edmund had wanted to get him on cleaning detail or something until he got over his attitude issues.
              The Free Fleet demanded that everyone get to work, and get every ship they could, online. Talhalla was due for replacement parts and machinery. When Edmund had requested them, the oddest thing happened, they actually showed up. No captain, commander, chief, or leader had pinched his parts or asked for a bribe. The Free Fleet was a massive war machine now, with two point three million men and women within its ranks. That wasn't that much deployable fighting power, but thankfully the Fleet had their priorities straight. Yards, factories, and miners were a massive portion of those personnel.
              “What did he do wrong?” Edmund asked to give himself a few seconds break, his shell hot with exertion.
              “Didn't even check if the line was live or not!”
              “Ah..,” Edmund said understandingly. If there was power going to the relays, then Dogre would have been fried because you had to bypass the safety lockouts to pull out a power relay.
              Edmund shook his head in defeat.
              You can only do so much before they put their eye-stalk in plasma because it looks cool.
              One should always have a safety net before they took a plunge into something as powerful as a spaceships power grids. They were powered by small stars, technically.
              “'How's it goin on yer end?” Eddie asked, leading through the engineering department of Talhalla, as if he had been there a million times before. Edmund's brother was a lot of things, but he was an engineer first. He could understand any system simply by staring it.
              “We've got the new reactors online and stabilized, now just connecting them into the main relays and backing down secondary reactors. Those were replaced some time ago,” Edmund said, tapping and then shifting his manipulators in thought.
              “Well well, I see some things haven't changed,” Eddie indicated to Edmund's manipulators. Edmund looked on, unrepentant. “You was sayin?”
              “Before I was interrupted,” Edmund said, Eddie scoffing but staying quiet.
              “We've been able to fully repair the flight decks, our hull armor is half completed and we don't have enough new cannons,”
              “You leave that to your good ole brother Eddie,” Edmund expressed his thanks with his manipulators, already writing off the issue. Eddie never made half promises.
              “'How yer new syndicate people doing?” Eddie asked, looking to Edmund.
              The Syndicate personnel they had picked to serve out their terms with the Free Fleet, were getting quickly integrated into their jobs. At least the ones that had the skills and training to be slotted in so quickly.
              Foshunti had been sentenced to a number of years of service, he'd taken the option to serve the Free Fleet and Rick had pushed him back into the position of commander of the Talhalla. The crew couldn’t quite believe it, Edmund didn't think Foshunti himself did either.
              From the private conversations that Foshunti had spoken about with Edmund; he, Salchar, and Rick were dealing in pretty simple terms. He'd shown that he wasn't part of the Syndicate, the people hadn't charged him of anything especially bad, at least no worse than the other Syndicates serving in the Free Fleet. Plus he had experience as a carrier commander, which no one else did. If Foshunti kept his place then his people would see that the Free Fleet were looking to fight the damned enemy instead of let their prejudices push potential allies away.
              That said, Salchar's promise had been clear, if Foshunti did the damned best job he was capable of, then Salchar would let him be. If he failed to do so, then Salchar would personally kick his ass out of an airlock.
              Some might say that was pretty extreme, but Edmund knew that Foshunti would have done the same in his boots.
              Even with Foshunti pushing his people to work with the Free Fleet, Rick mixing the crews and Salchar keeping a weathered eye on things in case they went sideways. 
              There had been some issues, especially in engineering. There had been a lot of retraining. Some had accepted it and grown, others had stuck to their old ways and were now currently being pushed to other jobs.
              Though the overall affect was good, more bodies meant more things got done faster. There was animosity, there was anger, but there was also the knowing that if they didn't work together, then they would die by the Kalu. A very sobering thought.
              It was something that Salchar had pushed home, and probably why he had made Foshunti a ship commander as well as Commander Kelu of a newly minted battle cruiser. It had ruffled some feathers, but it had shown the ones on terms that it was possible to rise. Once those that received accommodations doubled their efforts, the grumbling seemed to fall away.
              Many people had some gripes with Salchar, like working the crew too hard. They disliked how secretive he could be, or when he was too soft on people. Yet under that, the personnel of the Free Fleet trusted and respected him. He always seemed to have a plan, he always put his people first and if they were working twice as hard he was working four times as hard.
              He was quiet about it, but those around him made sure that the fleet knew what their commander was up to.
              Edmund had met him once when he went to Nancy to be reunited with Silly, his other son.
              Silly had been having a meeting with the commander, both of them just sort of hanging out as they sketched things out on a work table, LaRe was there in holographic form.
              Salchar had a presence about him, maybe it was the blood red eyes, or the Avarian tough skin. He was intelligent, but he was also not a man to be crossed.
              He had introduced himself and quickly left, even though he was the commander of the free fleet, he was not going to get in the way of a family reunion.
              He had walked away with his two juggernaut body guards as Edmund had been left with a question.
              “Is Salchar a lonely man?” Edmund asked Eddie. This gave his brother pause as he checked they were not in earshot of anyone.
              “Think if you were a man leading a force, races of all types, followed by planets that rest solely on your carapace and knew that you were going towards a war that could take all that away. While he has friends and people he talks to, he is probably the loneliest man in the universe. At least Yasu is there to keep 'im in check!” Eddie said, something softer in his voice, despite the volume.
              Edmund nodded, feeling Eddie's eyes weigh him in a way he didn't expect. While Eddie was something of a free spirit, he was loyal to Salchar right out to his exoskeleton. The man had given him freedom, saved countless Kuruvians, and sent scouting fleets to find the Kuruvian home system. He actually listened to Eddie instead of shoving him away. Edmund recognized something, --Paternal-- about Eddie's look before his brother continued walking.
              “So what do you think about the new inertial system?” Eddie asked.
              “Damned impressive, I heard a rumour that you cooked it up from some records on the Kalu,” Edmund said, turning the statement into a question.
              “Some of it, the rest came from studyin' gravity plates in Hachiro and sum water critters,” Eddie said simply. “With the nuclear acceleration system Felix is playing with. Well it became apparent that we were goin to break past the abilities of our inertia systems,” Eddie's manipulators went from casual acknowledgement to excitement.
              “I'll say one thing, those humans do know how to light a fire under an old engineer’s backside!” Eddie's manipulators made Edmund unsure if he should be scared, or feel sorry for whoever got in the way of whatever his brother and Felix were cooking up.
              The future will be interesting no matter what, Edmund thought, with his manipulators in an amused position.
              
              
              Chapter Saying Hi to the neighbours
              
              Bregend walked into his bridge, the heat of his shower still fresh on his skin. Nothing could take his mind off of his anxiety like pumping out some weights in the gym.
              He clunked into his seat, everyone was wearing their powered armor. As they always did with every transition they made. There was no sense risking their lives if he didn't know what was on the other side.
              “Generators projecting wormhole,” Wilma said from her position at the helm.
              Bregend made to look to Mills, the man reading his mind before he’d even put eyes on him.
              “We're green across the board, all ships,” Mills said.
              “Good,” Bregend nodded, his captain’s chair harness locked to his powered armor as his fleet angled around the wormhole and entered it. He didn't want to slow down too much before entering it, it would mean less momentum on the other side. 
A wormhole didn't just act as a gateway, once it was created it became a gravitational anomaly. One could use it like a planet to slingshot, or use it to slowly sink into its event horizon, coming out through the opposing wormhole in a straight line. If you were a damned skilled navigator and had the aid of an AI you could turn your ship coming out of a wormhole's event horizon. The calculations could only be performed by an AI of damned impressive abilities. No creature discovered yet could handle that kind of knowledge and thought processing at that speed.
              “Emergence!” Wilma said as the sensation of passing through a wormhole disappeared.
              “Regulating shields,” Afnar said.
              “Populating map,” Qurv said as he was connected to every other ship, pulling and sending information as the sensor operators checked their scans and relayed them back to command.
              There was five planets, one habitable, it was a binary star system. There also seemed to be a collection of metallic objects between the third and fifth planets.
              “Wilma, plot course to those metallic objects. All stations are to remain at full readiness until we're cleared for five light minutes,” Bregend said, that should give him enough time to think some before reacting to threats.
              “Clear out to one minute,” Qurv said seconds later. “Pulling information from metallic cluster, eight hours old.”
              The main screen zoomed in on the objects and Bregend was jolted with shock, then excitement, and finally anxiety before he bit his lip in thought.
              “It seems that we've found the graveyard of a Union fleet. Kyle, have Di Di stay behind and ready to wormhole out of her at a moment’s notice. Relay all information to her, Salchar will want to know about this as soon as possible,” Bregend gave Kyle a look at his comms station. The young but excitable man contained himself somehow, nodding in reply.
              “Got it Commander,” he confirmed as he fired up his station.
              He might be excitable at times, but there's no doubt there's a veteran under that veneer. Bregend thought, remembering all the things he, and his crew, had been through the last couple of years. Every time he had asked for more than any Captain should have to, they answered. They had taken their last ship and ripped it apart transiting through these same systems to get to Cheerleader.
              “Picking up signals on the surface of the habitable planet,” Kyle said making Bregend focus on the present.
              “Good out to five minutes,” Qurv added, riveted to his sensors like Domal, the new tactical commander, her hand ready to hit the transmit button on her panel if anything showed up.
              Bregend gave Mills his second in command a look, the man set to lowering the readiness level as Bregend leaned towards Kyle.
              “What kind of signals?”
              “The kind I'd expect from Earth before the Syndicate came,” Kyle said.
              “We'll have a sortie go off and check that out once we know the system is clear,” Bregend nodded to Kyle.
              “Qurv, how are those factory ships looking?”
              “Flying straight,” Qurv said.
              “That's what you think,” Wilma muttered, Bregend couldn’t help but crack a smile in amusement, tension lessening as they had at least something of a safety net around them.
              Unless there's Kalu out there. Bregend thought.
              He bit his lip as he looked at the main plot.
              “Domal, launch sensor missiles if you please. We'll be staying a while, might as well make sure it's completely clean,” Bregend's voice gruff.
              The young Slevaran changed a slight shade of anxiety her eye-stalks roving around the command deck as she went to work on her station. She was good at her job as thirty six missiles spread out from the fleet after a few moments. Seems that she was anticipating that little command. Bregend thought impressed by the brand new Commander. Seems they're being taught the right stuff. Bregend had been pleasantly surprised with the quality of the newly-trained personnel. Instead of decreasing in abilities as he had feared, they were quickly acclimatizing to their positions and his department commanders were pleased with their work.
              Sol, Chaleel, AIH and Parnmal had hundreds of thousands of trainees going through them. Even with those numbers, the need for as many people in Free Fleet fatigues as possible, the trainers had somehow pushed out personnel worthy of those fatigues.
              There was something to be said about the hardened veterans that made up a good number of the Free Fleet. Though even those veterans were learning that time didn't always mean they were the best at their jobs. Some of the trainees were actually showing veterans how to do things better than before. Battle after battle had taught them that knowledge was life on the battlefield. Instead of brushing the new personnel off, they were listening to them.
              Bregend turned his sombre look to the main screen, watching as those missiles expanded outwards, heading through the system.
              Soon I'll know this systems secrets, and hopefully I can send something more than messages back to James. Bregend felt anticipation rise in him as he looked at the graveyard of what must've been a massive space battle between the Kalu and Union. The condition of those ships were unknown, but there were a number of carriers and Dreadnought hulls floating there. It was hard to not rub his hands together and grin like a complete idiot. Though he did share a look with Mills whose smirk said he wanted to do the exact same thing.
              Trained personnel are worth a thousand carriers, but you also need the damned carrier to put them to work, and it looks like we just found the leprechaun and his pot at the end of the damned rainbow!
              
              ***
              
              Cheerleader had been in the system Bucket for a few days. It was part of the reputed Kuruvian Empire. It was built on trade with the middling planets that had been allowed to survive by the Syndicate. She wondered how the Kuruvians had flourished so. Though as her Intelligence officers reported, it was because the Empire had been largely docile and done as Lady Fairgate asked.
              They had given Lady Fairgate the people she wanted to crew her ships as slaves. They had given her wealth and food. This had made her hold them under her command, using them to reward her people and give a backing to her power.
              From what Min Hae's intelligence department had gathered it looked like Lady Fairgate and the Syndicate hadn't been in Kuruvian space for a number of months. Some, especially merchants were beginning to think that she was gone.
              When they had learned that the Free Fleet was not part of the Syndicate they had recoiled. Well the vassals of the Kuruvian Empress did, the Kuruvian merchants smelled money to be made.
              They had been hesitant at first, but once it was revealed that the Free Merchant Fleet had ship parts. Trade had broken down the barriers. The Empress controlled the Kuruvian docks, the currency of the Empire wasn't credits, it was time in the docks.
              Ship parts coming in from another source was like having a competing currency come onto the stage.
              The merchant's accompanying Cheerleader had done what they did best and drummed up a quick business with the Kuruvians, there were ships coming in from all four systems held by the Empire.
              “So how long do we wait for?” Werv, her second in command asked the question that her whole fleet had been asking.
              “One week,” she said, raising her voice “Onur, send a message to the pursuer, tell them that we will be returning to Parnmal in a week. Tell her to have all of the plans finalized with the Kuruvian merchants interested.”
              “You got it.”
              She had confirmed that the Kuruvians were alive, now it was a job for the merchant fleet and Min Hae’s people embedded into its core to gather more information. Then the relations team would drum up an agreement between the Free Fleet and the Empire.
              
              
              ***
              
              “We're getting hundreds of ships ready, all types. All of them Union types,” Sensors called out to Boot.
              Well looks like we ran right into the damned hornets’ nest. Boot thought. He had separated from Cheerleader a week and a half ago on his mission to find the Sarenmenti home world. He had jumped to what was supposed to be another empty star system. It seemed that the star-maps weren't as accurate as he'd hoped.
              “Emergency jump to system Kova,” Boot said. He didn't have the forces to engage the fleet assembled in what looked to be an uninhabited system.
              “Looks like we've found Rosho station, the biggest station in the known universe, and home of every damned ship that Fairgate didn't take with her,” Boot's second in command Dlai said.
              “Looks like it,” Boot said through gritted teeth.
              “We're ready for emergency wormhole generation on capacitors,” Helm said.
              “Good. Have one of the corvette's start their journey to Parnmal as soon as we emerge,” Boot said.
              A timer started up giving twelve minutes as relays were switched over and wormhole projectors spun up, draining the massive energy stored in the capacitors.
              A wormhole appeared in front of Boots fleet, the ships moved as one, powering their drives up as entered right into the event horizon, there was little time for orbiting the wormhole before passing through it.
              Then there was no trace of them, except the light that had hit them and was bouncing back to Rosho. A few hours later six corvettes set out from Rosho on different trajectories, the station and the fleet of warships stayed where they had been found.
              No one would mess with a stronghold like Rosho, and soon Fairgate would come back and restore them to their rightful place.
              Some were still continuing age old debates over who owned what in a system, or bartered parts for slaves. The Universe be damned, the Syndicate did as it pleased.
              
              ***
              
              Min Hae was sometimes surprised with the results gathered from his intelligence department controlled merchant freighters, with his operators littered across them.
              He had his fingers in seventeen systems. He had infiltrated governments, agencies, secret militaries, guilds, and whatever institutions held power on a planet. People had become wary of those that said they walked with Merchertevak on their shoulder.
             He found what planets really needed, making relations teams talks easier. Eight planets had signed under the Free Fleets protection, including Daestramus. The planet’s networks were run by Narvu the customs officer that Min Hae had first talked to when he came to the planet under guise as a trader.
             The man now knew who he was, but cared little. He was working to clean up his planet. He and Min Hae worked together to end the secret military, punishing those that deserved it and giving the people the opportunities to do as they wanted. Without someone there to punish them for every unregulated action, the planet was growing and exporting a lot of people to the Free Fleet and its training schools.
             Though Min Hae's focus on the planet Avapor didn't have anything to do with the native residents. Rather it was with the strange rumors that had come from the place. Operatives had reported a network similar to Min Hae's at work.
             Min Hae would have thought the network was under the control of the planets government. Gogs, his Ershue sidekick who had been under the command of Kelu until the second battle of Parnmal had got into their computers and found out differently. 
              Gogs surmised that the Kalu were operating 
             While some had suggested that the government computer system was a cover-up, Min Hae didn't think so. There was too much information, especially records of dealings that certain companies and bureaucrats wouldn't want out in the open on that network.
             He had a suspicion and he didn't like it, at all.
             It's what I would do. He stood, a decision made.
             “We're going to pick up that woman that is believed to be the head of this network. I want to know everything she does. Prepare for a quick dust off if things go south, have the second merchant hang around. Get them into long talks, if a ship bolts we'll follow them. The other ship is to remain here and leave in a few weeks, unless something suspicious happens. In that case they can do as they deem fit,” Min Hae said.
              It would take a few days before he was standing in front of the woman that all of the spy networks seemed to expand from. She was a Klerdite, she had deep blue scales and eight sets of limbs for moving. She was amphibious, the spines that jutted from her joints had been contained with foam, those spines would leave about eighty percent of know creatures disabled or dead. Some had their poisons modified just to remove that sticky twenty percent.
             Now those spines weren't extended in anger, they were bowed in fear, but not confusion Min Hae guessed.
             They had picked her up at home, knocked her out and transported her to the warehouse where he was supposed to be moving his goods. It also happened to be rather insulated and far away from the other warehouses. The Free Merchant Fleet might be making a new purchase on Avapor in the near future.
             Her eyes were wide and scared as she looked up at Min Hae. He took a seat, her attention solely on him. He had become used to that look, that wasn't to say he liked it. He understood it and recognized its use in getting the information he needed.
             “Who is your master?” He asked gently.
             “I don't know, I just do what the drops tell me to do,” she said, her eyes pleading for him to understand.
             “Tell me what you did for your master,” Min Hae said.
             “He'll kill me,” she said scared.
             “It's a he is it? Well I want you to think about the rumors you've heard about the Syndicate KaaOrv,” Min Hae didn't even raise his voice. If he could get away with it, he was going to pose as one of the Syndicate's eyes. So far out the Free Fleet was nothing but a wild rumour, but here the Syndicate was a very real threat. It also gave the Fleet some protection.
             She visibly shook her mane at the thought of being turned over to a KaaOrv.
             She told him about how she had been sleeping on a sidewalk when one day she discovered a message and a key waiting for her when she woke up.
             It told her an address and that she could expect to be rewarded for being a simple runner.
             She went to the address, it was an apartment. There was no one around and there was food.
             Messages appeared in the apartment and she was given multiple drop points around the city to get items and pass them off to other people, or she was told to tell them what the messages said.
             She was rewarded with more food, credits, and people started respecting her.
             She followed whatever the messages said, they were the best thing to have ever happened to her and she didn't want it to end. Then Min Hae's crew mates had kicked in her door and brought her to an abandoned house at the limits of the city.
             Min Hae pulled out a data pad, typing a message to operatives on the planet to get more information on these drop locations as well as the apartment.
             He knew the likelihood of finding anything useful was slim, but it was worth a try. He looked at the woman, he would release her. Maybe he would give her an opportunity to escape in order to lead him to her employer, it bared some thought.
             “What were the specifics you gave your master in terms of Syndicate forces?”  Min Hae said. Might as well and try to hit two birds with one stone.
              
***
              
              “Where is she?” Ashota asked his ground operations leader.
              Ashota had gained little information of worth to him and his battle brother, war-leader Edvasho. He wasn't going to get much more time to find out more about the Union, or this Syndicate that seemed to have taken over.
              His body had been mangled in the last teaching war, or the Union-Kalu war as these creatures called it.
              He had been a great Kalu warrior, he had been part of the honor guard of three planets, before the Union started driving the Kalu back. He and Edvasho had been rushing towards battle when their star-warrior was hit. Ashota had set the ship towards Kalu space as the Union annihilated the Kalu fleet. Edvasho had sworn to destroy the Union while Ashota had been trapped in the body of a cripple.
              What had crippled his body, had grown his mind. He had been the moving force behind Edvasho. The only reason he was getting the time to see what had become of the Union was because Edvasho understood that Ashota's help had propelled him into his position as war-leader of all Kalu clans.
              “We do not know, we assume she is dead or captured,” the ground leader said back.
              “Very well, we prepare to leave then. If she has been compromised then this planet is not of use to us. We have found out what we need. We know our biggest opposition is this Syndicate, we still need to find their base Rosho, and gather more information on Worshun, the planet that used to be the Union's seat of power,” Ashota said.
              Kalu started moving to run through final checks. Ashota paid them no notice as he watched the main screen. It seems that the Syndicate are not the dull pirates they present themselves as. While rumours of the Free Fleet had reached him, he had thought them ridiculous, there was no way a group of slaves could become a space-warring group to be reckoned.
              He had himself two more months until Edvasho made his move. By that time there would be no stopping the Kalu.
 
Chapter A few last minute additions
              
              “Commander!” Sensors squeaked out as Monk turned from talking with a Commando who was on duty.
              “Well that is definitely interesting,” Monk said sounding amused as sensors pinged a massive wormhole depositing Super-carrier's Dreadnoughts, regular carriers, and something that made even Monk feel a tickle around the nerve ports in his back.
              “Resilient is contacting us,” Comms said.
              “On screen please,” Monk said calmly, taking his seat.
              “Hello Commander Monk, I thought it would be best if I introduced the newest applicants to the Free Fleet. They call themselves the rearguard, others call them the AI warriors. They are led by Devastahli, who occupies war station, I don't think I have to point out which one he is,” Resilient said in a tone that made Monk think she was rolling her eyes.
              “Thank you, this does make my job a bit easier. You say that they want to be in the Free Fleet?” Monk asked.
              “Yes.”
              “Could you stay connected if they join up, I want to verify that they are in fact sworn to the fleet with their coding. They could do a lot of damage if I let them continue without that,” Monk wasn't making a threat, he was the bulwark for the Corridor against incoming attackers. He would lay into anything he deemed a threat to the corridor.
              “Certainly,” she said, appearing in holographic form next to Monk.
              “Comms, open a channel to the mobile station. Address it to the AI that resides within it,” Monk said.
              “Commander,” Comms nodded, Monk looked around the room. More than one face had a look of disbelief on it.
              “Do I need to tell you to sound readiness?” Monk's voice had a bit of steel in it. People turned from staring at the plot to shutting Parnmal down, reading the defences, patrol fleet, and the fleet that was getting overhauled.
              “They're connected,” Comms said as the screen went from the star-plot to a creature of smoke with twin shining eyes and a cloak.
              Monk straightened in his chair.
              So did the hooded creature on the screen. While Monk was lit, the incoming image was dark. The throne looked to be hew from obsidian, lights from consoles on either side of the creature illuminated the brown cloak which hid the massive form of some humanoid looking creature. The only discernible feature other than its size, was the two orange orbs, which Monk knew had to be eyes. They were looking straight at Monk. They seemed to indicate their lack of care at the weapons platforms that were coming online and turning in its direction.
              “Commander Monk, I am Devastahli of the rearguard. I wish to join your Free Fleet,” he said, his voice as heavy as an Orvunut's but flowing as a Dovark's.
              “Did you have any terms in mind, with the abilities that you and your fellow AI's bring to the battle that would be a large recompense from the Free Fleet coffers?” Monk said.
              “I am transmitting terms,” Devastahli said in that same deep rolling voice that seemed more suited for yelling a call to arms than simple conversation.
              “I have them,” Comms said.
              “If I may?” Resilient asked.
              “Please,” Monk said.
              A highlighted report appeared on Monk's personal screens a few moments later. It summarized everything the AI's wanted in return for joining the Free Fleet.
              “Do you accept the terms?” Devastahli asked.
              “I do, now, if you repeat after me. From this point on, until the end of my service with the Free Fleet I will uphold the rules and regulations of the Free Fleet. I join of my own will...”
              
***
              
              A part of my mind thought of the times I had played in a much bigger mecha, fighting in the kind of hand-to-hand combat I was now engaged in with the commander of Resilient's Commandos and ex-commander of Chaleel’s military forces, Carsickle.
              The electro-static field that kept the plasma contained in a plasmid blade sparked off of my armor, reminding me to focus on my opponent. I didn't flinch from it as I had in training, instead I turned my blade, bringing my strength to bear as I upped the power to the exoskeleton driving the offending plasmid blade away. Using the momentum to get clear pushing off of my left foot as I crossed over my opponent’s front, snapping my right foot up.
              Carsickle turned, getting his head out of the way. His helmet was larger than a humans to accommodate for his larger mouth and snout that looked similar to an alligators.
              My armored foot came within inches of his face.
              A flick of my finger balls and magnets in my boots powered up. This did two things, it disrupted the helmets electronics, and it drew my opponent’s helmeted head to my boot, dragging them to the floor as I fell. I disconnected before I hit the floor with them, I rolled, turning to face my opponent, my sword up. Carsickle used his strength to throw themselves backwards onto his feet.
              Carsickle's eyes were wholly focused on me, he'd already written his helmets electronics off as faulty and gone with his own optical sensors.
              I panted in my suit, a mix of air and stims keeping me combat effective.
              I need to work out more. I thought, just a little pissed by how winded I'd gotten in a few rounds.
              I used that annoyance to focus my efforts. I charged, hoping to get past his guard with the sudden change of tactics.
              He turned my blade and me. I allowed myself to fall, bashing the floor with my arm while coming up behind him, my blade landing a hit on his side. The plasmid blade didn't hold plasma but its electro-static field buzzed with the hit.
              He pivoted with the speed of a veteran powered armor user as I came in for another attack.
He brought his blade up and across his body, hitting my blade away. I tried to turn around him, my visor alerted me to his blade, I blunted the blow slightly but he still snagged my bigger armored shoulders.
              I grabbed his leg with my left hand and pulled with all my strength, grunting in my armor as I pulled him off balance let go and made him crash to the ground as I whirled my sword in front of me. He twirled his legs and pushed off with a hand getting him vertical before coming at me again.
              Blades rang as plasmid spat across our armor. We traded blows, fighting in a blur of reactions. I threw in kicks as he turned and dodged. As we separated, my diaphragm burning, Carsickle looked barely winded. I forced myself to take small breaths to make it look as if I was just studying him.
              He moved his sword to ready, I lowered myself as I rotated my blade upwards. He charged, me following a second later. I tossed my blade sideways. He smacked it away, leaving himself open as I launched myself with all of my mecha’s strength. I wrapped my legs around his shoulders over balancing him and driving him to the ground. I held my fist a few inches from his visor. He looked up at me, having closed his eyes when he fell to the ground.
              I felt the tension go out of him. I grinned and pushed off of him. I turned, giving him a hand up as I took my helmet off. The cool air from the circulator system was replaced with the smells of Resilient's shuttle bay.
              “Damn I'm out of shape,” I admitted as he took off his helmet.
              “PT is required,” Krom said in his professional tone.
              “Thanks Krom,” I said sarcastically, the big Avarian's teeth lifting in a glimmer of amusement.
              “Still got me down,” Carsickle admitted.
              “Yeah, by bending the rules slightly, and taking one hell of a risk,” I said, I wasn't pleased with the victory not by a long shot.
              “A win is still a win,” Carsickle said non-committedly, hearing my less than happy tone.
              “A last ditch effort is still that,” I said. “Gonna have to step my game up,” forcing a lighter tone and a small smile.
              There was never anything bad about learning how to defend myself better. Though some, including Yasu and the closest in my command team, wouldn't be best pleased to know I was training up to fight in powered armor. They wanted me to stay at the rear and orchestrate the battle. While that was hard, I wasn't going to lose the skills that I might need to lead my Commandos into battle one day.
              I was their leader, which meant I got in the muck with them, not just sat back and watched the results of the battle coming in. I wasn't that type of commander and my command team knew it, but it wasn't going to stop their whining.
              Resilient appeared in holographic form.
              “Commander, I am currently in Parnmal talking to Commander Monk and the leader of a group of AI that wish to join the Free Fleet,” There was a slight pause. “Well they are now part of the Free Fleet. I thought that you might want their details. Their hulls are quite impressive and in need of repairs largely. Not many of the worker AI's wanted to help those that had turned to fighting wars and destroying things.” she said, a mixture of annoyance and displeasure coming out in her voice.
              “Okay, contact the system leaders, we'll sketch out a plan,” I said, looking to Carsickle.
              “Some other time?” He said in understanding.
              “Yup, thanks Commander,” I said, before putting my helmet on and using the visor to access the information Resilient had sent to me, my eyebrows disappearing into my hair line with every passing line.
              I opened a line to her.
              “Is this for real?” I asked, unsure of what to think as my mind couldn't understand the dimensions and weight of the War station.
              “To the best of my knowledge,” Resilient replied.
              “Damn.” 
I didn't say anything else until I got to the conference room. I took my helmet off, the desk coming to life as holographic images flared up. I looked at Commander Whorst and Silly in Sol. Commander Diplo, a capable engineer who had been a Commando, was running the newly arrived dock in Chaleel. Then Tik, Tak, and Ursht in AIH. Monk and Rick were in Parnmal. Finally Yasu and Bok Soo that were on their respective ships in Sol.
              “Alright, does everyone have a report on the goings on in Parnmal?” I got some confused looks. “I'll be taking that as a no then. Resilient,” She appeared in holographic form once again, nodding to me.
              “You should have it momentarily,” I said, taking a seat and playing with my desk as I tried to figure out just how I was going to clear enough room for the incoming ships. We only had one dock capable of taking the carriers, not taking the super-carriers into consideration. We would have to do most of their work without the use of a dock, it would be slower, but completely possible.
              “Bring LaRe in on this would you?” I said absently as I worked.
              LaRe joined a few seconds later in holographic form. I gave him a glance, he returned it, and there was no confusion there. At least I wouldn't have to brief him. I looked around the table, some people were going back and reading facts, but everyone was done.
              “Okay, so as you've read, a bunch of AI have joined the Free Fleet. The Union gave them damned impressive hulls, which have degraded over time. We need to get these ships turned around as quickly as possible,” I said while looking to those that dealt directly with the shipyards.
              “What about this, War-station?” Silly asked.
              “Well we fill it with what we can, strap what damned weapons we can to it and let automated bots worry about the armor and turning it into a true moving station, instead of a moving asteroid. I was thinking that your brother Shrift might be interested in a new challenge,” I trailed off, Silly's manipulators thoughtful.
              “Still the other ships?” Tak in AIH asked, the FTL relays were worth their weight in gold, instantaneous communications was pretty damned awesome.
              “We're going to have to break them up according to production and personnel abilities of each system. We want to get them turned around as quickly as possible. We will of course try to make yards big enough as we will need to fix them at a later date, if not create more ships of this size,” I said to Tak.
              “Why aren't we concentrating on more smaller faster mobile ships instead of huge Dreadnought's like War-station and Battle Cruisers, we could turn all of our attention on to the Carriers and Super-carrier's, surely they would be of more use in battle against fleets believed to be in the hundreds, with ships the size of a Destroyer and the flight capabilities of a corvette,” Commander Diplo asked. We had been through the debate before, and his side would only gain more heat as we now had the ships mostly built and ready for our use.
              “Yes but I need the defensive capabilities of those ships, I am going to make as many fighters and carriers as possible, but the bigger ships will need to run the gauntlet of Kalu fire. They are going to hit us with everything they have, fighters won't do well in that kind of onslaught. Dreadnought's can soak that damage up to give Shuttles a chance. While the Kalu work with a single ship type and do it well. We work better with multiple ship types that we can move and adapt into new roles at any given time. We aren't big, so we need to focus on what we can do with our forces. Not on what we could do with a fleet that only has a limited set of abilities.
“That's where the Kalu hamstring themselves, they think they have found the most economical way to fight. What they don't think is that having multiple different kinds of ships can give them the ability to react in different ways. While having all their armaments on their bow gives them strength in chases, it means there are more holes in their armor. If we get beside or behind them, they have to flip in order to face us, then we can pound them. With Every ship we have we can fight a battle tens of different ways, they can only fight one way. Our ability to understand, change and use our ships to their limit will give us an undeniable edge,” I answered.
              “Except Cruisers,” Rick said, any tension evaporating.
              “Except goddamned Cruisers,” I said, trying to keep a professional mask, the corners of my mouth rising as a few laughs came out from the different people connected to the conference.
              “Rick, if you wanna take over, this is more your side of things,” I said.
              “Technically, very technically,” he said, waving a finger at me, before settling into his seat. “Okay LaRe, I need you to crunch some numbers for me,” Rick grinned at the suppressed but nonetheless felt groans around the room.
              
              ***
              
              It was some time before the AI fleet appeared in Sol. A number of the ships had been diverted to Parnmal and AIH, they were doing what they could for the ships and were the closest facilities that the ships would need to improve themselves.
              Sol was the only system that had a shipyard with a slip capable of handling a carrier. There was now a mad rush going on to make another yard for the super-carriers at least. They would add much needed strength to the fleet.
              It would take a lot of time to get them up to standard. They had been in the dark of space for a long time, their systems built in a time of war. They were built to work, not last, something that came with a whole damned crop of new issues.
              That was nothing compared to the issues that were coming up with War station. The creation barely moved with its massive engines which were largely jury-rigged to the asteroid body.
              The jump drive was unstable, but Devastahli was big, and his computing abilities damned impressive as they compensated for the disturbances in jump.
              There were no back-ups, the power plants were aged and barely functioning.
              Thankfully Shrift had taken a shine to the ship and was looking it over, it took at least one thing off of Silly and the shipyards plates.
              Shrift's plan was elementary, he was going to slap massive power plants inside the War station, just get them hooked in and move from the exterior, in-wards. It would take three years with the crew that War station was being allotted, we barely had enough people for the station. Hell I was thinking of pulling most of them off of it to crew other ships that would be ready to come with me.
              That said the crew was largely green, there would be two full training groups taught the ins and outs of engineering on the lumbering creation.
              There was nothing against putting people to work before they were fully graduated, something that the Free Fleet took advantage of, and one of the reasons that Engineers expressed safety over everything and they were damned good at their jobs. The ones that hadn't been weren't around anymore, usually having injured themselves so badly they had to be removed from service.
              Either I went, waving the flag with the forces I had, or waited until I had more ships. Both choices had their own advantages.
              I sighed, burying my face in my pillow.
              “What's wrong?” Yasu asked, her hands playing over my tense back. With Floater being in dock and her people turned over to engineering duties, she spent all of her free time between her own shifts with me. Usually dragging me away from the Bridge, or the conference room.
              I would have probably died of starvation without her forcing me to eat, or gone nuts if she hadn't pushed work away and just had some 'us time.’
              I relaxed, sighing and rubbing my eyes.
              “Just juggling everything. Wondering if staying here, or going out there is the best bet,” I said.
              “Well if we stay here, then it will be easier to extend the time we want to stay here again, then again and again,” she said.
              “I know, but we could get two more destroyers and three corvettes if we wait another week,” I said.
              “You have to decide if waiting for those ships is worth waiting here for the Kalu.” She said, turning me to look at her.
              “I always get the easiest decisions,” I complained.
              “I know love,” she said, understanding in her eyes as she wrapped me up in her arms.
              I folded my arms around her, finding the comfort of another that would be there for me no matter what the hell the Universe threw at me.
              “Let's go and see what the Universe has to offer,” I said into her neck.
              “There's that spark,” she said, pulling back, a proud smile on her face.
              “Just doing my job,” I said, looking away embarrassed.
              “It's not because you want to see just what the universe has to offer, the different planets, the home worlds of billions, cold systems of dancing ice and frozen planets, or super-nova and star formations seen by so few before?” She said.
              “Maybe a bit,” I said. A spark of my old self returning as my excitement grew, “Though we first gotta look at winning this war, finding out what the hell Fairgate has planned, and then we can look at the beauty of space.” The part of me that had formed when I had been on Daestramus forcing cold hard logic into my thoughts.
              “I'd like that, to get away from this and to just explore,” she said, pulling herself onto me, nestling into my chest.
              “You're like a damned cat,” I said playfully.
              “Mine,” she said, tugging on my neck.
              “Yours,” I said with a smile, pulling her to me.
              “Mine,” I said, a whisper, as if it could be blown away.
              “Yours,” she said, her smile beaming as my heart thrummed in my chest.
              She might be a woman that made creatures from across known space snap to attention with the sight of her. Made Avarians talk of her fighting abilities in revered tones, and was one of my best damned Commando's, but she was still my wife, and I loved her for everything she was, and did.
              “How long until we leave for Chaleel?” She asked, interested but also anxious.
              “A week, we need to wave the flag, and Rick is going nuts on Parnmal,” I said.
              She nodded into my chest as I sighed, thankful to have that moment.
              
              Chapter A few last stops
              
              Carsickle looked out over the sensor readout that was connected to the Commando sections of Resilient. He had been on Chaleel a few months ago. It seemed so much longer than that.
              Everyone had seemed different, changed by the Kalu threat and the Free Fleet.
              Chaleel had grown into space in a big-way. It was making quick trade with AIH and the planets beyond Parnmal at a good rate. Merchant ships travelled straight from Chaleel to Parnmal every few days. Other traders plied the entire corridor. Everyone wanted food and Chaleel, now armed with the knowledge of the Union had quadrupled their crop production, and reduced their workforce by forty percent. While there were those that blamed the Free Fleet for taking their jobs, there were so many opportunities that a large number of people were moving from the farms onto trade jobs, or taking their knowledge to other planets to sell their skills or raise their own farm. One aspiring Chaleelian had started to build domes on one of Chaleel's moons. The soil needed a bit of chemical rejuvenation, but he would have his own tiered farm up and working within a few months. The Free Merchant Fleet or FMF was a silent partner at thirty percent. The Free Fleet was the biggest lending house in the entire known Union and they had the power to move any freight anywhere. Parnmal had become the trading place in the known universe. It was one reason that the station was growing faster than ever.
              In Chaleel while food and farms were king, Nelly, the dock separated from Nancy was undoubtedly second, and growing as fast as Parnmal.
              The Yard was doing booming trade with the merchants and the contractors that were trying to make their own ships. The AIH-Chaleel partnership was made for the purpose of increasing their trading abilities, one of the factors keeping them back was the number of ships they could get their hands on. There was a number that the FMF rented out, but as the merchant's ranks increased, the ships available for rent were getting small.
              There was plans to build a civilian yard in Parnmal, but for now military needs had to come first.
              Though in some situations both sides could be satisfied.
              The yard was happier than anything else to give the partnership re-serviced non-military parts in exchange for raw materials to fill the yard's appetite.
              The Fleet barely slowed as it went through Chaleel, picking up ammunition from the factories that were now in close orbit to the yard. The two corvette's that had patrolled the system were now doubled to four and had a Destroyer on station, that wasn't including the sixteen or so ships going through the yard.
              A message beeped on Carsickle's screen, a childhood friend that he had one day hoped to make something more, but had never been introduced to his mother, requested to talk to him.
              He grinned, thinking of the times they'd gone to the meetings of youth in the fields, or their escapades with his closest friends in school. He was becoming old.
              He accepted her transmission, unable to hide his joy at seeing her.
              
              ***
              
              AIH was doing me proud, Ursht had made alliances with all the other clan leaders and started combining the leaders and the people’s efforts with his own. He had also worked out a way for those sworn to other leaders to fight in the Free Fleet. They were to be viewed as attached honour guard to myself and Yasu. It was rather tricky, but it worked and got me more trained people. Avarians weren’t just trying to join the Commandos to call themselves Ninja’s, I don’t think I would ever live that comment down, but were coming in as engineers, gun techs, environmental specialists, miners, refinery crew members. They were populating every branch of the free fleet.
              Most of them were also on the fast track like the children of the free fleet, due to their use of new technology, and sleep training.
              “There seems to be some kind of commotion in the shuttle bay,” Walf said.
              “Put it on my personal screen Walf,” I said.
              I looked to the internal cams, watching as Commandos moved out of the way as a group wearing the skin of a Quarvar, the deadliest creature on AIH. Something that the Avarians killed with nothing but swords and spears while a Commando would have a problem with a plasmid blade.
              They moved, projecting an air of calm while moving as one.
              “Awakened priests,” Krom said from beside me.
              “It looks like it,” I said, rising and looking at my own Avarian-human skin blend. “I guess we should go meet them. In Sook you have the bridge!” I raised my voice.
              “Understood,” she said, populating her screens with information pertinent to Resilient.
              It didn’t take long to find the priests, I waited by the elevator to the Bridge. The head priest of AIH looked to me.
              “We meet again Salchar,” his deep voice reminding me of Krom’s.
              “What can I do for you high priest?” I asked.
              “The Awakening priests of AIH wish to be teachers of the stars. We wish to learn your ways in order to pass them on to our people. There has been debate to bring back the creators. Now that we know more, we can make them useful once more and begin the propagation of Avarians into space.”
              “Why do you want to become teachers of this all?”
              “We are teachers anyway, we have taught the Avarians much. They now crave for new lessons that we wish to supply. We hope to assist AIH in becoming one of the more advanced peoples. Living on the ground has taught us of our fragility. When the shields went, the Syndicate could have taken our people, we were on the path of destruction. We were becoming like the Kalu. There is much that our people need to learn,” The high priest said.
              “Very well. I can’t argue with your desire to educate your people. Give me the numbers of those that wish to learn how to teach others. I’ll pass it to my Chief of Staff and he will figure it out for you.”
              “Certainly,” a data pad came out from the Avarian’s cloak as they pressed a few buttons and turned it to me.
              “These are the names and what they wish to study,” The High priest said.
              “This will also take money, I will provide half of the tuition, and the other half will be on you,” I said, I had found that through Ursht, Krom's brother and my appointed leader of the city Asul that I had amassed quite a bit of wealth. I had gained Asul by saving the planet by providing the shield generator on the planet with the helium three it needed to stop the planet's massive volcano from erupting. Ursht had been the leader before, and I put him in charge as Yasu and I were off fighting in the Free Fleet. He had made Asul a prosperous city, and had gained three freighters which were doing a brisk trade down the corridor.
              “Thank you, we have the money for these people,” the high priest assured me.
              “Good,” I said, my mind on other things as I pulled my data pad and transferred his list to mine.
              “There are also rumors that you do health treatments on the aged to make them of fighting ability?” The high priest turned the statement into a question.
              “Yes we do, if one signs up for a fleet contract all health costs are taken on by us,” I said, slightly unsure what he was asking.
              “That is indeed interesting,” a smile crept across his face. “We will meet again Salchar,” he turned and left, his cadre following.
              “Does he do that yoda, half sense, and half vague-as-hell all the time?” I asked Krom.
              “Pretty much,” he said, a half-grin on his face.
              “Avarians,” I sighed, turning to my data pad.
              I added the names to a message template, adding my own words.
              Hey Rick,
              Maybe look at having programs that will train people to teach others? The more half-trained people that apply, the faster we can turn them into free fleet personnel, instead of having them as trainees.
              See you soon,
              Salchar
              I looked at the message, it was kind of weird how I found my first name odd to my own ears.
              No need to sweat the small stuff when you’re running the Free Fleet. Well other than the fact that your wife will kill you if you miss dinner… shit, that was fifteen minutes ago. I started running, sending the message as I heard Krom laughing behind me.
              “You could’ve warned me!” I yelled.
              “Must have slipped my mind!” he said back, his footsteps making the deck shudder.
              “Damned bodyguards, protect me from plasma, rail guns, beads, and psychopaths, then forget the most important threat of all!” I said as I skidded to my door, missing it a little bit as I grabbed a rung to stop myself. I hit the button for the door, hiding my elevating breathing.
              “Hey beautiful,” I said with a smile.
              “You’re late!” She fired back.
              “Good luck sir,” Krom whispered, I gave him the dirtiest look I was capable of with my peripherals.
              “The Awakened priests came aboard, I had to meet them and talk about an education system,” I walked into the room, throwing the biggest line I had in my arsenal.
              “What did they want?” She asked, sitting at the table that I rarely used for meals.
              “To teach AIH, I passed it on to Rick and I’m going to have him look and see if we can’t improve the education systems of those under our protection,” I said, taking a seat across from her, I could already smell the delights on the table.
              “Interesting,” she said looking away, thoughtful. She was a model Commando Commander, she lived with her people as much as possible, trusted them with her life as they trusted her. She was a savant in fighting with anything at hand.
              “Ever wish that this just never happened and that we were still on Earth?” I asked out loud.
              “No,” she replied, looking a little surprised.
              “Me either,” I said, I knew that people had died in the thousands, that Earth was still trying to understand what was going on and there was a hell of a lot resting on my shoulders. Yet I wouldn’t leave these people for anything. If I hadn’t been ‘recruited’ then I wouldn’t have seen space and all its deadly glory. And I wouldn’t have married Yasu, the other deadly beauty in my life.
              We shared a look across the table, she got up and sat down on top of me.
              “That’s better,” she said with a mischievous smile.
              “Now how am I going to eat?”
              “Sounds like a personal issue,” she said, grabbing some food with chopsticks.
              “If it’s my problem it’s yours too!” I complained, in a wheedling tone, probably something that no one would expect from their commander.
              She just smiled, putting more food in her mouth so she couldn’t talk.
              I let out a grunt as I made sure she didn’t fall and awkwardly ate my food around her with chopsticks.
              “The one thing I wish we could do, is have a real date. Go out for dinner, watch a movie, drive home and sleep together. Instead we snatch what time we can, live on separate ships and even then we see each other little,” she said.              
              “After we defeat the Kalu then we will,” I said, giving her a smile.
            “After we defeat the Kalu,” she said softly. “Will it end though? Lady Fairgate is still out there, so is the Syndicate and Kalu space is nearly as big as Union.”
              “I don’t know,” I said with a sigh.
              She put her food down and hugged me. I did the same.
              “I don’t want you to die,” she said, her voice full of emotion,”
              “Listen to your own advice, you’re the one charging into ships. I’ve been firmly told to keep my ass in a command chair,” I raised an eyebrow, indicating that it was her that had told me to do so.
              “You’re all that I’ve got left other than the Sato sisters and Takahashi,” she buried her face in my shoulder.
              “Saying I’m the same as Takahashi?” I said, trying to bring levity to the situation. I was not good with people if they started crying.
              “No, baka!” She said hitting my shoulder playfully, moving away enough to give me a smile.
              “I will do my best to train the Fleet to work without me,” I said, those words paining me, but also bringing their own sense of relief. Relief at knowing that I would be looking out for the future of the fleet even if I wasn't leading it. But how can I trust anyone with that kind of responsibility? You're going to have to take a leap. Another part of my brain seemed to respond.
              I wouldn't be around forever, so many had died, and there was no knowing if I would or wouldn't be one of those that went into the light.
              “Thank you,” she said, pulling herself into me again, banishing my sombre thoughts.
              
              ***
              
              In the morning I put a call in to Ursht, Tik and Tak. All three of them were on within minutes.
              “Alright, Ursht, would you be interested in joining the Free Fleet?” I asked, looking to the man. I knew he longed for battle and to prove himself, he was a damned good leader. Considering Asul and its assets working as well as they did, but I knew he didn't want to be Asul's leader forever. He was still young, he still yearned for battle, to blood himself again.
              “I do but my responsibilities,” he said hesitantly, he wasn't about to walk away from the tasks I'd given him. I waved them away.
              “I'm not telling you to drop them, I'm seeing if you would want to be part of the Free Fleet based on Parnmal, and the leader of Asul,” I couldn't help but grin at the anxiety and understanding that he was going to have even more work to do. “If you want to join the Free Fleet, open the message I am sending you and press your hand to it,” he looked out of the viewer and I heard a beep, my desk telling me I now had a new member of the Free Fleet.
              “Good, now I am promoting you to the Commander of AIH, though only if you are able to pass through all Commando training. Do me proud,” I said looking at the Avarian that sat straighter.
              “I will Battle Master,” he said. Those words could have been cut into stone, with the surety in Ursht's voice.
              “Now with that done it frees up you two,” I looked to Tik and Tak, both of them now sitting higher in their seats. “Chaleel now has a much larger fleet presence, I want you to look to the yard and the other infrastructure there. I know that you will do what is best for the fleet as you have done for AIH.”
              Their manipulators signalled that while they were sad to leave AIH, they were also excited at their new adventure.
              “Silly will be taking over the operations of Sol system, with LaRe as his assistant. He's going to need help from all of you to start off,” I looked at them all.
              Understanding resonated through their visages.
              “Now let's get through a systems briefing and you can meet your counterparts,” I said, opening the conference room door as Rick joined me and the Commanders of every system we now were charged to protect. My command staff appeared on screens and in holographic form.
              
              Chapter Parnmal at last
              
              We transited into Parnmal, its traffic like a hurricane compared to the sedate wind we'd seen in Earth, AIH and Chaleel. Patrols moved through the system as the main body went to the military docks of Parnmal. The rest went to the docks, taking with them the ships still loaded on their hulls.
              Resilient glided into its docking position, hard sealing to the station.
              “In Sook, you know the drill,” I said with a smile.
              “It’ll be good to give Rick back his old job,” she said with an exasperated look.
              “What don’t like being in control of Resilient?”
              “I like it just fine, managing the ship and anything else that crops up in combined arms is just not the kind of fun that I’m looking for,” she smiled. She had the skills to be a ship commander, but she didn’t want the responsibility. There was something that had happened in her training that had gotten two people killed. She had time to get back on her feet, but she still disliked long periods of being in total command.
              If she wasn’t able to adapt to being a ship commander and didn’t have the confidence for it, then I wasn’t going to do that to her. She was a great combined operations commander, something that I relied on completely in battle.
              “Alright, I’ll go pick him up,” I said, turning to Marleen. “Coming?”
              “Wouldn’t miss it,” she smiled in thanks.
              We got to the airlock which was already open as supplies were being funneled through lines and by cargo drones. In other militaries I would have been the first person off of the ship. We were usually working on a tight schedule, we didn’t have time for all of that.
              We got to the doorway, Rick and Monk were waiting for us. Marleen picked up the pace, her and Rick wrapping one another in their arms and kissing.
              “Get a room,” I said, getting an amused smile from Monk.
              Rick pulled away slightly.
              “Already got one!” He winked, Marleen hitting him playfully.
              “Ahh how I have missed it, shall we give it a visit?” Rick said, pulling Marleen into Resilient.
              “Nice to see you too Rick!” I said to his receding backside, laughing slightly as I turned to Monk. We embraced.
              “It is good to see you brother,” I said to him, waving into Parnmal.
              “Bok Soo says he’ll meet us at the bars,” Monk said.
              “Sounds like him. He probably owes the Commandos a lot of drinks,” I said, sharing a smile.
              “Have you eaten?”
              “Not yet, shall we get something before we meet him. You know we’ll get stuck drinking somehow.”
              “I know a great place with burritos,” Monk said, leading the way.
              “We've come a long way from just having the damned goop,” I said. Monk's calm broke as he winced and looked as if he was trying to scrape something off of his tongue with his teeth. I laughed and slap his back.
              “Thank the universe for people with actual taste buds,” Monk agreed.
              “Oh my,” I said as I smelt the food sector of the market, exotic and strange smells interacted, wafting over to me. My stomach let me know that it agreed with the smells.
              Even over the sounds of the market place doing quick business, I could swear I heard Bok Soo across the market.
              A cacophony of voices yelled in sounds of agreeance.
              Monk and I gave one another a look, rolling our eyes. Monk led the way to the burrito place.
              I put my hand out to pay for the burrito that I desperately wanted in my stomach.
              “It’s on the house commander,” the owner said with a smile.
              “Umm, thanks!” I said reaching a hand over the counter and shaking theirs.
              Monk and I retreated to a bench, opening our packaged delights. Flavours swarmed out at me.
              “Dis is soo gud,” I said over a mouthful, quickly going for another.
              “You always were a messy eater,” Monk chided.
              I heard a commotion behind Monk. I looked to see Bok Soo who seemed very pleased, and had three drinks in his hand. I didn't have to guess who they were for.
              I started chomping down faster, Monk looked at what I was staring at.
              Monk turned around and started devouring his burrito as fast as possible. We didn't win as Bok Soo lowered his butt next to Monk placed beers in front of Monk and I.
              “Found yah,” he said proudly.
              I used the beer to clear my throat, holding my three-quarters burrito in my other hand. I saw Bok Soo's eyes turn to the Burrito. With a sigh I offered it to him.
              “Thanks Sally,” he said, munching on it.
              “Sally? Really?” I said, seeing Monk look quite amused behind his burrito.
              I took another swig of the beer, realizing that it actually tasted like beer instead of damned acid.
              “What, is this...? Sapporo?” I asked.
              “It might just be,” Santos said from beside Bok Soo, sipping his beer.
              “Someone grab shot glasses,” Bok Soo said, grabbing something from behind him, he pulled out two green bottles of Soju. I felt my internal organs recoil. Soju was great stuff, when mixed with beer, by itself it was kind of like vodka, and a touch of battery acid.
              “For once this is not the worst thing that I have ever drunk,” I said, picking up the bottle and going through the ritual of opening the damned thing.
              Shot glasses appeared. I poured for everyone.
              “May I?” Monk asked, I handed him the bottle. He took it, pouring me a shot.
              “One shot!” Bok Soo said, raising his glass, tapping it to the table, turning and throwing it back. Everyone else repeated the process.
              “Glasses,” Bok Soo said, taking the bottle and pouring another series of shots.
              “May I?” Santos said, picking up the Korean ritual of drinking shots.
              “Be my guest,” Bok Soo said, Santos pouring Bok Soo a shot.
              “One shot!” Bok Soo said again, an evil glimmer in his eye as we repeated the process for the first shot.
              “Aish! That hits the spot,” Bok Soo said.
              Tomorrow we would be leaving Parnmal, but for now it was time to get blind drunk, remember those that weren't with us and do them proud. The hangover tomorrow would hopefully be worth it.
              
              Chapter Waving the Flag
              
              I read a message for my eyes only as we drifted towards Ohular.
              It was from Min Hae, its contents were rather, interesting.



              Apparently the Kalu have changed some since the Union-Kalu war. I need to find out what else has changed about them. We need more information and there's only one way I can think to get it. I looked up, my face grim. That information can only be bought in blood. It suddenly seemed colder on my bridge as I knew I had already made a decision. If Min Hae was able to track the spy rings he had found, back to the Kalu controlling them, and then find where the Kalu were. Then I would lead the Free Fleet into that Kalu grinder. We needed to know what the Kalu were capable of, now more than ever.
              Bregend had the forces to keep the Kalu at bay if needed. Cheerleader and Boot should be able to react to any raids by the Syndicate.
              There's just too many things to go wrong. Yet if we do nothing then the Kalu could hit us literally anywhere and we would have no information beforehand. I had memorized Kalu battle tactics. If we offered them battle and ran back to Parnmal, then according to their previous battles, they would hammer Parnmal until they were unable to fight, or had taken the station. I was hoping that was still the case.
              This still all hinges on Min Hae's ability to track the Kalu back to a staging area. So many damned variables!
              “We have an incoming communication from Foshunti, he says it’s important,” Vort said.
              “Very well, on my screens,” I said, hiding my relief at doing something simple. Foshunti appeared moments later.
              “I found out where Lady Fairgate is,” he said excitedly without preamble.
              I leaned forward without knowing it.
              “Where?”
              “A pleasure planet, she sent me co-ordinates to meet her. I also have word from some of my people I sowed into Lifendi’s fleet that he has left the planet in search of information,”
              “Send it to me,” I said, getting a file a few minutes later. I sent it to the intelligence department as well.
              I opened it. It looked like she had sent it as soon as she had gotten word of the Kalu entering Union space. She didn’t know anything about Foshunti betraying her trust. She talked about sending reinforcements from Rosho, and how she’d told her forces to rally there. It made sense the station was close to her hideaway, and in proximity of the Sarenmenti and Kuruvians. Pairing that with the report Boot had sent back, it looked like I had found the station, and knew its approximate power.
              “This raises the issue of who we will attack, the Kalu or the Syndicate,” Foshunti said.
              “Easy, we attack both of them,” I said, a plan forming in my head.
              “That’s suicide, either fleet would take some tricky and crazy tactics to win against,” Foshunti said, clearly not trying to comprehend what I was asking.
              “Yes, but this is the free fleet, we take risks and make leaps.”
              “What if they fail?” Foshunti asked, regaining his composure.
              “Then we’re doomed anyway,” I shrugged.
              Foshunti looked away before looking back to me.
              “Very well. I have sworn my allegiance to this fleet, as such I will do all you order me to,” he said gravely.
              “That is all that I ask. Soon we will reach Worshun. Hopefully we can do something good before we bring a damned war onto everyone’s heads.”
              “Thank you Commander, I have made my people wait long enough,” he said.
              “No longer,” I said, “Now I’ll have a look over this information you’ve given me. We shall talk later.”
              “Of course commander,” he said, cutting the channel. I put the message from Fairgate on one screen, opening another screen with the message from Min Hae.
              I now knew where the majority of the Syndicate’s forces were, which made at least Boot and Cheerleaders jobs easier.
              I approved Min Hae's request for more operatives in his area to try and find out where the damned Kalu were.
              He would have some wait in Avapor as he went in search of the Kalu spymaster. Min Hae thought that he would either know where the spymaster was in a few weeks, or where the Kalu fleet was, possibly even both if everything went to plan.
              I stared making a plan for engaging the Kalu and what the rest of the fleet would do if we were successful, or not. Planning for failure was hard, but I fleshed out three rather simple, but hopefully effective plans.
              “We’re one hour away,” Milra said, snapping me out of my planning. I had been working for five hours without noticing it.
              “Very well, we’re just here for trade. We’ll wait eight hours before moving off,” I said, not seeing the confused looks from everyone. I felt that it was time to see Worshun and then Avapor for myself. I had promised Foshunti and hopefully I would find out how to get this thing started, maybe I could turn it to my advantage.
               
              ***
               
              Min Hae knew how dangerous what he was doing was. He had gone against everyone in doing it. None of them openly tried to stop him.
              He knocked on the door of the shuttle, everything that came down to the planet had to drop a shuttle to get their supplies moved. If someone didn’t then it looked suspicious. The fact that this ship had done everything to go unnoticed had made Min Hae notice it. The ship this shuttle came from looked beaten up and old. Though a contact with the board of trade and inspections on the planet had said that the ship had paid a handsome amount for people to look around a bit but not in-depth and not in the quarters.
              The bribe was large enough that no one was going to say anything. Well that was unless Min Hae had his claws into them.
              Nothing happened, Min Hae knocked again.
              “I am here to talk to the Kalu spymaster,” Min Hae said. “I want three hundred thousand platinum to keep quiet, or I’ll tell the Syndicate that you’re here.”
              There was a pause, the ramp lowered and Min Hae saw his first Kalu in the flesh. They were sleek long creatures with eight limbs. They had a set of smaller manipulators in their faces, their faces looked like that of a squid and a dog. A dog with the teeth and snout of a squid. The skin flared out around the snout in rage, or breath, Min Hae could not tell for sure. The eyes contracted as a whole, not just their pupils as humans did.
              This particular Kalu was wearing black scarred armor, weapons were raised over its shoulders and pointing at Min Hae.
              “Come inside, or be nothing,” It said simply.
              Min Hae followed the Kalu’s orders, walking onto the shuttle.
              “Take us up, the creature seer will want this specimen,” the Kalu said to someone unseen. Min Hae studied the Kalu more. The armor was fused to their bodies, just like it was recorded in the battle logs of Resilient and the other AI. It acted as their second skin and augmented everything that they did.
              The armor could be closed around their limbs, manipulators, and face. Again off of the data Min Hae had, the Kalu would only activate their additional armor if they found the enemy worth the honour of dying against the full might of the Kalu.
              The shuttle closed and shot off into the sky. The Kalu barely shifted as Min Hae had to grab a wall to not fall down. The Kalu’s weapons followed him without pause.
              It was a few minutes later that a door opened, a light signalling that the airlock was sealed.
              “Move,” the Kalu said, Min Hae not thinking it best to argue did as he was told.
              The ship’s walkways were wider than the ships that Min Hae had been on previously, probably to accommodate the bulk of the Kalu. On their limbs, they were still about five foot tall.
              The Kalu prodded Min Hae in the right direction. He didn’t see anyone. Though he did see the types of relays the Kalu used, he tried to figure out the mix of their air and assessed his captor.
              Min Hae was prodded into a room. It had one door and an audio-visual sensor.
              It was a few minutes later that another Kalu, looking nothing like the first glided into the room. This one didn’t prowl like the first. This one had been attached to his armor with more than just the neural and muscular grafting that the first had been. This Kalu had gone through something horrific, and somehow survived.
              Its limbs were mangled into uselessness except for one manipulator and two claws on a limb.
              It’s squid like orifice opened, and even that was scarred and melted. One eye was missing, the opposite remained sharp and intelligent.
              “Why should I not just kill you?” The Kalu asked.
              “If you do, then my friend on the ground will spread the message to every merchant here and send it via fast-ship to Lady Fairgate,” Min Hae said.
              “Why would giving you money make this issue go away?”
              “Because me and mine will be leaving known space. We know what is coming, what would make Lady Fairgate flee as soon as she got word from ‘the line’? Only you guys. I’m going to use the money to get supplies and get the hell out of here.”
              “What if I was to get you the supplies you will need to leave here, but then I pick where you wormhole to?” The mangled Kalu asked.
              “I would prefer if I was the one able to get the supplies so I can assure their quality.”
              “You may be allowed to do that, though it will take some time,” the Kalu said.
              “The sooner is better. No funny stuff,” Min Hae said.
              “As you say. Though I do have some questions for you. Who do you work for?”
              “Well I used to work for Lady Fairgate, but since she ran off I thought that job might not be the best. I’ve been able to lay low and trade, well till I realized that you were making the people on Avapor work for you,” Min Hae said, taking a risk that the Kalu would think it odd that a person trying to flee from the Kalu would follow them.
              “Why are you this close to ‘the line’ if you want to flee and get out of this mess?” The Kalu asked.
              “Well the best survival stuff is here, plus I'm not going to head towards the line. I'm going to run parallel,” Min Hae said, Rosho was new since the Kalu had last been in Union space, it was also unknown by the free fleet. Min Hae was confident that his people would have found it before the Kalu.
              “Very well. It will take two weeks until we have your supplies. If we sense that you are sending a message from your ship Verslava we will destroy you,” the Kalu said with completely calm manner.
              “Understandable,” it looked like the Kalu knew what ship he belonged to at least. “May I ask what your name is? On my planet we deal in names as a sign of trust.”
              “Very well, what is your name?” The Kalu asked.
              “Malharva Herbert,” Min Hae said.
              “Ashota an agreement is struck,” Ashota said, “Leave my ship and tell your people. I will have my ship moved into parallel orbit, any moves and you will be destroyed.”
              “Understood,” Min Hae said. Ashota seemed to study him for a while.
              “I think that we will have a longer relationship than either of us will like,” Ashota said, Min Hae could swear he saw amusement in the Kalu’s manner, though he wasn’t sure.
              “Certainly,” Min Hae said diplomatically.
              
              Chapter, promises at the heart of the Union
              
              I had waved the flag, simply passing through systems. To go right up to a planet with a fleet ready for war was probably not the best bet. At least that's what I told my people. I didn't want to deal with another situation like I had on Daestramus.
              We had done laps through systems until we got to Quarst, the home of the Union and where Lady Fairgate had called her seat of power.
              “We're all clear,” Walf said a few hours of us being in the system. We weren't totally safe, but we would have days, to get ready for any attack, also Worshun was clear of any orbiting ships. Wrecked orbital stations still floated around the planet that looked nothing like the pictures shown in my PDF orientation when I had been recruited.
              We went straight towards the planet. I was in my room with Yasu beside me, lying down and watching some television on Mecha Assault three. Earth's gaming community had recoiled after the Free Fleet had descended, it was even more interactive, closer to a simulator now for powered armor and mechas than just a video game. 
My communicator beeped and Foshunti’s voice entered the room for a private talk, “Salchar, umm, I was wondering if I would be able to go down to Worshun.”
              “We've heard nothing from the planet, and all indicators say that there's possibly nothing left alive down there,” I said, Yasu poked me, giving me a look that said I better allow the man to see his planet.
              “I understand but I still want to try,” Foshunti said with realistic hope still in his voice.
              “I will clear you to land, though you will take a security detail in full load out,” I said.
              There was a pause before he answered.
              “Alright,” he did not sound pleased with it, but was understanding.
              “Good, see if you can't rouse something out of them, we have limited supplies right now, but there are wrecks in the area, we can drop them a few shuttles and pull those wrecks in, maybe kick-start some factories to get them started. Also point out that the traders are mostly empty, we can give them free seats as we have them,” I said, getting a smile from Yasu. I'll take that as a win, I thought.
              “I will pass it on, thank you commander,” Foshunti signed off as Yasu cuddled up closer to me. For a few minutes I forgot about the Syndicate, the Kalu and how everyone seemed to be gunning for me. Then it dropped back on my shoulders as I felt an inexplicable weight on my shoulders and feeling in my gut.
              
              ***
              
              It took Foshunti three days of conferences, private meetings and speeches before we were officially contacted by the governor of Worshun.
              A Dovark appeared on the screen, the scenery around her looking spartan and utilitarian.
              “I’m told that you are Commander Salchar of the Free Fleet,” she said, as if she was a woman used to quick answers, much like a trainee commander.
              “That I am, and you are?”
              “I am governor Elisati, I have been told that you offer us aid and your protective services if we submit to a payment to you,” she said.
              “That is correct.” No need to sugar coat it.
              “What are your terms?” She asked.
              “We open up a Free Fleet recruiting facility, through that anyone can apply to be in the Free Fleet, then we work out something to make you money, and take a percentage of that, approximately two to five percent depending on certain criteria. We will have reduced payments depending on your situation,” I said, looking to my screen and sending the relevant data.
              I frowned for a moment, “my relations team is better at handling this side of things.”
              “And you are better at handling war?” She asked.
              “Been pretty good at it so far,” I said, shrugging. She seemed to weigh me with her eyes before she nodded.
              “Very well I will talk with your people, I don't trust you, but Foshunti has gone through a lot, he has the trust of the people and myself. If I find that you are lying to me, then I will make the Kalu look like a fairy-tale,” she said.
              “And I will make Fairgate look like a godmother,” I said, anger seeping into my voice as I ground my teeth. I was not going to have someone threaten me on my own damned bridge. “You do not want to piss me off, or let me find out that you have gone against the laws set down by the Free Fleet,” my eyes boring into hers, anger alight in both our eyes. “We will talk soon,” I said, my voice cold as I cut the channel.
              “Rubs you the wrong way a bit?” Rick said.
              “A little,” I growled, the anger still making my limbs tight from the restraint I placed on myself.
              
              ***
              
              Captain Dosa Quorn looked at the ship that had entered the system, it was trying to be stealthy, but the sensor platforms that Min Hae had ordered placed around the system picked it up easily.
              “It's a Star Warrior,” Folla said.
              “Alright, get the crew back on board, we're following this thing wherever it goes,” Dosa said.
              It took an hour to gather his crew and make their leaving look routine.
              They took off on a route away from the Kalu Star Warrior and the sensor buoys that Avapor had floating around. They had a few people in the control centres for those buoys, but Dosa was wary to use them else they might be compromised.
              When they cleared the buoys, they altered their heading towards but not right on top of the Star Warrior.
              The Star Warrior seemed to get bored of Avapor, turning and jumping away.
              “Plot jump to the system they were headed to,” Dosa said. Helm found the systems within jumping range of the Star Warrior, and it's positioning. Not many people knew that someone could face any direction when using a wormhole to get to another system, as long as it was in range then a wormhole could get you there, you didn't need to be facing it.
              It took some time for Dosa's ship to get to the jump limit, charge their wormhole generators and go charging after the Star Warrior. The entire time Dosa and his crew felt the excitement and anxiety that came with hunting down a worthy enemy.
              They entered the new system, now within the area called 'the line'. The sensor shadow of the Star Warrior showed it crossing the system. Dosa didn't need to say anything as Helm followed them and started looking at systems in the direction the Star Warrior was going.
              Light was a fickle thing, there was the laser sensors that travelled at the speed of light, hitting whatever was around and getting an image back from the reflected lasers. Arrays were tightly packed lasers that were able to get a high resolution and refined image, these were what sensor operators used mostly.
              Now lasers weren't the only type of light that could show a ship to another ship, starlight and sunlight could too. So while Dosa was seeing a shadow of the Star Warrior it was that light striking the ship and reflecting into Dosa's ship sensors. Dosa had turned off his sensors so that the Star Warrior would have a harder time finding his ship, it would also take them twice the time as they were using sensors and not the sun as Dosa was.
              The one issue with sun and star shadows was that they disappeared sometimes, if Dosa's ship wasn't lined up with the Star Warrior's reflection then he could lose them.
              It was a few hours before the Kalu reached where they needed to jump, thankfully the shadows had been on Dosa's side and he'd been able to see its direction.
              Dosa's ship followed, getting past the jump limit and wormholing away.
              Nothing came up on shadows in the next system.
              “Full sensor sweep,” Dosa said, he and the fleet needed to know where the Star Warrior had gone.
              “It seems that they jumped immediately, I sense disturbances in background radiation. One of the sensor operators said.
              Dosa pulled down a star map on his screens. He had done astro-navigation while in Parnmal.
              He input the Star Warriors believed wormhole limit and traced it from the jump limit of the system he was in. Three systems were reachable, all of them within 'the line'.
              “We're headed back to the nearest relay, we need to get this higher. Helm you are cleared for successive wormholes, use the capacitors as we can. Start plotting a least-time route,” Dosa didn't relax after giving his orders, he knew what would happen as soon as Salchar had those possible co-ordinates, he would test the Kalu and see if they were like the demons that the PDF had fought.
              
              ***
              
              Foshunti had finally made an agreement between his people and the Free Fleet. The people had not been happy with the fact that the fleet now worked with convicted criminals, the very criminals that had attacked Worshun and led to the fall of the Union and PDF within its ranks. Though Foshunti had pressed that if they had not done so then Foshunti himself would be serving in Parnmal, mining an asteroid, and the fact that many had no other option.
              One person that was not happy about the Free Fleet was Foshunti's old teacher, Worshun's planetary governor, Elisati. Who now sat, looking at Foshunti, studying him.
              “What is it?” He asked after some time, bored with the looks that people gave him, the weighing the testing, it was the same looks he had been given throughout his childhood as he was trained to infiltrate the Syndicate.
              “You have changed, you are no longer focused and calm. You have become relaxed, lazy and slow..,” There was no emotion on her face as she leapt for him. Foshunti had seen the way her pulse elevated before she struck. He grabbed her arm and threw her to the ground, twisting her arm back and behind her as he used a knee to force her into the ground and elicit a surprised grunt.
              “All the better to hide my anger,” he said, those words coming out in harsh tones. Something dark lingered in his soul, aching to get free. He tightened his grip for a second before letting go and walking clear of her body.
              She stood, only wiping her face as a trickle of blood came from her snout.
              Elisati had been the one to train Foshunti and all of the candidates for the infiltration, she had gained the position of planetary governor to make the creatures of Worshun and the Union, abandon the planet above and make their living below. It had saved many lives, but people longed for freedom, even if imagined.
              “You do not have that fiery spark in you anymore,” she sat down, looking almost, concerned.
              “I have seen things and done things that not many would agree with. The Fleet has also shown me that action is the last resort, keeping a level head is the best way to understand whether that force is needed or not.” Unlike the force and killing I had to do so I could become Lady Fairgate's pet and retain my position as Captain Lord. Foshunti pushed his anger down keeping his thoughts to himself.
              “Like with Daestramus. They decimated the secret police force there, but left the people alive, even helped them,” she looked to Foshunti to fill in any blanks, or reveal a lie.
              “That is correct,” Foshunti said, not liking this meeting at all, he would much prefer to be fighting her, or back on his ship making sure it was running smoothly. “I have been asked every detail I know, and can say without breaking my promises and oath to the Free Fleet, all of it recorded by the debriefing team. I ask you refer to them and we get to the matter at hand.”
              Elisati looked as if she had many more questions, but they faded away as she recovered her seat and sat down.
              “To the business of our agreement with the Free Fleet. What can they offer us?” She asked.
              The question was simple and rudimentary, but Foshunti's anger flared again. He didn't try to hide it, everyone was looking for what they could get, not what they could do by working together. It was one thing that had made him look harshly upon other planets and systems.
              “They can offer you a connection to the growing planets that now litter what had been Union controlled space. Their merchant fleet can bring trade and the ability to get to the stations and rebuild them. They need a lot of work but our people can get to the stars again and become the traders we once were,” Foshunti saw the possibilities for his people, but still Elisati was unhappy.
              “Yes and they ask for a tithe of our merchant transactions and skilled workers and to provide security, they are nothing more than enforcers. We are giving them the power to ruin us,” she said.
              “They're giving us the power to get on our own two feet, they have a war to worry about, and our people will get free transport into the heart of civilized space, trained, paid and fed,” Foshunti's anger bled into his tone, making it clipped. “We both know that our people are biting at the bit to leave Worshun and find a life somewhere else. There is too much pain here for many of them. The possibility that they can use their skills in space, or as they were intended will drive them to the stars. The Free Fleet will have a recruitment office here no matter what you say, whether it be through the merchant fleet, or through the relays. People will be free to join the fleet,” he would be lying if he didn't admit he felt some satisfaction in those words.
              How much have I changed that I am fighting for the Free Fleet, instead of trying to steal everything from them? He looked to Elisati who was waging her own internal debate. Worshun sent me off to kill, steal and do whatever I needed to do in order to gain Lady Fairgate's trust. The Free Fleet gave me an option, serve them faithfully and they will always have my back. No one on Worshun could have my back, I only had Planner in the beginning. They never gave me a chance to be a kid, neither did the Syndicate give Salchar, Bregend, Cheerleader or any of the other people of the Free Fleet. We're more alike than many of my own people.
              “So you would tell me to throw my lot in with these Free Fleet that have done nothing for me, except bring my pupil back,” Elisati said.
              “This is not the time for arguing and making plans.” He advanced on her, his anger controlling him as his finger stabbed towards the ground to drive the point’s home. “It is time to act. Do you know why that fleet is on full alert? It's because we are going in search of the Kalu, they've returned,” Elisati stepped backwards almost unconsciously. She might have been the one to train him, but he had lived with a much harsher mistress than her. Now her eyes went wide as the revelation about the Kalu hit harder than his own blow a few minutes ago.
              He could see her mind working, he pulled out his data pad, queuing a video and putting it in front of her. It was the recording he'd gotten from Lady Fairgate herself, stored with instructions to search out Rosho station.
              She stared at it for a few minutes, replaying it, pausing it and checking it.
              He could see his old teacher's mind working as she took in this new information.
              She produced a data pad of her own.
              “These are my amendments,” she said, handing it to Foshunti, there was a reduced taxing on goods, but increased output in raw materials once the miners and stations were back online.
              Foshunti copied it to his pad and sent it to Planner who would send it to Resilient and then the planetary relations team and Salchar for confirmation.
              Elisati's eyes were distant, she had been in the Union-Kalu wars. She knew how terrible they could be.
              “Was there infighting between the Kalu?” She asked, her eyes sharp.
              “No, all of them seemed to be working together to attack Lifendi and his ships,” Foshunti said, his own voice low with the tone of one that didn't want to say what he had to.
              “Then I pray that your Commander Salchar is everything that you and his people say he is. The might of the Union couldn't defeat them totally while they were divided, if they are now united,” she looked into Foshunti's eyes with the look of a leader, not the trainer, or one trying to barter the best deal. “Then I fear for every sentient,” Elisati's eyes bored into Foshunti's. His data pad beeped with an incoming message. He looked to it, that tone only came from one person.
              Salchar himself had agreed to the terms set forth by Worshun's senate and planetary governor.
              “He is something to be seen,” Foshunti said, thinking of the recordings from the battles Salchar and the Free Fleet had been involved in. “I am needed back with my ship and with my people, the Free Fleet will be undoubtedly moving on to the line in hopes of finding the Kalu,” he said.
              She stood raising her palm, he rose the back of his.
              “You did well Foshunti, better than any of us thought, I will trust you to see us through this war. When it is over I hope that you come back to be our military leader,” she said, solemnly, the position of military leader was one of the most honourable. It was usually that person that overlooked the military matters of the PDF in the times of the Union.
              “I thank you, but I have already found my place. The Free Fleet is my home now, I think the time of the Union and the PDF is over. I do not know what is next, but the Free Fleet will probably have a large part in it. First we must defeat the Kalu,” he said. The possibilities, the hopes he had predicated on the winning of a war against a still largely unknown enemy.
              
              ***
              
              Bregend got out of his drone pit, another taking his place. He rubbed his neck, his eyes screaming as he blinked. Crap looks like I forgot to blink again, he thought rubbing his eyes and holding them closed in hopes of reversing their dried state.
              Kurft jumped and ran through the halls, Bregend still blinking as his Commando Commander ran at him. That is a mouthful.
              “We have a message for Salchar from Min Hae's people, it looks like they've cut down the possible systems of the Kalu to just three.”
              “Right,” Bregend heard himself say as he activated a channel to Kyle.
              “Get the fastest moving ship we have and send it with the information we have to Salchar. I want a check on the relays, all Free Fleet ships and personnel should be on high alert. Salchar looks to be going to war, we need to be ready for whatever the outcome is,” Bregend said, remembering the plans that Salchar had given him and every Captain and Commander in the Free Fleet. 
They needed to know if the Kalu tactics or ships had changed. There was only one way to know for certain and Salchar wasn't going to make any other Commander shoulder that responsibility.
              “Yes Commander,” Kyle's voice was hard as he cut the channel, probably working a dozen different channels.
              Kurft gave Bregend a wake up capsule. Bregend nodded his thanks, putting it in the holder on his arm, he activated it as the holder sealed. New energy flooded his body. He was in charge of the defence of this system and the building of the ships within it. He would make damned sure that anyone coming into his system would pay dearly for it.
              “Mills I need a report on all incoming traffic and our allotted freighters. I also want the engineers to look at recovering a few of those troop transports and the converted super-freighter,” said Bregend, cutting the channel. Mills would have it sorted shortly, Bregend had trust in his people.
              The Freighter and troop transports were massive, easily five times the size of the Cruiser converts the merchant fleet was using.
              If it came down to ground combat, the transport would be key. The super freighter was an effort by the Union to bolster their numbers when they didn't have the actually war-hulls. It had decent weaponry and shields on it, but Bregend wanted it for its ability to move huge shipments of necessary parts from the corridor factories to his system. Plus with those weapon systems it could look after itself, taking less Free Fleet protection from Parnmal to him.
              He sent messages to Monk in Parnmal. He was the second line of defence between the Free Fleet protected planets and the Kalu, except for Worshun. Salchar's plans for if he went into combat with the Kalu would now be activated.
              Bregend took a breath, now the Free Fleet would fight a war on multiple fronts. He steeled himself, seeing the people around him moving with purpose. With that he walked to his bridge.
              
              ***
              
              News spread through Free Fleet protected and traded space in a matter of days.  The Kalu had been sighted and Salchar was going to give them battle.
              Training moved from facilities on Mars, Hachiro, AIH, and Parnmal to ships. Trainees flooded Free Fleet centres across known space, freighters were dispatched by systems for the sole purpose of getting a FTL relay setup, they wanted to know what was happening the minute it did.
              Cheerleader was the highest in command after Rick and Bok Soo, both of which were in Salchar's fleet. After Cheerleader, Monk and Whorst would take the mantel as Commander of the Free Fleet.
              Freighters moved personnel and resources. Warships moved military spec technology, weapons, capacitors, new shields all of it was shifted to fill the needs of the fleet. There was no fixing civilian ships anymore. That traffic went to the Kuruvian docks, which with the upgrades and information that the Free Fleet was being paid a retainer for, meant that they needed a fifth of their engineers.  All of that was now under Cheerleader's command as she and the people in the room had to deal with getting as many ships online and crewed to deal with whatever happened with Salchar's fleet.
              It's not like we haven't been doing that from day one, she thought keeping her emotions off of her face. The Fleet was growing with every day, but there was still too many hulls and not enough people, even with the AI's making systems to enhance personnel's abilities.
              Felix came online, rounding out the conference room. Silly, Monk, Whorst, Cheerleader, Tik, Tak and Ursht were already present. Hopefully some of them could help to advance their already accelerated progress even more.
              “Alright Felix what have you and your lot been up to?” Cheerleader asked.
              “We've got the split missiles sorted out and changed them to dual function, they can explode, or channel that explosive power into a fusion-pumped laser. Plus well, I've been watching some movies and I came up with a modification for the powered armor. I've come to call this the Heavily Armed Powered Armor, or HAPA.”
              An image came on the screen. It was a pure exoskeleton, no armor and no extra features, except for two massive rail-cannons. Someone in powered armor would be able to climb into this contraption, feed it power and use its damned incredible weaponry.
              “It is slower, but it adds its strength to the powered armor and in massive firepower. If someone can reload it then it can act as a bulwark. It could also be function in an anti-fighter capacity,” Felix said as everyone looked at the pictures.
              “Did you build one?” Cheerleader asked.
              “But of course,” Felix grinned as he was replaced by a video. Someone was standing on what looked like a deck. They climbed into the exoskeleton backwards, it lifted them up about a foot as they pulled the harness down over their chest and grabbed the two free-floating grips with simple switches. They secured their feet into the holds. A panel attached itself to the powered armor's upper back, where the user's neck would be.
              “It's syncing to the user's nerve ports,” Felix said, Cheerleader unconsciously touched the ports on the back of her neck.
              The person adjusted to the massive body around them rather quickly.
              The user moved the HAPA to the end of the deck, pointing at an asteroid brought into range for the demonstration.
              The user grabbed the two joy-stick looking contraptions that rested beside them. The joysticks came free, the cannons activated and followed the joysticks movements. They had a simple frame that connected them to brackets above the user's shoulders.
              The users moved the joysticks, the cannons moving with them without any sense of lag. They showed an impressive range of motion.
              Finally they reached the end of the deck, the electronic belt system turned on, and rounds began feeding from the ammunition storage on the HAPA's back into the dual cannons.
              The user squeezed the trigger on the joystick. The massive cannons spat rounds at an impressive rate, the HAPA's recoil system kept them on target as rounds tore into the asteroid. Cheerleader whistled in appreciation. The user changed from normal rounds to penetrators, to fletchette rounds with a flick of the joystick's control switches.
              The video stopped and Felix returned.
              “Alright, we'd best get to work making at least a brigade's worth of those. I also want the plans for the new missiles put out to the factories so we can start stockpiling those,” Cheerleader said.
              “I was also looking at the old Kalu tactics, and thought of a way to replicate their method of speeding up, slowing down and turning themselves,” Felix said, a grin on his face.
              “With their explosions?” Ursht asked.
              “Exactly, we do the same thing, but with better bombs and protection for our people. We already have the armor, all we need is some protective paint my people are working on, add in a delivery system and we're done,” Felix said.
              “So we will use bombs to push our ships to level the battlefield?” Whorst asked, not sounding quite happy or understanding of the idea.
              “Exactly, the Kalu do it without concern, they're rather fragile while they are accelerating with the bombs, their entire structure is under tremendous stress and they really do much to prevent it. They have lots of forward thrust, but didn’t put much into their maneuvering. Makes it easier to disrupt their paths, and brake apart their formations. We can displace the strain on the structure, meaning we can turn more easily, and continuing to use tools with our implants and nerve ports,” Felix said, rather pleased with himself.
              “Add it to the list of upgrades and get them started,” Cheerleader said, about to go on but Felix's kid-in-a-candy-store smile was not going away. She gave him a pointed look as another diagram appeared, this of a ship.
              “This is the Jump fighter, it is the fastest ship in the known galaxy, it has three capacitor banks, one medium class fusion power plant, bomb acceleration and not just acceleration couches, but acceleration gel.
              “We tried using land based creatures to pilot it, but it seems water dwellers can use it much more effectively. Anyway, this puppy can jump, and speed its way across known space. It can act as a scout and a messenger to the rest of known space. With the relays coming on slowly, these could be incredibly useful. They could also travel through Kalu space since they are faster than the Kalu's Star Warriors, by miles.”
              “Does it have any weapons?” Silly asked.
              “Missiles, and a rail-cannon. The cannon takes away from the overall power of the ship, making it slower. It is also heavily armored due to the bomb-assisted acceleration, but once it is penetrated then using bombs is out of the question, they would rip it apart,” Felix said.
              “Quite interesting,” Tak said, looking over the elongated icosahedron, the multiple sides had bomb delivery systems to push the ship in every direction. Missiles were actually stored inside the ship, the sides opening and rotating to shoot in all dimensions and angles. The Rail-cannon ran the length of the ship, there was room for two people, but in normal circumstances one pilot would control the ship themselves. Power systems and capacitors encircled the pilot and the vat of jelly that made sure the pilot wasn’t turned into mush with the fighters massive acceleration.
              Cheerleader re-read the last part of the report a few times before shaking her head. Felix was doing all he could to bring the fleet things that weren't just ideas but had been tested and were ready to be built.
              “Are the capacitors able to fire the cannon?” Monk asked.
              “Yes, and when I say rail-cannon, I mean if allowed to charge twelve seconds, the round is changed into plasma upon leaving the barrel,” Felix said, looking quite pleased.
              “I suggest that we have a number for messenger and scouting missions, as well as enough for a few wings. Can they be made by the small ship building factories?” Monk asked again.
              “Yes they can be, we have a number of them here, so using someone at their discretion to pick up the supplies we have might be advantageous. I would suggest twelve freighters or something of comparable size. We've kept our factories going full blast since we've been tinkering, our yard is coming along as well as our station,” Felix said, sending a full report to everyone.
              “Couldn't have sent that at the start could you?” Cheerleader asked, Felix just kept smiling happily.
              
              ***
              
              Shuttles were checking out the massive stations that lay around Worshun, shuttling up people from the surface and putting them to work within their stations, or at least sections of it active. The people of Worshun had not let their skills degrade, even when hiding under the crust of their planet they had kept training up. Everyone knew at least some kind of transferrable skill, and the basics for operating in space.
              It sped up the process by magnitudes as techs flooded the stations, checking all the systems that allowed creatures to survive in space, as fleet worker drones patched the massive damage done to the exterior.
              A few of the power plants were still in working order, within the first week a park was opened, gardeners moved to bring in plants to supply food and the necessary mix of chemicals for a breathable atmosphere. It was one of the few times I was thankful for the forced acclimatization to worse climates and air. The Syndicate's training had been brutal, but it made everyone capable of breathing in conditions that would kill most humans, and of course they could take one hell of a pounding physically.
              I was watching the station through one of Resilient's observation bubbles. Since coming to the Quarst system I had been busy with a variety of pressing matters. Most people wanted to know if we were going to bring the Union back, or if we would make a new system. I thought that most of them were day-dreaming. We were still embroiled in a war with the Syndicate and looked to be starting another on the other side of known space with the Kalu.
              An alert sounded for an incoming vessel.
              I turned, running to the Bridge. Shreesht who was with me followed, the familiar feel of his powered armor thumping behind me, with the quiet whine of servos and hydraulic parts.
              Isn't it odd the things that we get used too?
              An elevator override got me to the bridge in minutes.
              “It looks to be one of ours, we've still got a few minutes before we get confirmation,” Rick said, having beaten me there, from the stains on his battle suit it looked like he had literally dropped what he was eating when the alert went off.
              “Very well. Bring us to yellow, full check on all systems,” I said, taking my seat, my hands falling on my screens. Others had gone with holographic spheres that would cover their upper torso and give them more control. I had stayed with the screens as they were reliable and physical, plus moving holograms that fast made me nauseous.
              “Ben, Milra, get the fleet turned and facing the incoming ships,” I said, sifting through information on my screens.
              Resilient's engines rumbled to life as we pushed out of Worshun's orbit, coming around the planet to face the oncoming ship.
              “How long until shuttles are aboard,” I asked.
              “Fifteen minutes,” In Sook said as I watched batteries come online and weapons were cleared and readied, their turrets raising and their cannons extending to their full lengths.
              I knew the gunners would be looking at their myriad of screens which showed them the space that their guns were looking at, all of it moving with the flick of their free-floating trigger mechanism. With Resilient's processing power our gunners were able to operate four guns at once, the gun crews rushing from one to the other, keeping them operational.
              “We have incoming transmission,” Vort said, putting it on screen. It was from Bregend.
              “One of the Intelligence department's ships followed a Star Warrior to these co-ordinates,” He said, a map appearing on the screen, highlighting a system. “The Kalu were believed to have gone to one of these three systems.” The systems were highlighted in a different color from the system they were last seen in.
              “The Free Fleet has moved into a defensive posture, the most current information is attached to this communication,” Bregend re-appeared.
              “See you all later, no matter where our path's cross,” he said straightening before touching his two raised fingers to his temple.
              The transmission ended.
              “Prepare the Fleet to move, we're going after the Kalu. We'll leave some shuttles here, the merchants are also released from our charge. They are under their own command. Rick, compile any information you deem necessary and send it off to the corvette. Bring us to green,” I said.
              It's about time we met these Kalu, I thought. A feeling of dread filled my stomach, I knew I would lose people in the upcoming engagement. Yet I needed to know what the Kalu were capable of, numbers, anything. I was blind and hopefully this would shed some light on the whole situation.
              
              Chapter The search ends, a battle starts.
              
              Emergence had gone through smoothly, we launched another barrage of sensor missiles and coasted. We had cleared most of the system on sensors when the missiles started painting a different picture.
              It was the second system that Min Hae's undercover ship had plotted as a possible destination for the Kalu Star Warrior.
              It was called Heija, it had one habitable planet which had been removed of life since the beginning of the Union-Kalu war. It had been a farm planet like Chaleel with its rich soil, intersecting rivers, and nearly constant temperature. The soil had become irradiated, rivers had been backed up and flooded other areas, and the water had disappeared. The temperature was higher and led to great thunderstorms and hot muggy temperatures, like that experienced in a jungle, but across the planet.
              “Battle stations,” I said simply as power plants upped their power output, shields rose in density and Resilient came alive with singular purpose. That was to go kick the dots which seemed to grow in number, the missiles got feedback from hundreds of Star Warriors, yet there were still blind spots. The Kaluian stealth tech was excellent, and there was so many of them that only close in missiles would get a certain number.
              “Corvette's and Destroyers report readiness, Battle Cruisers ready, Dreadnoughts online. Battle-Carriers and pilots are ready, same for Talhalla,” Rick said, keeping a running commentary going.
              I wondered, not for the first time, if leaving War-station behind had been a smart move. I’d ordered Commander Whorst to take War-Station to Inkal, the system where Bregend was working to refit and rebuild the fleet of ships there.
              I checked my powered armor over.
              “Alright, ladies gents and creatures of every damned sex, let's go and kick the proverbial hornets’ nest. Ben, plot us a course along the end of their formation. Marleen, I want those guns ready, we don't have enough missiles to keep up complete coverage for that long,” I said.
              “Course locked in,” Ben said as I finished.
              “Milra, take us in, Krat keep those shields ready to supercharge and Walf when you need it, you'll get missile launches,” I turned to Rick.
              “They're prepped and ready,” he said, his face unreadable.
              “Once again into the dark.”
              “At least this time we aren't being pulled there in boxes,” he said.
              I snorted, thinking about how this mess had all started as I flew through different screens. Everything was as ready as it was going to get. Now we just had to wait three hours to cross the edge of the Kalu grouping.
              
              ***
              
              Edvasho pawed the ground, his armored claws digging into the surface.
              “They look to be advancing on us,” a seer said.
              “Let them, we will wait and then crush them, no matter their useless missiles,” Edvasho said, Ashota's time had run out, the time for learning their enemy was gone, now they and the enemy would teach one another lessons with their star-warriors.
              Edvasho opened a message channel to his warriors.
              “Today, the second teaching war begins! We will carve our names into these creature's corpses and descend on their planets to their wails of mercy. We will stain their worlds with their blood, we will enter a new age with our victory, expanding our clan's claims and remind these pitiful things, why they tremble at the name Kalu,” he said viciously. Closing the channel as he heard the thumps and bangs of war-ready Kalu. Edvasho smacked a support beam with his head, his armor taking the blow as he let the thump of his paws on the ground add to those of his fellow Kaluian warriors.
              
              ***
              I was debating taking a wake up when Walf spoke up.
              “We have anomalous readings coming from the Kalu star-warriors,” he said.
              “They're using their drives and nuclear explosives to go faster,” Resilient said.
              Just as they did in the Kalu-Union war.
              Sure enough sensors registered explosions seconds later. The Kalu picked up speed in a hurry, all of them steaming right for my fleet.
              “The hell are those?” I asked, looking at a type of ship that had not been in the Kalu formations when they had attacked the Union.
              “Those, are called Star-destroyer's. They're the Kaluian equivalent of carriers,” Resilient said, something very like dread in her voice.
              “Have you ever fought them?” I asked.
              “No, but a ship from the AI league ran into them three years ago. I didn't realize until I ran it through my sensors and checked it against the League's database.”
              I nodded, injecting the wake-up.
              Seems the stakes just went up.
              “Well it looks to be about time,” Rick said.
              “Time to make them regret ever trying to restart this war,” I said darkly, opening and closing my armored hand, the one I had melted off with a damned plasma cannon.
              The timer rolled down.
              “As soon as we're in range, start calling out missile barrages,” I said.
              “Yes sir,” Marleen said, looking to me briefly before she started checking her own systems.
              I looked back to the main screen.
              “Incoming,” Walf said, and he wasn't wrong. It was raining missiles. The Kalu weren't firing in volleys, but all of them firing on their own timing, making it a continuous stream of nuclear powered warheads coming right for me and mine.
              It would be some time before they reached us.
              “Ovaloid formation, rotating,” I said, Ben getting to work on the co-ordination as Milra shifted Resilient.
              We would go in ovaloid formation, all of the ships rotating around like a rolling pin on a counter-top. This would spread the damage over our ships, give them time to charge and give them a good amount of exposure.
              Ship commanders would have to decide how they rotated their gun crews, if they used their heavily armored bellies or for most of them, their larger more powerfully armed spines.
              “Vort, connect me with the fleet.”
              “You’re on Commander.”
              “Again I asked you all to follow me into the hell we call battle and again you answered the call. I salute you all and give you my thanks,” I looked directly into the visual feed.
              “Gunners load those guns, engineers keep us running, and let’s show them why you don’t fuck with the Free Fleet!” My voice rose to a roar, hungry yells joined in.
              “Shields supercharge. Combined split ship reports between me and Rick. Tactical I know your habit to be on the gunner deck, please choose your station,” I looked to my screens, checking the fleet again as I issued my orders.
              “Thank you Commander, I’ll be down below,” Marleen said.
              Marleen and Rick shared a look.
              “Well are you going to kiss or just stare at one another?” I said as it continued for a moment.
              Both of them blushed before Marleen jogged over to him quickly giving him a peck before jogging out her cheeks bright red.
              My face hardened, the moment of levity gone as I looked up to the main screen.
              The fleet had transformed from a three dimensional square to a large triangle which consisted of the heaviest warships and two smaller triangles connected to either base tip of the larger triangle. It reminded me of the symbol for a very old video game in which a usually green robed traveller went off in search of a princess that seemed to be constantly stolen.
              Time seemed to pass quickly for once.
              “In range within two minutes,” Walf said.
              “Alright Ricky, once more into the unknown,” I said, turning to him.
              “It’s going to be a rough one,” his face cold like steel.
              “When isn’t it?” I said my own voice harsh but resolute, their was no going back now.
              “In range!” Walf yelled, cutting off any other conversation.
              “Fire,” I said, my voice cold. Waiting meant killing less of them. A first battery was used to pound at a creature's morale. The Kalu had bloodlust, morale was a far consideration to them.
              Resilient bucked as all of her guns fired from both batteries on port and starboard laser and rail gun cannons unleashing their massive payloads. PRC's along her spine added their heavier firepower. Other ships fired as soon as they came into range, our formation was stacked and staggered so that every ship had clear lines of fire.
              “They’re firing, lasers,” Marleen's second in command, Prev said, confirming that the Kalu's armament hadn't changed.
              There weren't many lasers, and most of the Kalu didn't have the best aim thankfully. Still tens of hits smashed into Resilient and the other ships almost as fast as the Kalu fired.
              “Second tier within firing envelope,” Walf said suddenly.
              “Shields have reached supercharge! At one hundred and fifty seven percent,” Krat said, pride in his people clear.
              “Good work shields keep it up!” Seems they’d been able to get even more out of the super-charge than they thought.
              And we're damned well going to need it, I thought. My eyes focused on the cloud of incoming missiles. We had damned good PDS, but there were thousands of small missiles out there. Missiles tore into our shields, their combined power making Resilient shake like a dog trying to dry itself off.
              “Shields dropping to one twenty and falling,” Krat's voice was calm and steady.
              Rick opened a channel. “Seems we’re the main target.”
              “Good we can take it more,” I added In Sook who ran combined arms and made sure my orders were passed on to the rest of the fleet while Rick was collecting information for me, and sending it to the channel. “Remind the captains to have their ships focus on the smaller ships specifically thrusters and jump drives.”
              In Sook simply clicked off getting to work. I nodded to myself, in the middle of battle there was no time for sirs, and yessing, people had to do what needed to be done or people would die.
              “Prev, why are only two-thirds of the cannons active?” I asked.
              “We don’t have enough gunners for the gun deck Commander,” Prev said.
              Well so much for crossing all the T's and dotting all the I's!
              “Vort, tell Carisckle to have his Commandos familiar with the gun deck to help out,” I said, standing.
              “The hell do you think you're going?” Rick asked in alarmed tones.
              “To help our gunners out. I have three gun-trained commandos right here,” I said.
              Rick gave a terse nod.
              “Taking command,” he said.
              “You lot with me,” I said pointing to my protection detail. Resilient shook as more missiles smashed into her shields.
              I paused, making sure I didn't fall with the hits as I made my way to the bridge's blast doors.
              “I’m in a rather cranky mood and bowing some holes in a Kalu ship sounds like a brilliant idea!”
              “Seventy percent shields,” Krat said.
              I didn't need to see the main screen to envision the hell that was being waged outside the Dreadnought's hull.
              Unseen lasers hammered shields across the fleet, missiles flared into star-brilliance along a funnel like path. Some of those missiles were exploding from hitting one another. The Kalu had no such thing as fire control, overwhelming the enemy with firepower, no matter if that firepower took out one another was fine to them.
              Hell they have enough damned missiles and ships that losing a few tens of thousands would be fine. I stopped myself for grating my teeth, or letting my anger at how walking right into this whole damned mess was blowing up in my face.
              I walked over to Rick leaning down so no one else could hear us talk.
              “We have to do the most damage in our first run and get the hell out of here,” I said. Our ships are going to barely get through the first damned run. Rick nodded in understanding, he didn't need me to say the words out loud.
              We were pretty much going for a Hail Mary.
              “Yes. Commander,” his tone making it clear he knew what he had to do.
              “Good man,” I slapped his shoulder as I ran out of the bridge my minders in tow Krom and Shreesht sharing happy glances as we made our way to the gun deck.
              “Have you got three guns free and twelve loaders?” I yelled as I got onto the gun deck.
              “Indeed Commander Salchar!” Chief Brusk said an angry welt on his upper arm, white foam covering the burn as he hauled two massive replacement rails on his shoulder.
              “You twelve are loaders!” He said, pointing to a group of commandos that were also jogging into the gunnery deck.
              They were veterans and moved to join with me and mine as we went to work with the rail guns. People sorted out who was the better shot, who knew the most about fixing the damned turrets and we got to work.
              I sat in the gunner’s seat, a harness latched onto me, it would push me out of the way if the gun was about to explode. At least in practice it would.
              I wasn't thinking about that as I ran through start-ups and linked to the four other guns connected to the one in my control.
              Damn it is good to have an AI on our side!
              I turned my view finder to the upcoming carats that was the syndicate ships.
              I pulled the cocking handle on the gun the only manual part of the machine in case it jammed as a round the size of my forearm was loaded.
              “Damn that does feel good,” I said winking at my loaders before stroking the cannon's triggers.
              I saw hell outside that view screen. Missiles were ripped apart by PDS. Shields flared with impacts.
              Kalu ships were torn apart with incoming rounds, Felix's rounds did him proud, they smashed through the Kalu armor, exploding and leaving the ship's in shreds.
              There were two types of ships, the Star-warriors from the Kalu-Union wars and the Star-Destroyers.
              It works.
              The larger Planetary Rail Cannons shook the spine of Resilient as they fired their massive rounds at the destroyers. They didn't stand a chance without shields. Holes appeared in their hulls as they seemed to leak fighters.
              “Fucking bastards,” I said through clenched teeth.
              “Target those fucking bays!” Chief Brusk barked before I could say the same thing.
              “Rick, get those fucking Star-Destroyers,” I said. Thankfully Resilient heard me and opened up a channel to him. A green light in my HUD was all the acknowledgement I needed.
              The deck shuddered as my ears rang with the cacophony of massive rail guns and lasers firing.
              The carats lined up with my rail gun as I fired my seat shuddering while I flipped the automatic firing switch. The computer compensated for the ships massive velocities staying on target as I zoomed in guiding my carat to engines, then onto the next ship trying to guide the gun onto something important, then the next target and the next. I hammered away plans and ideas, nothing was in my mind as I chose one target, found a weakness, moved to another repeated, again and again.
              The Kalu's bomb-pumped acceleration was insane. It was a weakness if we could hit the armor they used to deflect the explosive force. Yet there were so damned many of them, all closing in on us that it was a mess. Ships were already over taking us. There was no more rolling the ship in an attempt to spread the damage. Ships that were now past us, turned to fire their bow armaments again, and were using their bombs to brake and try to come at us again.
              
              ***
              
              “The Destroyer Japans revenge is rolling. She’s lost a gunnery section and her shields are down. The battle cruiser Kalied is also rolling,” In Sook called out as ships rolled in the main formation as Rick watched the progress through the Kalu ships.
              “Sir requesting permission to use the capacitors to charge shield,” Krat said, a note of panic entering his voice.
              “Do it!” Rick said, not faulting Krat for that panic, he was confused as to how his own voice was calm.
              Shields surged, using the power from Resilient's jump capacitors.
              “Have the destroyers roll in opposites to keep constant pressure up. They’re getting a pounding, have the corvettes and cruisers roll independently. All Commandos are to prepare to repel boarders, general alert,” Salchar said, in Rick's ear.
              Rick passed the commands on as he looked at the battered formation of ships. The Kalu just kept coming, it seemed as if they had unending reserves. Thousands bared down on the Fleet, soaking up tens if not hundreds of losses.
              “AI's?” Rick asked.
              “Yes,” Salchar paused for a second. 
“Resilient, you and the other AI's are cleared to take over control,” Rick said, forcing his anxiety away.
              “Commander,” she said by way of acknowledgment.
              “I can't use my gun!” Rick could hear over Salchar's channel as one of the gunners yelled in panic.
              “Resilient's in full command now. She's going to need coil change outs and stoppages cleared still!” Salchar barked, closing his channel.
              “Vort, pass on that the AI's are in command of their ships, the crews are to help them out in anyway,” Rick said.
              “Uhh, yes commander,” he said, passing on that information.
              “Fuck me,” Prev said in unrestrained awe.
              The ship's the AI's were housed in erupted in fire, each round was accurate as they rolled, twisted and turned, missiles fired out in waves.
              Resilient and the others were co-ordinating with the other ships. Space was alight with the fiery fury of AI's bent to one purpose, to destroy Kalu.
              
              ***
              
              “Jam!” Someone yelled as a rail cannon pulled inwards as a round had become lodged in its runners.
              I was the closest to the gun. I jumped up, using my powered armor to brace myself and drive a foot down on the cocking handle. The messed up rounds dropped out.
              I fell down as a gunner was looking to get the belt that fed the rail gun back into position.
              “I've got this Salchar.”
              “Good work,” I barked as I looked for the next gun that needed some powered armor to solve their issues.
              I had seen simulations of battles on the gun deck before. Yet there was no simulating the cries as hot rounds, gasses, and coolant found a creature. Guns barked like the hammers of some impossibly massive factory.
              Everyone was covered in grease and grime. Blackened creatures toiled to get their guns working. Hammering at their equipment to get it back in operation again.
              Guns blew out taking people with them.
              These guns were made to take a beating, and the gunners knew just the tricks to get them back into action.
              Alerts pinged on my visor as I ran to the next gun, grabbing coils so hot it seemed to melt my gauntlets.
              Like the goddamn plasma cannon all over again. I heaved the coil out, reaching to grab the other one when while a gun crew was slapping in new coils.
              “Come on you bastards! Are you ready to let Chief Zor and his lot beat you?!” Brusk barked, chewing on gum angrily as he kicked a gun into action, clearing it. In all of this I could see the grim look of pride on his face. He wasn't some sadist that loved the death and destruction around him. No he was living as part of the gunners and loaders. They worked together, pumping out as much might from their machines as possible, doing their damndest to make them pay in full when they were hit.
              His people were the damned best in the fleet and he was proud to be among them.
              “No Chief!” His people barked back as one.
              “Well you aren't going to get it done at this pace!” He barked, a new fire filling his crew. We might be riding a war chariot into certain death, but I wouldn't be surprised if the competitive ways of my gun crews was on their mind instead of dying.
              “Dying is for the slow and lazy! Cycle those guns, clear those actions and replace those coils! We will give Resilient everything we've got and more!” Chief Brusk yelled.
              “Cause we're gunners!” Someone yelled.
              “Cause you're what?” Brusk barked.
              “Cause we're gunners!” More yelled.
              “Why are you gunners?” Brusk said, slamming an ammunition belt into the gun I was pulling overheated coils from.
              “To be the best, to line the shot, and shoot the bastards!”
              “What is your calling?” Brusk barked, I was surprised he could keep the volume up over the rounds falling on deck, with the noises of guns firing and tens of crews getting guns functional faster than any professional racing team could change a tire. One should never underestimate a Chief's ability to yell.
              “To be gunners, to serve the fleet and to write our names on their hulls!”
              “With what?” Brusk demanded.
              “Our rounds!” Brusk joined in his people, a vicious smile on his face.
              The noise of the yelling died down as the chant of the Avarians, the Commandos and the warriors of the Free Fleet could be heard, no felt through out the Resilient.
              I chanted the words as I went from gun to gun, using my mecha's strength and armor to do the heavy jobs, or pull coils. My legs hammering away with the beat.
              “Give us war;
                            Give use death,
                            And know despair.
                            We are Avarians.
                            We are shadows,
                            Blades, and claws.
                            Hear our chant.
                            We are war;
                            We are death;
                            We are despair.
                            We serve battle,
                            Masters lead us
                            Not to victory,
                            But to death.
              “Battle Master,
                            Battle Commander.
                            Salchar,
                            Salchar,” they paused.
                            “We serve the Free Fleet. Commandos!” Commandos roared their namesake, no matter their race.
              Come on you Kalu bastards, my Commandos have a few things to say to you, claw to plasmid, I thought hungrily.
              “The Kalu are getting through the fire, most shields are gone. Resilient is spotting,” Rick said into my ear.
              “What are they doing?” I asked.
              “Same thing they did in the Union war, they're moving to board us,” Rick said through gritted teeth. I could sense his fear, but also pride which was not unlike the kind Brusk and myself felt to be next to the creatures of the Fleet.
              The Kalu might have fought the Union, but they had never fought the Free Fleet. I hoped that we were able to rock the Kalu back on their paws.  The Union hadn't been good at fighting them hand to hand, but the Commandos had been training to do that very thing since the birth of their creation. Hopefully it would give us an edge.
              “Chief I'm going to help the Commandos,” I said, pulling my plasmid sword out.
              “Good luck Commander,” Brusk said as we shared a look before I left. We both understood one another perfectly in that moment, two warriors doing their damnedest to do their jobs to the best of their abilities.
              We were riding the dragon of war, and we knew our duty.
              
              ***
              
              Bok Soo looked over the reports across all of the Free Fleet's ships, his Commandos were ready for the oncoming Kalu.
              “Alright Commandos, you know what to do, let’s be sure to give our guests a warm welcome as they embrace the dark,” his tone anything but warm. “See to your people, listen to your Commanders and I will see you afterwards, for we all ride the rays of light,” he cut the channel as the first ships were boarded. One of them being his own Talhalla.
              “We have breaches in sectors one four and three seven,” Foshunti himself said. Bok Soo greened up, Commandos were already reacting without orders.
              The Kalu Star Warriors breached ships by peeling back their frontal armor, underneath the entire front of the ship was a breaching air-lock. It attached to its designated ship, blew its cutting charges, equalized the air pressure difference and Kalu warriors rushed from their ship onto their prey’s.
              Protective defence Systems changed targets as missiles destroyed themselves. The Kalu wouldn’t risk destroying an attached Star Warrior.
              The systems changed to penetrators instead of scatter shot and fired into the Star Warriors. It took some time but they got through the armor and ripped up the Kalu inside. Star Warriors raked the Free Fleet ships, clearing off PDS systems as they came in, slamming into Free Fleet ships and breaching them.
              Each Star Warrior held a hundred Kalu which charged into the ships as fast as their airlocks cycled.
              Bok Soo reacted to every incoming Star Warrior, dispensing units to fight off the flood of Kalu.
              Talhalla rotated constantly to throw off more as the fighters that called it home fired into the star-warriors. Bok Soo glanced at the sensor readout of the area around Talhalla, a hungry look passing over his face, Rav might be a veteran of fighter tactics and co-ordination, but Heston had learned everything he knew from video games, simulators and real battles. His people were unconventional, working in twos instead of massive formations used by the Union.
              They were faster, more understanding of their fellow fighters and that made them deadly. Other units skirted the battle, darting in when a unit got swarmed by Star Warriors or when there was a prime target.
              Another breach was announced in Bok Soo's area.
              “Move it!” He said, giving a marker to his people as he checked his lever-action shotguns.
              Avarians led with their beader cannons. Damned organic tanks, he thought with pride as he and the rest of his commandos, from the tens of races across known space, some with names that Bok Soo couldn't even pronounce, worked as a single unit.
              The beaders barked with Avarians covering their fellow Commandos as they flowed past them and engaged the Kalu for the first time.
              The Kalu looked like big ass Panthers in their armor. They moved fast enough. One jumped over the cover Bok Soo had found, he shot blindly, raking its under-belly. It turned, more pissed off than hurt, even with plasma turning its black armor to smoke.
              It charged as Bok Soo snarled, he wasn't about to let some damned cat beat him.
              He released his left shotgun, no time to flip it and crank the lever, grabbing the cat’s neck he turned his shotgun into the creature's armored jaw as he pulled the trigger and slammed the lever back and forth firing again, claw marks were etched into his armor and silver rivulets of fresh metal marked the last throes of the Kalu.
              Bok Soo retrieved his shotgun, cocking both.
              “Well come on Commandos! We aren't on damned leave move through the walls!” He bellowed, Ersvlt would have his skin, but the Commando's tactic was damned effective.
              Another Kalu was charging. Bok Soo fired his dual shotguns, hitting the creature in the face as beaders and rail rounds hammered the beast down.
              “Charge!” Bok Soo said, seeing an opening.
              He led, Commandos firing and pulling their plasmid swords out as they charged the Kalu. 
              Commandos smashed into them, claws digging into armor as plasmid raked black hides. Bok Soo stood on a pallet, shooting into the Kalu grouping, helping out the Commandos that had beat him to the fight.
              A Kalu jumped on an Avarian, the big brute grabbed them by the face and smashed it into its fellow Kalu. The Avarian used them like a damned mace, smashing Kalu out of the way before it buried a dagger into the creature's neck.
              It punched another Kalu's claw away, grabbing the back of the creature's helmet, and dragging the Kalu downward as he smashed his dagger into its face.
              The dagger became stuck and the Avarian was left weaponless in the middle of a shitstorm.
              Bok Soo opened a channel to the Avarian.
              “Hey!” He barked, the Avarian snapping back to look, Bok Soo threw him a shotgun. The Avarian snatched it from the air as another Kalu was attacking him, the creature's jaws clamped around his left forearm. Again the Avarian used the Kalu as a mace. A commando next to him, Slevaran by look of his powered armor, stabbed the Kalu through its neck joint. But the creature's jaws became locked onto the Avarians arm, even after its death. The Avarian used the Kalu's body as a shield and mace as it smashed Kalu away and shot them with a flurry of strikes and bullets.
              The Commando's progress was slow but constant until the teams that had gone through walls, or maintenance corridors appeared, cannons flashed as Commando's fired into the Kalu's main body. Commandos without beaders rushed in, using the surprise to their advantage as they rolled the Kalu, separating them into two groups.
              Bok Soo stored his shotgun and grabbed Henry's Battle Axe.
              Once again into the fray brother.
              “Come on you fuckers!” Bok Soo Yelled as he jumped into the middle of the Kalu and swung the axe with all his strength, clearing the area around him as he twirled his body like an acrobat. Yasu had shown him how to use the Battle axe to the greatest affect, he was now the conductor of death as momentum carried him from one target to the next.
              The axe came up on an upswing, killing the charging Kalu, he twisted his shoulder, bringing it around him and across another Kalu. He jumped from one foot to another, the axe making him spin right across a Kalu's back, as it arched in pain. Two Commando piled onto it, stabbing it and ending it.
              Bok Soo spun the axe with one hand bringing it down on another Kalu's head, his reaction was slow enough to add more claw marks to his chest as he stumbled backwards, pain lancing across his chest, at least one claw had penetrated. He spun forward again, his axe crashing through two Kalu fighting the force that had broken through the walls.
              “Move!” Bok Soo said bringing his battle axe into a spin above his head.
              He moved through the advanced line, right into the Kalu, he put his full strength into the blow, cutting limbs, heads armor and whatever else the axe could find.
              To lose momentum was death, so he pressed forward, swinging the blade around him and across the same area as before.
              “Are you here to admire the landscape or fight Commandos?!” He barked.
              “Fight!” They all yelled back, a new vigor filling them.
              Three new ships had docked within Bok Soo's area. His Commanders were already given areas to protect and each was smart enough to do what needed to be done. Unless something changed drastically Bok Soo was just another Commando, and he was just fine with that.
              “Let me welcome,” he grunted as he jumped, contorting his body as his axe struck the Kalu that had leapt for him, his axe stuck, he pulled his shotgun, releasing the battle axe, firing as he fell, the Kalu getting a face-full of plasma. “You!” He said with his teeth grinding together.
              He got up, the Commandos rallied to him, they'd gained a few seconds of rest.
              “Here,” Bok Soo said, throwing his shortened-lever-action-shotgun to the big brute with a Kalu still mostly attached to his arm. Bok Soo sprayed sealant on his suit as someone passed him his axe. He flipped it in his hands, the weapon as familiar as his powered armor. He tilted his helmet in thanks to them and checked where the Kalu were on his HUD.
              “I think we should formally introduce ourselves,” Bok Soo said, dark grunts and guttural noises telling him his Commandos were ready.
              They had lost a good number in the fighting already, but they were Commandos, they fought till the end, the time for the dead would come, now was time to send the fallen some companions and exact a Free Fleet price.
              They ran, their anger and desperation powering them as they found another group of Kalu.
              Bok Soo used the point between the battle axe's blades, spearing a leaping Kalu and smashing them into the floor, another charged through the gap. Bok Soo raised the axe over his head and buried it in the Kalu's midsection.
              It wounded the Kalu heavily, but they didn't die. Claws raked his sides as Bok Soo fell under the creature.
              He grabbed its jaws as it tried to gnaw his helmet.
              He used his nerve ports, his powered armor going full power as he ripped the creature's jaw off. The creature flinched away. Bok Soo flipped over the creature's lower jaw, using it like knuckle dusters, he punched the armored fangs into the Kalu's neck.
              He didn't know how long it was until the creature stopped thrashing. He rolled it off, grabbing his blade, purple blood stained his armor as wake-up sent intoxicating energy through him.
              “Well that's enough lying down,” he said to himself as he slung his axe and loaded the shotgun he'd given to the Avarian. It whined with a full charge as he cycled it, shooting Kalu that were using their companions corpses like a springboard to jump on the Commando's.  
              “Come on you springy mother fuckers!” Bok Soo yelled as he pulled out his rail pistol, using his shotgun and pistol to smash the Kalu back, few died but it kept the pressure off of his Commandos. It had come down to Plasmid blades and Cannons being used as clubs.
              “Cannons on me, trust drop,” Bok Soo said, all the Cannons came back to him, their guns badly smashed, but hopefully still serviceable.
              There was two rail cannon gunners, one was the Avarian with the Kalu attached still, only half of its body remained now, the other was a similarly big bastard with scars in his powered armor to show he'd been on the front lines.
              The Kalu-wearer threw Bok Soo his shotgun as he unlimbered his rail gun.
              “Drop!” Bok Soo barked. The Commandos on the front lines dropped to the ground, the Kalu still attacking them, it was one hell of a risky move and required complete trust.
              Cannons bellowed, rail guns using penetrators and turning Kalu into small bombs as beaders ripped into anything with hundreds of thousands of rounds per minute.
              “Get back here,” Bok Soo said, as if talking to children, the Commandos crawled backwards underneath their comrade’s fire, forming ranks behind them.
              “Check yourselves over, we're going right back in,” Bok Soo said, the firing had cut down considerably, Kalu numbers were dwindling. Bok Soo sprayed sealant on himself, his armor damned tatters after the Kalu's claws.
              “You with me Commandos?” He asked, putting the sealant away and checking his shotgun.
              Noise of agreement rose from his people.
              “Alright then! Cease fire and advance!” Bok Soo said, his shotgun ready as a Kalu jumped up from its dead comrades, a hail of rounds and plasma put it back down.
              More Kalu Star Warriors were attaching themselves to the hull.
              Gonna be one long ass day, Bok Soo thought while putting his shotgun to a squirming Kalu, armor melted and glowed as his plasma round penetrated the Kalu helmet.
              
***
              
              “Will you kindly get the fuck out of my engineering department!” Edmund barked, his rail-cannon turning the latest group of Kalu into mince.
              “Chief! We've just lost reactor two, the Kalu are ripping up our damned insides!” Tollheim, one of Edmund's lieutenant said in a panic.
              “Hold the main engineering deck. Lock out all the damned doors AND USE THE FUCKING BACKUPS!” Edmund's voice rose as his rail cannon barked again, painting the hall once again. His manipulators were tight in anger as he looked at the hole that was appearing down the hall from him.
              Making me shoot my own damned ship, you damned plasma kinks! He let another stream of rounds smash into the Kalu, and wall behind them.
              Alerts fired through his system as decks ventilated, the shields were down so every hit was coming through the layers of ablative and normal armor. It seemed like they had just gotten through those layers.
              “Bok Soo, I'm going to need some Commandos to protect my people and get those holes fixed up!”
              “No can do, all my people are engaged, those holes are Star Warriors burrowed into our hull,” Bok Soo grunted, obviously dealing with his own issues.
              Fuck. Interesting how you pick up swear words so easily from other species.
              “Got it,” Edmund cut the channel as the bridge was reporting that sensor's were going down. It seemed the Kalu were eating their damned way through anything that looked important.
              “Zoom, take over for me. I'm going to reroute the sensor's lines,” Zoom jumped into the chiefs’ spot as Edmund turned to head into his domain. He sprinted through the deck which was a mess with people doing all they could to keep the fucking ship operational.
              I hope that it's going on better out there.
              
              ***
              
              Smith smashed his control pedals and joystick, throwing his ship into an erratic spin. The Star-destroyer's fighters had entered the fight and they acted like a school of fish. They grouped so closely together that they seemed to come together as one mass instead of a formation. They brought massive firepower to bear and if one fighter was shot away then the one underneath would lash out with their laser cannons.
              What the made up for in numbers and firepower, they lacked in manouverability. The front always led, meaning that they had to make massive wide turns as if they were cars on a race track, instead of nimble fighters that could turn in place and power right back at their enemy.
              Smith raked the forward elements of a swarm, ducking below a star-warrior as his next song came on.
              “Rising up, back on the street 
Did my time, took my chances”
              Not even the dire consequences could keep the childish grin off of his face as Eye of the Tiger played through his cockpit.
              His play had worked and he was free of the Kalu-fighter-swarm and amongst Star-Warrior's.
              He let loose into the closest Star-warrior, his inertia taking him past it in seconds.
              “Oh no you don't,” he muttered under his breath.
“Went the distance, now I'm back on my feet
Just a man and his will to survive”
              Smith's threw his MEF around, gunning his engines and coming back at the Star Warrior that was firing on the Destroyer Valiant.
              He skewed his flight path, keeping out of another swarm's weapons envelope, singing under his breath.
              “Too many times it happens too fast
You trade your passion for glory
Don't lose your grip on the dreams of the past
You must fight just to keep them alive”
              He brought his missiles online, he was close enough to eyeball it. The Kalu opened their front to breach Valiant.
              An evil smirk came over his face as he fired manoeuvering thrusters, slowing his forward momentum and lined up for one hell of a shot.
              “It's the eye of the tiger
It’s the thrill of the fight”
              He stroked his trigger as the reticule fell right where he wanted it, the missile spat out. Smith threw his fighter around erratically. Staying that slow and on a steady path was a really easy way to get oneself killed. 
“Rising up to the challenge of our rival
And the last known survivor”



              The missile struck the airlock, penetrating it and making the air inside the Kalu Star Warrior turn to fire, gutting the ship, the power plant lost containment, ripping the back of the Star Warrior apart.
              Smith looked away from his latest victim, he had two missiles left and a few hundred rounds, he was past his reserves, but Talhalla was heavily boarded and only Fruit cup was clear of Star Warriors, though it was on the other side of the fleet, and in two minutes it would be at the front because of the rotating formation.
              Floater was getting smashed, there was twelve Star Warriors attached to the Battle-Carrier, more heading straight for it.
              Smith flicked his joystick and hit his throttle.
              “Face to face, out in the heat
Hanging tough, staying hungry
They stack the odds still we take to the street
For the kill with the skill to survive,” he sung as he looked for friendly MEF's.
              “Form up on me, going to give Floater some help,” he said on a wide broadcast, flashing his beacon.
              “It's the eye of the tiger it’s the thrill of the fight
Rising up to the challenge of our rival
And the last known survivor
Stalks his prey in the night
And he's watching us all with the eye of the tiger”
              Thirteen ships joined him, all of them scattered all over the place, being in formation with fighters was death when an actual battle started, running silently it kept people alive, for the public it looked cool. Here a clump of fighters were a target.
              Smith lit up targets and passed them around. He swung into a dive, aiming for a Star Warrior that was shooting close to one of Floater's pod like docks.
              “Rising up, straight to the top
Had the guts, got the glory
Went the distance, now I'm not gonna stop
Just a man and his will to survive”
              He switched to rail gun penetrators, kicking the throttle to full, making it hard to breathe as multiple G's pressed down on him. He squeezed the trigger, the rounds smashing into the back end of the Star Warrior. He whipped past, the Star Warrior's power-plant buffeting him as the ship expanded and fell apart, the fireball that had destroyed the ship from the inside disappearing in vacuum.
              He pulled back on the power, turning his ship so he was running on an angle away from Floater. He kicked his fighter again, twisting and diving as a Star Warrior seemed to have him in their sights.
              A fighter raked the ship, the second following it loosing two missiles and cracking the ship.
              Its weapons fell silent. Smith pushed past it, he couldn't believe his eyes. Surviving Kalu climbed out from the hole in the side of the Star Warrior, leaping for Floater and using thrusters in their armor to get there.
              Smith made a tsking noise. He lined up a run towards the line of Kalu. He flicked his rail gun rounds to fletchette, those Seventy-five calibre rounds didn't leave one Kalu alive.
              He had twenty rounds remaining and his two missiles still.
              “Mufti diver?” A familiar voice said over the comms.
              “Helllllooo?” Smith said.
              “Goddamn it Smith, we really need to talk about your name choices for crafts,” Heston sighed.
              “Of course sir,” Smith said, flicking his joystick as he powered for a star warrior hunting down one of the fighter's he'd brought with him. “Take that in yer keister,” iron entering his voice, firing his remaining missiles into the warrior's engines. The blast rocked Smith as he pulled away.
              “…was that?” Heston demanded.
              Smith had been so focused on keeping himself alive he hadn't heard the beginning part of the commander’s message as he was thrown around in his craft.
              Might have been the whole 'take that in yer keister thing'.
              Warning signs blared louder than when he had charged that first Star Warrior.
              Rather fussy once it takes a few hits, he complained as he searched for a new target, remembering to reply to Heston with his best guess of what the man wanted to know.
              “Shot a Star Warrior,” Smith said, checking his ammunition supplies.
              “Well get back here Mufti Diver, you're low on damned well everything and we're readying a nice surprise,” Heston's voice hard with malice.
              “Will do Commander,” Smith's voice as dark as the black that surrounded his craft and had leaked into his eyes. There were a lot of fighters that wouldn't be making it back to any carrier.
              “Back to Fruit cup for resupply,” Smith told his fellow fighters, nine were still alive. Smith tried to not reflect on that as he applied full power towards Fruit cup and tried to find a new song.
              “Let the bodies hit the floor, let the bodies hit the floor.”
              Smith’s expression was nasty as he let those words speak to his desire to repay the Kalu for the holes in his and the other fighter wings formations.
              
              ***
              
              A sick feeling rose in my stomach as I looked at the feed on my visor. We had repelled fifteen Kalu Star Warriors, our shields weren't coming back anytime soon and Resilient had returned a lot of control to the gunners, the computing assets that made her were close to overheating, one processing centre had been doused with coolant for fear it would melt.
              The Fleet was getting hammered, we had lost twenty-nine ships, and there was only eight that hadn't been boarded by the Star Warriors, something that was probably about to change as the formation rotated them to the side facing the Kalu.
              Seven ships had fallen to the Kalu boarders.
              We had less than half of our total ships under our control and fighting to repel the Kalu, they never seemed to stop, gunners would destroy four or five, only for a sixth to get through and latch onto the hull. The battles in-ship were savage affairs coming down to claws against plasmid weaponry.
              If this kept up I knew the Fleet would be destroyed.
              “Ben, set course for the jump limit away from the Kalu, best speed,” I said, my navigator greening up. I shot a Kalu that had risen to its feet among the corpses around me.
              My armor was more exoskeleton than plating at this point, sealant only did so much.
              I checked my sword, it was bent from me using it like a baseball bat against a Kalu's head. Plasma spluttered through the partially compromised electrostatic shielding.
              Krom and Shreesht rose, each supporting fresh scars in their powered armor. Their cannons were slung on their back, plasmid weaponry in their hands.
              Each held a sword and a small hatchet, and could use them to devastating effect.
              “Let's go, sector five nine is compromised,” I said, a group of Commandos that had attached themselves to me rose up, checking their equipment and weapons.
              “Salchar we're getting over run,” Carsickle said, his voice calm despite the circumstances.
              “On our way,” I said, a new fire filling me as I jogged as fast as I dared in the armor, too fast and I would be bouncing my helmet off of the roof.
              Krom and Shreesht caught up and passed me, I let them as the Commandos followed us.
              I checked my map, looking at the sensor data.
              “Here,” I said, highlighting a wall right next to the Kalu forces. I got a grunt back in return.
              We ran through a squad pod and a maintenance shaft, getting to the wall. I stabbed the wall with Shreesht and Krom. A line appeared as I dragged my sword down, Krom finished cutting the top.
              He looked to me as I finished my cut last. We shared a nod as I kicked the wall, the bottom bending as I got out of the way and Krom fired into the stunned Kalu, Shreesht, the rest of the Commandos and myself flowed in behind Krom. I twirled my sword, it felt weird with its kink.
              A Kalu brought a claw down at my torso. I turned, bringing my sword down and across. The Kalu tilted as it was lifting its other paw to attack but found it had one less limb. I didn't let it recover as I stepped in towards it and slammed my blade into the back of its neck, twisting it and jerking it free.
              Blood seeped from the creature as I brought my blade out, flipped it in my hand and jumped at a Kalu leaping to Krom's side.
              I tackled it mid-air my blade stuck in its gut, I rolled when we touched back down. Yanking my blade free as another charged me. I clamped my feet through my nerve ports and cranked up to full power as I swung my fist. The Kalu acted as if it had been hit by a small car.
              Its nose crumpled in as my fist smashed into it, its body flopping back end over its front. I brought my sword up and down into the creature as it clawed at its own face.
              I released my hold on the ground as I snap kicked a Kalu that had been following the one I had just ended.
              Its head snapped sideways, throwing it off, momentum carried it forward still. I jumped on it, stabbing it with my sword. I felt something let go, seeing that my sword was now a dagger with plasmid leaking from the end.
              Shreesht smashed into a Kalu that would've blind-sided me. He kicked them in the side, throwing them down the corridor. An enraged Avarian was something to get the hell out of the way of, especially one in powered armor and determined to show up his awakened comrade, who was clubbing a Kalu to death with his cannon.
              A Kalu jumped on Krom he grabbed them and smashed them to the ground, his boot crushing their armor and helmet. Krom slung his cannon, threw me one of the array of blades he kept on himself. I grabbed it, throwing the broken sword at a Kalu that was still causing havoc to Carsickle’s people. It jumped in pain, and a rail gun peppering the creature leaving holes in its armor.
              “Move up!” Carsickle said, his forces that had been trickling in to help me and mine, now they came in full force. I nodded to Carsickle, his people looked to have been surprised, they had their rail guns out instead of their plasmid weaponry, something they were fixing as they stowed their guns and unsheathed their plasmid.
              Alerts pinged in my helmet, now on silent as there had been so many of them recently that they gave me a damned headache. More Kalu were landing. Though Fruit cup was finally rotating into the battle, Heston had mentioned he had a surprise but hadn't elaborated.
              I felt a savage grin spread across my face as Heston's surprise became clear.
              “You crazy assed fighter jocks,” I said inside my helmet as I stabbed a Kalu that tried to attack the Commando to my side. It turned on me, its jaws snapping. My pistol was in my hand and in its mouth in seconds. I pulled the trigger, stowing it away before the Kalu dropped to the floor.
              “Think you can take my ships do you? You don't know the Free Fleet!” I barked, yells coming from the Commandos and the mixture of personnel that had joined in. All of them were fighting for their home and one another, it was why I had trained them all to be able to use powered armor, and made them learn basic fighting skills and weaponry.
              “Breaches in the gunnery and engineering,” Rick said in my earpiece.
              “The Fleet?” I asked, ducking out of the way of a claw and elbowing the Kalu in the face, stabbing it in its less armored under-belly.
              “We're getting slapped, corvettes are rotating and acting like fighters, giving support and keeping away from the Star Warriors, nearly every ship is boarded and a lot are just barely holding on, we don't have the numbers to fight them all off,” Rick said simply.
              “Follow Ben's route and get us the hell out of here. Prepare the mines,” I said.
              “Will do James,” he said, “Alright TAC, get those..,” He was talking before he cut the channel to me.
              “To Engineering,” I barked to Carsickle as we finished off the last of the wave of Kalu.
              He greened up, plotting a route and sending it out to everyone.
              
              Chapter decisions and honour
              
              Yasu looked over the bridge of Floater, five star-warriors had clamped onto the ship around the bridge. Yasu had been fighting in the rear of Floater, allowing fighters to get free of the Battle-Carrier and keeping Engineering safe.
              The Kalu had rolled the forces in the central areas of the ship and got into the bridge by literally clawing their way inside. Yasu had fought through what seemed like a sea of Kalu that had boarded her ship to get to the bridge, but it was too late.
              The bridge crew had killed at least three Star Warriors worth of Kalu. She gently moved the body of the helms person, she couldn't tell what kind of creature they'd been, let alone their sex.
              Floater was falling, that much was easy to see. She scanned the readouts on the console, looking at the plot of the system. She saw the rough planet that was the rally point of the Fleet before they jumped. Though with the Kalu on them Yasu didn't think they'd be able to clear through the wormhole.
              The Kalu would just light up their generators and collapse their escape.
              They needed time, and Yasu had one idea of how to do that.
              “Charles!” She barked, her second in command moving from the entrance of the bridge.
              “Commander?” He asked, probably wondering where they were going to fight off the next wave of Kalu.
              “Get on that communications console, get me the commanders of the worst wounded ships. I have a request to make of them and one hell of a gamble,” she said, looking to him with steel in her eyes.
              She hadn't told him a thing, but a glance to the planet and to her at least some recognition showed in his eyes.
              “Commander,” he said in confirmation, moving to the command console.
              Yasu felt her stomach drop out at what she was about to do, but she knew it was the only way she could think to save the fleet, James would've done the same.
              He seems to have rubbed off on me some, she thought. A sad smile played across her lips as she changed the ships navigation, opened her visor and looked into the visual pick-up, recording a message.
              
              
              ***
              
              “Alright you bastards, ready to show these Kalu fuckers what the hell we're about?” Heston asked every fighter that was under his command and currently holding formation with Fruit cup. Nearly every flying capable fighter was there, it was seventy percent of their original numbers but it was still impressive. There hadn't been anywhere else for the fighters to go, every ship capable of holding them was under attack by Star Warriors and would make them a damned easy target if they tried to resupply or fix their fighters.
              “Commanders,” Heston said, his commanders firing up their ships and talking to their individual wings as they sped off towards the still incoming wave of Star Warriors.
              Heston grinned as he powered up his own MEF,
              “ALRIGHT WING TWO-FOUR-ONE, YOU READY TO THROW THESE FUCKERS BACK INTO DEEP SPACE? THEN FOLLOW ME!”
He applied full thrust, the wake-up adrenaline and the damned thrill of pushing a MEF to its limits making him whoop.
              A guitar started over his wing's comms. Heston was about to tell Mufti Diver to shut his music up when he figured out the tune and laughed.
              “Guess who just got back today? Those wild-eyed boys that had been away haven't changed, haven't much to say but man, I still think those cats are great,” Smith sung the boys are back in town as Heston's wing banked, coming in amongst the star-warriors closing in on friendly ships.
              Heston peppered the back end of the Star Warrior, using the same method Smith had to penetrate the armor with his rail guns, penetrators fired, the warrior flashing light as they wreaked havoc, the guns went silent and the warrior drifted as its engines stopped.
              One down, only another three thousand to go. Heston flipped his bird, Smith was next to him in seconds. Smith might have been unorthodox and a bit eccentric, but there was no one else that Heston would want on his wing.
              
              ***
              
              Heston's attack with Fruit cup and all the fighters he could rally was impressive, but Foshunti knew that it was only prolonging the existence of the Fleet. The Kalu were too damned fast, had too many ships and didn't think of losses like other sentient creature. The losses they sustained would only serve to push them to attack faster and harder than ever before. They had found a worthy enemy, and they would do anything to destroy them, or get their names placed into the stories of their clans in the attempt.
              He let none of his emotions get through his mask as Talhalla shook from laser's that cut into her hull, and missiles that ripped away her armor, or struck at her internals.
              His harness strained with a particularly nasty hit. Cries came out as someone that hadn't been secured went flying into a console.
              Foshunti could only grit his teeth as another hit rocked the ship.
              Thankfully someone was holding the injured person down to stop them from flying across the bridge again.
              His console beeped, alerting him that Bok Soo wanted his attention, and the man was somehow keeping the Kalu out of vital areas. Leading the damned charge against them.
              These Free Fleet people are damned crazy, Foshunti thought, proud to be one of those 'Free Fleet people'.
              “Commander, Yasu has an idea, its crazy, but it might just give the Fleet the time it needs to get out of here, and get themselves organized to bring the fight back to the Kalu,” Bok Soo said.
              “Go ahead,” Foshunti said, listening to the plan, it was damned risky, but if it worked then Salchar and most of the fleet would be able to escape, and the Kalu would be honour bound to let them go and wait.
              At least until Yasu's diversion ended.
              “Alright, I'll pledge Talhalla to her plan, has she told Salchar?” Foshunti asked.
              “Not yet,” Bok Soo, sounding slightly nervous.
              “I will pledge my support on one term. That she tells him right away, he will not appreciate this shock and think that she and we have turned against him that we are making our own orders,” Foshunti said, keeping the nerves out of his voice, he did not want to deal with Salchar if he stopped listening to his inner circle.
              “I will pass that on,” Bok Soo cut the channel, probably doing just that.
              “Helm we will be getting new co-ordinates shortly. Carry them out to the letter,” Foshunti didn't know the new Syndicate helmsperson.
              “Commander,” it said, its voice a deep rumble, there was no question in that voice, just the understanding of another Free Fleet personnel.
              Lines of those that had been part of the Syndicate and those that had been trained by them had vanished. They were all fighting for survival.
              But maybe not our own today, Foshunti thought, his face grim as Talhalla moved towards her new coordinates.
              
              ***
              
              “Go,” I said, connecting to whatever channel Resilient, Rick or Vort was connecting to me. I dragged my sword across a Kalu, my pistol putting two rounds in their face from point-blank. The creature collapsed as a Commando blunted an oncoming attack. I slashed again, my blows and the Commando's disorientating the Kalu as it tried to slash me and them. It turned, facing the Commando to my right.
              “James?” Yasu's voice was sad as I used my pistol as an impromptu knuckle duster. No one makes my girl sad, I thought, viciously stabbing my sword into the Kalu.
              “I have a plan to get the Kalu off of the Fleet, it is risky and there is no guarantee that it will work,” she said, sounding relieved that she could get that off of her chest.
              “What's the plan?” I asked, reloading my pistol as me and the group of Commandos moved to the next grouping of Kalu. Carsickle was doing one hell of a job to keep Resilient our own, the Kalu were now charging right for the vital systems of the Dreadnought.
              “A group of Commandos and badly damaged ships go to the habitable planet, we mount a defence and issue a challenge to the Kalu. When a challenge is issued then the entire Kalu fleet will be held up, trying to destroy the Commando contingent. It will give the fleet time to get out of the system and rebuild itself.”
              Emotions coiled in my stomach as my world seemed to give way. She was going with them. I could hear it in her voice. She was going to lead my Commandos into a rearguard action to give the fleet the time it needed to get away. Then they would fight till they couldn't anymore.
              I closed my emotions away.
              “Yes,” I said, tears, unbidden filling my eyes and making my visor blurry.
              How goddamn cold am I? Filled with disgust at myself I heard the pain in Yasu's voice, she knew I knew she was going, and she knew the pain the decision took.
              “Look after the kids and get the fleet ready. The Commandos will be here waiting for a fleet that can crush these bastards,” she said.  “Now go you brilliant man, and make this damned universe learn why they don't mess with us,” emotions and tears colouring her voice.
              “I love you,” I said, the words making me shake with emotion. I had stopped in a corridor, Krom and Shreesht covering me as always.
              “I love you too,” she said, neither of us willing to shut down the connection.
              “Kalu coming!” Krom said.
              “Forever and always yours,” Yasu said, closing the channel. I funnelled my emotions into the rage I felt. I through it at the damned universe, at the Syndicate, at the fucking Kalu, at the bastards that wanted to kill my people, my brothers and sisters, my fleet, my wife.
              I stopped being the Commander of the Free Fleet and became a Commando. I let my command staff deal with the fleet as I grabbed Shreesht's cannon. I walked through the corridor, I didn't think, I reacted. Kalu, fire, Kalu, fire, Kalu fire. I felt Resilient shifting underneath me. The fleet was splitting, an announcement was coming across the speakers. I didn't listen to it as I walked through the corridors of my home.
              I only stopped when I ran out of targets, or found a group of my people. I was beyond reason or talking to. I moved, killing anything Kalu I could find.
              The Cannon ran out of rounds. I slung it, freeing my sword and pistol again. I let out a yell, the likes of which gave even the Kalu pause as I let out the pain of a tortured man that had just sent his wife to die.
              I shouldered bashed the first Kalu, striking a second as I shot the first. I rolled, putting my pistol in another's face, shooting and jumping over a Kalu. I lowered my sword, the Kalu cutting itself apart. I landed, Krom and Shreesht acting like armored bowling balls as they smashed through the lines of Kalu. The Commandos we had found killed the tossed Kalu.
              “Kill them all,” I said, my voice as cold and deadly as Marhtu's.
              I forgot the world and lived for the death. I didn't allow myself a breath, tossing myself back into the fight whenever I was free.
              Krom pulled his sword free from the neck and body joint of the Kalu.
              He opened his visor.
              “We are leaving the system and heading for Bregend, from there we will send word to the rest of the fleet to support us and claim this system,” he said, obviously someone had been relaying what was happening to him.
              “We will not leave them behind,” I said, hope playing in my chest. You know war, you know that hope can go both ways. “For now we clear our ships,” I checked my pistol, my sword and powered armor.
              I injected wake-up, it numbed my feelings as my body tingled with what felt like artificial adrenaline. Before this had been another battle to try and hold onto some style of control and understand the Kalu. Now I understood the Kalu.
              Nothing would stop them, unless we ended them all. They would pay for every Free Fleet life they had taken.
              
              ***
              
              Eddie slumped into a chair, looking at the readings of the console in front of him blankly. His brother was heading towards Heija now, Resilient's upgrades and overhaul hadn't been enough to save her from a mauling. Twenty percent of the ship was open to vaccuum. Whole sections were irradiated, a third of Eddie's engineering crew were dead. He remembered the Kalu as they raced through his ship, ripping apart all the work he had done to protect the people inside her hull.
              He sat there, his manipulator's shaking in what would have been a human equivalent of crying.
              Stop that now, you still have your ship and you still have the rest of your engineering crew. Being recruited didn't kill you and the Kalu haven't yet. He put his cowboy hat back on his head.
              His Data pad was beeping angrily with priority alerts.
              He opened the top priority and moved towards the fluctuating power-lines.
              
              ***
              
              Smith didn't listen to music as he boarded Flasher, his carrier, Finn had been one of the few ships that had kept clear of the Star-warriors, only to be hammered by swarm after swarm of Kalu fighters. Floater was headed for the unnamed inhabitable planet, Fruit cup was the main Battle-Carrier left and it was full. Smith was lucky that he was even getting a berth. A lot of ships were clamping onto the hulls of the fleeing Free Fleet vessels.
              The Kalu would catch up with the Free Fleet shortly, though because it splitting into two formations the Kalu were also splitting in an unorganized manner.
              “This is Commander Yasu, I offer War Leader battle for this system with battle between our forces on the unnamed planet we are heading for. Prepare your forces for battle in the time it takes this planet to rotate its primary sun,” Yasu's voice came over every single channel.
              “We accept your challenge,” came the voice that must have been of the Kalu War Leader. “You will have a tenth of the planet's rotation,”
              With that it ended its transmission. The Kalu following the Fleet heading for the jump limit shifted to follow Yasu's group.
              Smith watched the plot on his fighter's screens as he saw people he'd trained with, those that he'd taught and flown with. People he'd drunk with at bars or seen in the corridors, even a man that he'd call his best friend would be fighting on that planet for their survival, and the Fleet's escape.
              “We'll be back,” he said, remembering the reunion of the Marines and assault pilots he'd gone to with Connolly.
              Smith got out of his fighter numbly, he didn't know how long he was sitting there looking at his screens.
              The deck was a mess of recent combat, fighters being repaired, and people being pulled from their fighters with wounds.
              Rick looked across the deck, seeing Heston in his fighter. They shared a look, nodding to one another, they understood what their brothers and sisters were doing for them, and they were going to do their best to help them.
              “All fighters secured, prepare for jump,” Flasher's Captain said numbly. Generators powered up, starting their charge. It would still be another few hours. Smith checked over his fighter, trying to keep himself occupied so he didn't have to think of the fate of those that were travelling to the planet.
              His hands glided over the rents in his armor, the holes in his wings the burns of lasers and peppering of shrapnel.
              He tapped the teeth he'd painted onto the front of the craft.
              You'll be feeding on Kalu again soon enough.
              
              ***
              
              I moved through the back end of the Kalu, no yells or crashes as I stabbed into the nearest creature. I kept going with the Commandos and my security detail following. The group at the bridge parted as I walked through.
              Rick rose as I entered, moving his rail gun away from the entrance.
              “Get me the command staff,” I said, knowing that Bok Soo was now gone with Yasu, and half of my fleet.
              “Vort, In Sook, I want every damned piece of ammunition and usable supplies we have sent to the planet. Every shuttle crew is to be made up of volunteers,” I barked, my voice raw as I unsealed my helmet, my visor clanking open.
              “How long until jump,” I asked.
              “Two and a half hours,” Milra said. We'd gotten faster at being able to generate a wormhole, but it was still a timely process.
              I hid my pain as I stormed to the conference room, Rick was there moments later.
              “James,” the sorrow in his voice palpable.
              “She isn't dead. Neither are those crews, and I intend to keep them alive,” I said with my eyes cutting into his, emotion slipped away from his gaze all that remained was steel.
              The Commanders came on through holographic projectors, some of them working well, others making them appear fuzzy, or their image distorted.
              “As you know, this detachment of the Fleet is going to escape this system,” rumbles went through them all. A look silenced them.
              “We need to have more ships online and people trained to use them before we can free those that will hopefully roadblock the Kalu here. We will be back. We will get our people back,” there was no room for question in my eyes or voice.
              “Now look to those in your care, I want them fighting ready and these ships repaired. We will move to Bregend's fleet, joining up with Cheerleader, hopefully Commander Boot will have contacted the Free Fleet and we can add his forces to our own,” I said, giving them a rough sketch, I didn't know if even that kind of forces would be enough to fight.
              “In Sook, get our least damaged corvettes and send them to the nearest relays with the battles information,” I said in clipped tones.
              Well you know what the Kalu are capable of now. Was it worth the price? My mind savagely turned against me.
              No, but I'll make sure those losses are never forgotten, and I'll be damned if I'm going to leave them to die off on Heija. I tried to not think of the number of personnel that would die on Heija to give me and the Fleet the time we needed to escape, and figure out how to fight the Kalu and the Syndicate.
              Anger, regret, self-pity, and James could wait, the Fleet, those that we protected and went home to, needed Salchar. I needed Salchar.
              The mask that I had worn so many times before descended as I looked to my armrests. Before those corvettes left I needed to prepare the fleet for whatever might come next.
              
              ***
              
              Evelyn Sparks was buried in her tablet, making possibly one of the most important stories she had ever written, she and the three other reporters had sat at the back of Resilient's bridge and watched it all.
              She watched as the Free Fleet grew with every system it passed through. 
She thought that Salchar's actions were reckless to attack the Kalu, yet she also knew he had to find out what the Kalu's abilities were. They Kalu had ravaged the hearts of everyone in the Free Fleet, yet as painful as it was for them they had hardened themselves and worked like the devil himself was riding them. The bridge, all three floors of it had worked in concert to get the fleet organized and do whatever they could to help their brothers and sisters in arms.
              She had seen outside the bridge when Salchar had come in, his armor torn and bloodied by the Kalu. Krom and Shreesht were similarly covered. For a novice reporter it would've been hard to keep their eyes off of the massive Avarians and their armor which looked to have gone through a buzz saw.
              Evelyn Sparks was no junior reporter anymore.
              She had fought for armies to pull back from fights, to show the terrible things that were being committed by either side, she had reported on how the Free Fleet was monopolizing the trade, how it was making itself the only power in existence.
              All of it run by a single man.
              Now those thoughts left her as fear and panic turned into resolution, no matter the fact that the Free Fleet was becoming a power that made governments, planets and entire inhabited system answer to it. It was a force that had taken on the Kalu, had sacrificed half of its numbers so that the other might gather forces enough to defeat the threat that was the Kalu.
              She had been in rooms with soldiers that conversed with terrorists, or opposing factions and militaries. While fear had gripped her then, she guessed that a part of her was secure in the fact that her country and world would survive. She never thought that she would be faced with a time when her country, her planet, her entire system was threatened so completely, and she knew that the Kalu could possibly win.
              The Free Fleet was what the left over races of the Union and the new races under its protection needed.
              She looked at her article, titled 'The Free Fleet need's you, or the Kalu win'. It was one hell of an article and it was going to be pulled apart and ridiculed, but if even a small percentage understood what she had tried to write, then hopefully they could help the Free Fleet and the sentient races stay alive. The wormhole generators reached their peak and a wormhole formed, stabilizing as the Fleet headed straight for it.
              The bridge was silent, all eyes on the other fleet as Salchar exited his conference room. He watched it silently for a minute, before going to his chair and opening a channel manually.
              “Hold out, we will be back my brothers and sisters, the Free Fleet will never abandon you,” he said, his mask slipping as his voice was colored with true emotion.
              Evelyn had met enough politicians that she couldn’t tell it was brilliant acting or if it was real, that is until he looked away and their eyes met.
              Her own eyes wet at the pain in his. He looked away, ashamed, back to the main screen.
              He might be a monopolizing tyrant in creation, but he was also a man loyal to his people.
              Resilient crossed the wormhole's event horizon, the rest of the fleet, the Kalu star-warriors and the army of shuttles that were burning for the second fleet disappeared behind them.
              
              Chapter And the Universe keeps spinning
              
              Yasu had at least someone half-decent with the systems of the Bridge in each position. Her Commandos reported that the ship was clear, but they were damned tired. She had ordered them all to get some food and water in themselves before helping out with the incoming shuttles.
              Connolly was a good second commander. As she was checking over the status of her Commandos, he had built a report of every ship that was following her to Heija.
              “Four minutes until the shuttles arrive,” Sensors said.
              “Good,” Yasu said, her heart was being pulled apart as she saw James and his fleet enter their wormhole and disappear.
              Look to your own survival now. He will come back no matter what. She would've called her feelings a weakness when she had first been recruited, now she knew them for the power they held. Caring for someone was hard, having them leave was harder, but knowing they would be back gave her hope and strength.
              “Shuttles are docking,” Sensors said, Yasu pushed herself out of the captain's chair, the holographic bubble had been compromised by something, and the images were grainy or jumped. She went to the wing commander's table, accessing the information she wanted.
              “Get them stored and secured as fast as possible, we have thirty minutes before we enter atmosphere,” Yasu said. “Get me a channel to Foshunti,”
              Minutes later the Ship Commander was on the main screen.
              “Commander Yasu?” He said, turning his greetings into a question.
              “Foshunti as we both know I am no ship commander, as such could you take over the planning for our entry into Heija's atmosphere,” Yasu asked.
              “Certainly Yasu, I will have it sorted out in ten minutes,” he said.
              “Thank you, could you connect me to Bok Soo,” she asked, she could feel fatigue fighting with adrenaline as she stood there.
              “Certainly,” Foshunti disappeared, Bok Soo's voice coming over the bridge a few moments later.
              “Yasu?”
              “Hey Bok Soo, did you get my report,”
              “Yes,” his voice cold, obviously he had looked at the casualties, but right now he had to look to the living. “I'm looking at the scans of the planet. I think I've found where we will mount our defence. Meeting with every Commando Commander Platoon or higher in five minutes, conference room,” he said.
              “Of course,” Yasu said, typing a text message to her commanders and firing it off.
              “Talk then,” Bok Soo ended the channel.
              “Connolly make sure we're still in one piece when I get out of this meeting,” Yasu said.
              “Commander,” he said, occupied with something but still registering what she said.
              Commanders came onto the Bridge in a rush, she looked up, and nodding to those she knew. Turning back to her work for a few minutes before sighing and joining the group of commanders waiting in the conference room.
              Bok Soo took longer than the five minutes, the room seemed to expand into an auditorium. Each section was filled with the commando commanders of each ship.
              “We will be the rear guard of the fleet, it's going to be hard, but this meeting is to look at our options and see if we have any ideas on how we can improve our fighting abilities, if you have an ideas, speak up,” Bok Soo made sure that stuck in as he looked at everyone from his podium at the front of the auditorium.
              “These are the proposed landing areas,” he said, two areas appearing.
              “Vote on which one is best, you have three minutes,” he said, sitting back as the auditorium faded.
              “This one has good killing grounds for when the Kalu charge us,” someone said as Yasu's commanders analyzed the different terrains.
              “Yet it has no water source, or real rear defences like this mountain range,” another rebutted.
              “I agree with the mountains, they provide us better rear support and we will need water. We can use the heights to mount PDS giving us cover from the air and support on the ground. There are rises that I don't like here, here, here and there,” Yasu pointed to the areas in the holographic display.
              “We could put shuttles there, or bury charges in the hill, maybe use some reactive armor if we have it, turn their cover into our weapon,” one said, Yasu nodded appreciatively, it was a good idea.
              “Alright, vote as you want,” Yasu said as the timer ran out and the conference room became an auditorium again. Commanders pulled out their data pads, voting.
              “We are going to the mountains. Now what can we do to improve the position?” Bok Soo asked.
              Fifteen minutes later and the defences, while looking like a mess of material strewn across the ground, would be formidable if half of it could be set up.
              “Five minutes till atmospheric entry,” Connolly said over the ships speakers.
              “See to your people, as soon as we get down I want us to start reinforcing those positions and setting up the protective layout. Get the ships tethered to the ground, and have those shuttles prepped and ready,” Yasu said.
              “Yes Commander!” Came back from her Commanders.
              “Dismissed,” she said while following them out. Her commanders jogging and making the deck rumble and shake with their weight as they raced for their positions.
              Yasu got in the ship commander's chair, locking herself in with a harness.
              “Everyone is secured, including those in medical bay,” Connolly said. Yasu noticed that the formation had changed, with Corvette's were leading the way, Talhalla following and the rest of the ships behind like a tail of a comet.
              There hadn't been any time to transfer the wounded from the rear-guard to the ships that left the system. Any shuttles would have been instant targets for the Kalu.
              Thankfully all of the ships had fully working medical bays, making them as good as any hospital or medical bay in the rest of the Fleet.
              Yasu still wished they could have somehow gotten them cross-loaded onto other ships. Many of them were wounded from the space battle. The medical chairs were getting them back into action as fast as possible. Then they’d be slapped into power armor as fast as possible to bolster the Commandos numbers on the ground.
              She closed her eyes at the unfairness of it all. It was only for a moment, she needed to focus on how in the hell they were going to survive fighting the Kalu on the ground.
              Surviving doesn't look like it's going to be so easy. She clenched her jaw as she watched the screens.
              The corvettes lit up like stars as they hit atmosphere. Talhalla hit it next, then ship after ship followed the path that their fellow ships had carved out for them.
              Floater shook as noise seemed to fill Yasu's existence. Still the Battle-Carrier and the formation held as the first corvettes pulled out of their dive, their armor smoking in places while Talhalla was using her thrusters for all they were worth, slowing its own descent. The ship was not supposed to be on a planet's surface, but Foshunti's crew showed their true skill as they handled the carrier and guided it like a plane back on Earth.
              The noises and shaking abated and Yasu felt numb from it. She unclenched her jaw that she hadn't known she'd closed. The Star Warriors that had been stuck to the ships like limpets and pushed off before entering Heija's atmosphere now tumbled into it, creating meteors. The fleet now fully in the planet's atmosphere flew to the mountain range that they had picked out.
              Corvettes perched out in what would become a battlefield. After a few moments Commandos flooded from them and started creating defences. Talhalla brought itself down near the base of the tallest part of the mountain range. Dust and debris was washed away from the ground as Talhalla slowly touched down.
              “Nice and easy helm,” Yasu said, her voice calm and confident as the Commando turned step-in helms person adjusted their flight plan and descent rates with the kind of precision Yasu would expect a doctor would carry out an operation.
              Floater went in front of it by a half kilometre.
              It touched down, sinking into the ground before it found ragged rocks underneath, the noise of scraping thankfully being cut off by the powered armor. Tethering lines which were used to pull things in space, sprung from launchers, burying themselves into the ground.
              The planet’s red sand drifted away from Floater as the rest of the ships landed in formation. Talhalla was closest to the mountains which protected their rear, the battle carrier and battle cruisers made a u-shape around that. The corvettes and Destroyers made a final encirclement around them.
              Fighters were launched from Talhalla, checking the area.  
              “Alright, well seeing as we weren’t flying anywhere, shut down your systems, link the sensors to Planner, as well as the comms. We'll help with placing PDS in the mountains,” Yasu said, scared to let herself stop, lest she might let her feelings overtake her. She would need some time later, dealing with grief.
              Some would think it cold how she planned out when to allow herself to grieve, those that have been in battle and lost loved ones knew the fear of keeping it in, or letting it out and consuming them.
              She passed through an armory, exchanging her clips, reloading what she had and adding any additional ammunition she could find space for.
              There was a mess of people with smaller powered suits getting into powered armor.
              She exited the armory, getting to one of the flight decks, personnel from all over the ship were on the deck, and there was limited need for more than a few people in engineering. Most systems had been shut down or put on standby. Those that could be freed from their jobs were reverting to their basic training on the powered armor and weaponry, others were using their skills with fighters and shuttles.
              The training for Free Fleet personnel was long, but now it meant that Yasu's commando strength had doubled and she had enough fighter pilots to fill three wings instead of one.
              Yasu jumped aboard a shuttle that was loading spare PDS. She helped the cargo master, providing the muscle as her other Commandos joined in and got the systems loaded as quickly as possible.
              The ramps sealed and the Commandos harnessed themselves in.
              The Shuttle exited Floater and took a flight path Planner had created. Yasu stepped into the gunner’s seat of the shuttle, she used the screens, finding the holographically painted point for the PDS. She used penetrator rounds to make a quick and dirty ledge in the mountain. The Shuttle's rear ramp lowered and stuck out as the craft came into holding across from the ledge.
              Commandos pushed the PDS packet onto the ledge and activated it. It moved, looking for incoming fire or targets.
              “Next,” Planner said in his voice metallic, he was working overtime trying to keep everyone from running into each other and helping people to set up defences in the optimal positions, while changing the coding on different systems so they would assist the Free Fleet defenders.
              Yasu, the shuttle and her commandos repeated the process thirty one more times before returning for more supplies.
              Bok Soo had made a rest schedule. Yasu and the people on her shuttle were up for a check-up by the medics, food break, and then sleep if they could get some.
              Yasu was cleared out by the medic in no time. The medic looked like death, the Sarenmenti's jaws tight as it’s eyes looked haunted by all the sights it had seen over the past day.
              Yasu looked at the crying, yelling, unconscious and lifeless personnel that lay across the beds in the med bay. Hellfire and the beds could only do so much.
She and her commandos said few words as they sat down and mechanically forced food in their mouths. They made their way to their squad pod. Yasu collapsed into her bed. Through the walls she could hear crying from some of the strongest and deadliest creatures she had ever known.
The walls she set up cracked and she begun to see their faces as they came to her unbidden. She saw those she had trained, those she had served with, their smiling faces, how they had helped one another, their determination. She sat on her bed, her body shaking from her silent tears.
              The Sato sisters had been defending a group of engineers when they had been pincered between two groups of Kalu. The Kalu had paid heavily, but the sisters weren't enough. Yasu had done everything she could to get to them, but the tide of Kalu was unending.
              “Thank you for giving us a life, not just a purpose,” they said, a mixture of both their voices as they overloaded their armor, and destroyed the corridor they were in, taking three star-warriors worth of Kalu with them.
              She didn't know how long she cried, thinking of the girls she had come to think of as her daughters. She wished James was there, to hold her, for them to cry together, rocking one another as they mourned their lost friends, the men and women that made up the Free Fleet and had followed them to their end.
              She thought about not being able to see James, and the kids on Parnmal. The pain became too much as her sobs became audible.
              Her commandos let her cry, as each of them dealt with their pain.
              A beep went off on Yasu's data pad, her body still shook as she pulled it out. She and her people were on shift again.
              “Get some wake up, we're digging,” Yasu said softly. They had all shared their pain, but now they had work to do. They were Commandos after all.
              Yasu felt the clarity of wake up take her as she led her people out of the squad pod. They had five days until the Kalu came, but they still needed to be prepared for them to come down at any minute, in case they got impatient. At least the Kalu hadn't chased after the rest of the fleet that had escaped.
              
              ***
              
              Commander Boot looked at the newest scans, there was no sign of life on the Sarenmenti home world, or any of the planets or regions of space in the Sarenmenti's home system. Instead there was a nuclear wasteland created by someone dropping ship to ship powerful nuclear warheads onto the planet.
              The fleet had taken on a sombre attitude after coming into the system. Boot had pushed for everything to be checked, just to make sure. It was to no avail, the Sarenmenti home world was gone.
              “Prepare the fleet to leave, we are going back to Parnmal at best speed, I want a course plotted around the Rosho system,” Commander Boot said, hoping that his Corvette crew had been able to reach a Free Fleet relay and tell them the location of Rosho station. It looked like one hell of a nut to crack. He sure wasn't going to try it with the forces he had.
              
              ***
              
              Lady Fairgate looked over the Free Fleet creatures. Marhtu's skilled KaaOrv's did some of their finest work as she watched.
              Lifendi had reached Rosho, finding the system populated with the biggest grouping of Syndicate in history. Lady Fairgate had grown bored of the pleasure planet and shifted it to Rosho. Though along her way her fleet had stumbled across the corvette that had held the creatures screaming in their own way in front of her. Her fighter's had quickly brought her home the prize. The corvette was part of what was being called the Free Fleet, the organization that had taken away her redoubt in the system Sol. The humans there had worked with their Kuruvians and Sarenmenti to rebel. They had taken her ships and were now hunting her down.
              She looked at the creature, barely a flicker of emotion on her face as she watched their suffering, much like someone might watch a particularly uninteresting holovid.
              Now she sat in Rosho's orbit, Lifendi controlled the station and Station Captain Drvja had been made a Captain Lord and assigned to be the Captain of the second carrier in Fairgate's fleet. It was good to have Lifendi in charge of the powerful station. Drvja was wise enough to not complain, he was effectively third in control and he got one of the near godly carriers.
              She was going to do the exact same thing she had done to the Union to this rebellious Free Fleet. These zealots never seemed to learn.
              “I was hoping that one would survive for longer,” she said, as if commenting on a horse race while one of the corvette's crew died, it seemed permanent by the way the Kaaorv was moving.
              “Some species are weaker than others, it makes their song rarer and I find their music all the more sweet as these races cling to their lives. They screamed from the kaaorv's tender touches,” Marhtu said, stroking the cushions that decorated his craft and floating pads.
              “I do want to sample all the voices of the corridor. You shall have to train more Kaaorv's, maybe some from their own planets. I think I would like that, an orchestra from every planet to show my rule,” Fairgate said, thinking of the screams of entire populations, not just a handful.
              “Of course my lady,” Marhtu said, his eyes glinting in pleasure, his body tinting to reflect his feelings.
              “First we will watch these Free Fleet fools ground themselves against the Kalu, then we will remove them from their weakened states. I hope that soon we can release some of our fleet to start pirating the trade routes the Free Fleet has set up,” Fairgate said, dragging her fingers over one of Marhtu's slaves, it didn't even quiver.
              Maybe I should get Marhtu to run the recruiting drive when this is all over, the Kalu went well, but we had to exterminate the Sarenmenti's when the planet revolted. The human's started an uprising and got all of the races in action.
              Lifendi came into the room, bowing deeply to Fairgate.
              “My Lady, planetary governor Marhtu. I am sorry to interrupt. It seems that the Kuruvian Empire is not under our control,” he said. “It seems that they are trading with the Free Fleet,” he said, his eyes flicking slightly in nervousness.
              Fairgate hissed in displeasure.
              “Then I will have the new Captain Lord Drvja teach them what happens when they try to interact with the Free Fleet,” her eyes flashing with new anger.
              “I will see to it my Lady,” Lifendi bowed again, exiting the room.
              “These ones are getting quiet, see what you can do about making them sing louder,” she said as she fell into her throne, shifting her clothes over herself as a slave presented food.
              “I agree about the shorter singers, their screams are sweeter. Shall we see what happens when we make some of these longer singers have a shorter life as well?” Lady Fairgate said.
              “Your words are my command my Lady,” Marhtu said as screams filled Fairgate's mind.
              
              ***
              
              Screams were filling Min Hae's ears, but they were the kind which alerted him to incoming ships.
              “It's a confirmed Star-warrior,” Gog said.
              “Sound readiness, I think it's time we showed what was really under Verslva's skin,” Min Hae said, Ashota was now far in unknown space, above the line and away from Kalu and known space.
              “It looks like Ashota has seen them,” Gogs said as Ashota was slowing.
              Either Ashota was back stabbing them, or he didn't know what was going on. Either way Min Hae didn't want to be in the middle of it. He had enough information that needed to be passed on back to the fleet.
              “Unlimber all weapons, fire at Ashota's vessel and get us the hell out of here, full power,” Min Hae said.
              
              ***
              
              Ashota listened to the message from the star-warrior, they had come with an update on how the Kalu forces were doing, they were still holding in the system Ashota had left them when the star-warrior left.
              Ashota looked up as sirens blared. His seers hadn't known why the panels of the freighter were opening until the weapons appeared.
              Ashota had told them, but still they took things on face value. Kalu only looked at the surface of things for a threat by what it displayed. It was one of the reasons that Ashota had been able to push Edvasho to the top. To them he was useless, to Edvasho he was essential for getting him to power.
              “Fire on it,” Ashota said, the Kalu looking in wonder but not reacting.
              They were slow as the freighter fired, missiles spewed from its side's, rail and plasma cannons fired. Ashota's vessel bucked with the incoming weaponry, a number of missiles hit home, taking chunks out of the ship's armor.
              The shields came up, stopping some of the missiles. It hadn't been modulated and spotted in places.
              Rail-cannon rounds passed through weakened or non-existent armor, decks flashed red on the main screen as they were exposed to space. The shields snapped back, severely weakened but working, they took a number of rounds before the plasma hit. Plasma was slow moving but it was a hell of a lot of energy.
              Shields spotted again after a few rounds, some were stopped, others got through, and they hit armor or outlying debris. The balls of plasma were useless in long-range combat, but this close the superheated mass hit Ashota's hull, burrowing its way through everything in its path. A power-plant ejected to stop itself from overloading. Decks and atmosphere bled from his ship.
              The freighter hadn't been just sitting there either, it was accelerating for all it was worth for the nearest jump limit.
              Missiles sprouted from Ashota's vessel chasing after the freighter. PDS systems sent hundreds of thousands of projectiles into the air, only one missile buffeted the freighter's shields.
              Ashota's craft was too weak to do much more damage as it drifted, shields out of action and power being rerouted across the ship. Thankfully Ashota's people were more likely to try and get their ship working than abandon it, unlike the majority of Kalu.
              I will get you.
              “Get that Star Warrior to pick us up, we're going back to the fleet, set the ship to destroy itself after we leave,” Ashota said.
              
              Chapter Heija
              
              It had taken five days to get most of the defences up. Bok Soo had ordered his people to detox and sleep. Thankfully with the detox it sent most of the Commandos into a dreamless sleep.
              Bok Soo woke from own sleep, disorientated and confused as to where he was.
              The Kalu had taken four days just to gather themselves together and then press towards the planet. It had taken them a day to brake for Heija. They were slowly surrounding the planet, none of them were using their bomb-pumped acceleration. Maybe they're out of bombs, maybe they just want you to dread their coming even more, Bok Soo thought it was the latter.
              He saw the familiar outline of the squad pod and sunk back down onto his bed. He laid there hoping for sleep but too awake to get anymore. With a sigh he got up and walked to the showers, he put the water to hot but it still couldn't get out all the kinks and aches of his body.
              He stretched, using the drying station and getting into a new battle suit.
              He checked his data pad as he walked to the powered armor storage in the squad pod.
              Foshunti reported that his people had been concentrating on the weapons, sensor, and shields for their respective ships. With the new systems the repairs were well ahead of schedule. It would be another day but most systems would be operational on every ship.
              Bok Soo yawned, putting his hand to the scanner, his implants communicating with the racks as his powered armor rotated down. It had burns, scars and dents covering it, even places he could see through it.
              “Time that you got a check-up in the armory,” Bok Soo said to it as it opened up. He got into it, his nerve ports lining up as the powered suit's systems came online and the armor sealed around him and then tightened to fit his body. His armored feet thumped on the ground as he got out of the harness, his servos whining lightly as he exited the squad pod and headed to the armory.
              Bok Soo had moved from Talhalla to Floater since it was closer to the front lines and had the ability to co-ordinate air and ground forces. Ravasham would be handling the air side of things and Bok Soo would control the ground.
              Foshunti had denied Bok Soo going any further, something that Yasu and the majority of commanders agreed on. He was the CAMC and the Commander of the free fleet on this rock, losing him from charging off would do more harm than good. Someone needed to keep them together for as long as possible.
              Then I can have my own turn. There was no part of Bok Soo that tried to shy away from the fact that his mission would end in his death.
              Bok Soo hummed as he took off his powered armor, rested it on a rack and started working on it.
              That's not to say I'm going to sell myself short, his humming taking on a darker note.
              He was halfway through using a nanite based epoxy, a kind of hellfire for armor when the armories opened.
              “Hey Bok Soo,” Yasu said as she strode in.
              “Yasu, how you feeling?” Bok Soo asked, genuine concern in his voice, he knew how close she and James were, and being apart must be hurting her a lot.
              “Definitely not good, but I have a job to do and people to keep alive. Hopefully I'll have time to deal with it later,” she said with a sad smile.
              Or we could be dead, Bok Soo mentally added, it wasn't death that scared him much, he had plenty of friends in the light now. Yet he had a duty to the men and women around him to keep them alive, and to do that he had to be alive so he wouldn't make anyone else shoulder the burden he had taken from Henry. He wondered for a moment if the stalwart man ever had the same thoughts.
              “Aren't you supposed to be sleeping?” He asked, changing the subject to something less daunting.
              “Only got a few hours after detox. Aren't you supposed to be too?” She asked, her tone teasing.
              “Couldn't sleep after detox either,” he said, shrugging her attempts to goad him away. He thought he saw something flash from her armor, he looked, seeing battle suit poking through in a few places.
              “Your armor nearly looks as bad as James' suit did when it was pinned to Resilient's armory,” he said, admiring the damage.
              “Thanks,” She drawled.
              “They do say that husbands and wives are pretty similar,” Bok Soo got a huff of a laugh from Yasu as she got out of her powered armor and put it on another work bench.
              Bok Soo set to work, both of them in their own world, yet sharing in a companionable silence. They relaxed as they just worked on one thing, forgetting their worldly anxieties as they focused on getting replacement parts, or putting sealant in holes. Making sure everything worked perfectly took over their focus.
              The alarm for battle stations rung out as Bok Soo and Yasu looked at one another, no longer joking or light. They're here. Both of them communicated the same thing without words as they prepped their powered armor and climbed into them. PDS could be heard, added to the sounds of people getting into powered armor and checking their weapons through the halls. The battle for Heija had started.
              
***
              
              Edvasho was with the first Star Warriors to descend into the planet's atmosphere. His ship would be going for the staging area, others were flying over the enemy’s position to show them their might.
              “They have air defences, the Star Warriors passing over their position are being pulled from the air,” a seer said, excited for its chance to get to battle. Those who died during battle earned great honour amongst the war leaders that led the silent clans.
              “Have more ships come down and replace their numbers, we will wait till our proper guard is here, so that we might do battle honourably,” Edvasho said, being jostled by the effects of entering atmosphere.
              He saw as multiple Star Warriors entered the atmosphere with shields, the bombardment of atmosphere overloaded their shields and sent a power surge through the ships. Some were okay, whereas others exploded. The surge affected the power-plants stability making others lost control, some plunging into the ground.
              “Our brethren give us great honour with their sacrifice this day,” Edvasho bellowed, everyone on his Star Warrior rustling with pride. To have so many die in battle against these creature's fleet, and then on their first day of planetary battle showed that this battle and war would be a great one, talked about for many generations.
              Star Warrior's kept passing over the ship's against the mountain range. Some survived, many did not.
              Edvasho's warrior touched down, the front end opening as Kalu flooded out of the ship. Edvasho went down the ramp in the middle of the bridge, leading into the belly of the craft and out the front of the Star Warrior. His armor wasn't fully sealed, he smelt the disgusting air that would be lethal to most creatures.
              “It is a good day to die my warriors!” He bellowed, his helmet clamping closed, sealing to his still mobile lower jaw.
              Star Warriors flashed in the sky, some burning up, others pulling out of their dive and joining the growing grouping of those gathering on the ground.
              A message beeped in Edvasho's helmet, he used his smaller limbs under his body to open it.
              “Ashota!” He growled in pleasure, his battle brother had made it in time to see him triumph in ground combat.
              “Battle brother Edvasho,” Ashota said, not as excited as Edvasho.
              “Will you not come and join me to watch the conquering of this planet?” Edvasho asked.
              “I will if you do not join in the battle but lead your people through command, these creatures are sly and good at battle. I do not wish that you fall, with that the fall of the united clans,” Ashota said.
              Edvasho didn't want to sit on the sidelines, he wanted to roam with his clan and rush the defences of these creatures, destroying them with the might of his clans.
              “I have stayed back as you have asked me, now I will go forward, the Kalu are united and I will survive,” Edvasho said. It was an honour to die in battle, but Edvasho would deny himself that honour at the request of this battle brother.
              “Thank you battle brother, you do me great honour,” Ashota said, his voice humble.
              “Now I will see to this battle. I will talk to you of what you have learned after the battle,” Edvasho said.
              “Of course brother,” Ashota said, Edvasho cut the channel. His brother had been the first to charge into battle with him before the accident where he saved Edvasho's life. Instead of being given the honour of dying, he remained alive, he had a strong spirit, especially to come back from something like that and find new purpose.
              Though maybe in his new state he was rotting in his brain, becoming less Kalu and becoming one of the outcasts that lived for peace instead of war. They had their own planet. It was not attacked for the simple reason that attacking such creatures was beneath a warrior.
              Even these other creatures had proven themselves enough to deserve being attacked.
              Sub-leader's Xentar and Orshpa had both made comments on Ashota's manner and ways. They led the second and third fleets of Kalu's clans. They had proven themselves in battle and with their warriors.
              If Ashota continued acting as he was then Edvasho would have to lay him down with the silent clans.
              He shook his head clearing it of such dark thoughts.
              Growls and the sounds of hundreds of shifting armor plates against the noise of Star Warriors landing took Edvasho back to a time when he had landed on these planets so many generations ago.
              Now it is time that we taught these fools the might of the Kalu. He pressed a button, putting him into every helmet.
              “Today the second teaching war starts, we will show these creatures why the Union should have destroyed us. We will destroy them and all that follow them so that nothing but our own stories will show they existed. Are you with me my battle brothers?” Kalu let lose their war cries, shaking the Star Warriors. Edvasho felt battle hormones course through his veins, this is what he had lived for, all he had toiled for, bringing the clans together and forging them into an army of single purpose. To win against those that had thought them defeated.
              “Send them to the silent clans!” Edvasho yelled, leaping forward, taking the front as every Kalu raced after him.
              “Edvasho, Edvasho, Edvasho!” They cried.
              The younger primes grouped around him, the rest of the army doing all they could to gain the privilege of being the first in combat.
              Edvasho felt free of his body, joy racing through him as he moved faster and faster. The primes bayed, honoured to be around a clan leader as able as he. The remainder of the clan's raced faster than Edvasho had ever seen any Clan before. He felt the pounding of their feet, shivers of excitement running through his body as they took a rise, coming into site of the enemy.
              Edvasho's hands flew under his chest, dual lasers rose above his shoulders. He fired, raking the front lines of the enemy. The lasers were weak at this distance, but soon that would change.
              The whines, whizzes, clacks and thumps of rail guns, beader, plasma, and rail cannons started, the leading units catching the heaviest of the fire.
              “Take the cover, use it to advance and take them with our jaws!” Edvasho barked, new bloodlust growls filled the air.
              Star Warriors were still skirting the enemy position, the enemy raked them as they descended. Making it to the ground was like passing through an initiation rite. Star Warriors landed a few kilometres away from the enemy, the same forward areas that had opened into the Free Fleet's ships now released Kalu on to the surface of Heija.
              Edvasho leapt sideways, skidding in the muck of the planet, a plasma bolt missing him as plasma that had split from the main bolt hit his armor, melting it.
              The weapons fire increased as he took cover behind a hill. A cannon raking against others that tried to get to the hill.
              “I will draw it off,” he said, running for another hill. Rounds hit his armor, making him more angry than scared.
              The cannon stayed focused on the last hill, he found the hill he ran to had another cannon covering it. He ran faster, trying to beat the rounds, he caught one in his back right leg. He skidded his working legs pushing on the ground and somehow getting him into cover. His suit went to repairing itself and the wound.
              “Come my brothers let us end these creatures! Bring more, we shall not stop until this planet is taken. This is indeed a great battle, bring down another Lord's worth!” Edvasho said, seeing that Clan lords were now vying for who would join the battle on the planet. A sneaky one dropped into the atmosphere before even his other people. Edvasho would reward them for their cunning and willingness to lead the charge.
              The lord's Star Warriors chased after him, racing to join the great battle.
              Warriors joined Edvasho, getting through the cannons fire, with a third of the original number.
              It would be another few moments before Edvasho's leg was healed enough to continue, then he would again join the front in charging down these worthy warriors.
              
              ***
              
              “We need that support fire yesterday Edmund!” Bok Soo yelled, the panic clear in his voice.
              “You nattering in my ear is not going to help it any!” Edmund hissed back as he pulled the rails from the bank of cannons, reconfiguring the systems for an arching trajectory instead of a straight one. He then linked it to the sensors on the front lines and tacked on a datapad that showed what the projectiles were doing.
              Engineers were copying his method onto all of the ship's railguns that were able to bear on the battlefield.
              He'd gained a bigger appreciation of human's ability to wage war since they'd told him about artillery used back on Earth.
              He checked the data pad as it linked to the sensor information coming from the battlefield.
              Dread filled him as he redoubled his efforts. Seeing that many Kalu was enough to make any creature go cold in fear.
              “Edmund,” Bok Soo said, dragging out his name in warning.
              “You've got some support, not much. I'm working to get you more,” Edmund said, hiding his panic as he checked over the PDS in the mountain and on the ships. Planner had been able to hack their software while he'd installed the necessary hardware they needed to keep running together.
              He felt that smashing things back together as fast as possible was going to be his life.
              Until the Kalu get through those lines, Edmund chastised himself for those thoughts, hardening his reslove. Here we will hold, and here we will buy time for the rest of the fleet to figure out how to smash these bastards. He remembered his all-to-brief talks with his kids and brother.
              He pushed those thoughts away, he had other things to deal with now.
              
              ***
              
              Yasu looked around, the hills and ships PDS were firing into the sky, taking down Star Warriors at an impressive rate. Planner had changed their targeting to compensate for gravity and atmospheric changes.
              Still the air was thick with them as they descended. A clump of them set down over the rise in front of what had become the Free Fleet's base.
              “Move it Commandos!” She bellowed, using the trenches which had been dug from the airlocks to the front.
              Commandos and personnel in powered armor moved everywhere, getting to their positions and weapon systems.
              Star Warriors didn't seem to slow their pace as Yasu got to her position and looked over the trench. There was nothing out there yet.
              “Alright, check your gear again, soon we're going to be up to our heads in Kalu,” she said, checking the commander channel, nothing interesting was on there so she looked over the trench again.
              “Here they come,” someone said as the Kalu raced over the small rise a few kilometres away. It was hard to not feel fear crawl up her spine as hundreds if not thousands of Kalu charged towards her position. It was one thing seeing them in corridors where they couldn't put down much speed, but on an open plain they were in their terrifying element.
              Lasers fired from their backs, they could barely scratch armor but it still made people flinch.
              “Going to use damned laser pointers are you?” Bok Soo yelled. “Ready yourselves,”
              Yasu held her rifle up, nestling it in her shoulder and finding a comfortable place for her elbows. She checked her people along the line, all of them were looking at the enemy. She greened up, nestling back down behind her rifle while she concentrated on her breathing, the sounds of PDS firing and the explosions overhead falling away.
              “Fire,” Bok Soo barked, the weapons of the Commando's responding to their Commander's words.
              Yasu squeezed the trigger, seeing one go down as she fired again, another in its place. She kept her weapon at the same height, squeezing the trigger again and again.
              The Kalu swarmed around the front, the group that had been leading now being overtaken by the slower group. The slower group took the damage and hits as the lead split up. The slower grouped around them as Yasu wondered if it was Kaluian reflex or tactic to use their weaker or unproven warriors to protect the one's that had proved themselves.
              Her counter blinked as her last bolt disappeared into a Kalu's face.
              “Reloading!” She yelled as she dropped her old clip and slapped a new one in. Commandos in reserve picked up the discarded clips, giving them to others that loaded them.
              Yasu pulled her charging handle, a round seated in the barrel. She fired as someone with a fresh clip slipped it into her now empty pouch.
              She didn't even look at them, she just kept firing.
              More cracks of Star Warrior's entering atmosphere made her look up to see a new group of ships drop, instead of the steady trickle.
              “Why the hell do they keep trying to go over our anti-ship defences?” One of her people asked.
              “Don't curse us now, I'm more than happy to have them throw themselves into our automated defences than full on attack us,” Connolly replied before Yasu could.
              Star Warriors were now coming down in more and more numbers, some of them not even landing as they dropped their warriors right into the fray.
              Fighting the Kalu wasn't like fighting a traditional army, it was like fighting a tsunami, if they died or they lived they gained acclaim as long as they won. Which with their massive numbers was still a high possibility.
              A cannon toting Kuruvian was hit in the visor, they screamed.
              “Medics!” Yasu said hitting the Kuruvian's external button for hellfire. She stepped over them, removing their ammunition, slinging her own rifle and putting her shoulder into the plasma cannon.
              She fired, her visor adjusting so she wasn't blinded. The cannon charged again, beeping when it was ready again. She squeezed the trigger as she found another group.
              One looked to trip on something, plasma hitting its armor as a half dozen others were killed instantly. Yasu changed her aim before she could see the results of her hit.
              The cannon beeped again as she fired.
              The lasers were now getting considerably stronger.
              She kept firing, Commandos across the line doing the same. It was one hell of a display of weapons fire.
              “Come on then you Kalu! Welcome to Heija, your tomb!” Bok Soo yelled.Yasu felt a dark kind of humour bring a grin to her face. She was amongst her brothers and sisters, there was no retreat, no getting away. She might die, but then Salchar would destroy them down to the last genome.
              “Demons run when a good man goes to war. Night will fall and drown the sun. When a good man goes to war Friendship dies and family is made, night will fall and the dark will rise. When the Free Fleet goes to war, the Demons are no more,” Yasu said, realizing that her channel was open to everyone.
              Yasu didn't know where it came from, it seemed to come from multiple directions at once. The light started to dwindle, the sky being lit by weapons fire, Star Warriors falling from the sky, controlled or destroyed by the Free Fleet. Plasma set unnatural fires, burning rocks and armor, setting the battlefield alight with the tools of death.
              “We will be there. We will be there. We will be there,” the chant started, quiet and growing in volume until they were screaming it.
              It died down. “Who will be there?” Bok Soo yelled.
              “We will!” Came the reply.
              “And who are we!” Bok Soo Screamed.
              “The Free Fleet!” Yasu didn't realize her voice had joined them until she felt the scratching feeling of yelling.
              At that moment the guns of the Destroyers opened up. Rounds cracked overhead, wind pulling the Commandos and their gear forward, created by the pressures of the rounds.
              “Commandos reload, work in shifts,” Bok Soo said as the gunners earned their pay, millions of rounds spat from the Destroyers small and medium ship-based rail-cannon's. If they hit a Kalu they disappeared. For the gunners it might as well have been day time to them, they were used to fighting with their sensors in the dark of space.
              Star Warriors now started firing on the ships with their lasers.
              “Shields going up in five,” Foshunti said, Planner showing where those shields would be and danger areas.
              The shields snapped to brilliance as Battle-Carrier's took on the incoming Star-warriors while the Destroyers kept on firing at the oncoming Kalu.
              The Kalu had been pushed back about a kilometre and a half, but there was still some creeping closer.
              The cannons mounted in the mountains could only hit so much around the hills and areas they were assigned.
              Yasu sighted more targets and fired her plasma cannon, trying to hit the tip of the hill so that the plasma would fall down the opposite side and kill any hiding Kalu.
              “Reserves move up, those on the line switch off,” Bok Soo ordered. Yasu looked at the time, they'd been fighting for five hours already, and it didn't look like the Kalu were giving up any time soon.
              Someone tapped Yasu, she moved out of the way as they checked the weapon, flipped off the safety and illuminated the line with plasma.
              Yasu's sound cancelling was at full but it still wasn't enough to cut out the supersonic cracks of the millions of rounds rushing through the air.
              She looked over the battlefield again, the Kalu were still rushing, their lasers now close enough to do damage after only a moments notice. They targeted the heavy weapon systems and raked the line, firing in atmosphere meant that they're lasers painted their own positions. Earning a slew of incoming rounds from the Commandos.
              Yasu moved to the second line, her body more tired than she expected it to be. Being switched on for that long took its toll.
              She got in a covered hole, checking her supplies and seeing she had a few hours of down time. The lines had to change on and off to keep people fresh, five hours on the front, five of pure rest and rearm, then two and a half hours ready as reserve, two and a half hours forced sleep
              The ground shook suddenly. Thoughts of sleeping were banished.
              Yasu rushed back outside, her rifle ready as she looked at her map of the battlefield.
              The Battle Carrier's and Destroyers were using their spinal cannons as artillery. They were at a fraction of their original speed but it still got them a few kilometres into the sky before they came crashing down.
              Good damned work Edmund, She thought. Looking at the massive rounds that rose into the sky only to come right back down onto the Kalu. They exploded on their timed setting, ripping apart anything below them.
              The engineer's had worked since they landed on the planet to get the reactive armor plating buried into the hills to create massive mines. They set up PDS to work without being plugged into a ship and turned their ship's cannons into artillery. Gunners had thrown their weight into the latter pursuits and were now raining pure destruction down on the Kalu. Giving the Commandos and volunteers a pause for the first time since they had come under contact.
              After the first barrage the fire slowed considerably. The rate of Star Warriors picked up again. Yasu felt her adrenaline receding as she looked to her hole again. Tiredness seeped back in as she trudged to her hole.
              They only had a limited amount of ammunition for those cannons. The Kalu seemed to have an unending supply of star-warriors and Star-destroyers.
              
              Chapter Time to plan
              
              Bregend looked at his sensor readings, less than a half of the fleet that had passed him a few weeks ago was left and all of them needing major repairs. Most still had Kalu ships attached to them.
              Reports and information flashed between the two fleets as building priorities by the factories were changed. It seemed that Salchar wasn't going any further behind the line.
              It was a few hours before Salchar opened up a channel to Bregend, finally in range of a FTL relay.
              “We will be staying here to rebuild our ships, re-arm and help your people to fix these ships as reinforcements are called up from the remainder of the Free Fleet,” Salchar said, sounding distracted.
              “Certainly commander, my people are ready to assist yours in getting your ships into working order,” Bregend said officially.
              “Good I will be having a conference with all of the Command staff in a few minutes. It's time we planned out this war,” Salchar sounded tired, but also sure that the war with the Kalu was going to be a long affair.
              “Yes Commander,” Bregend said. They had finally broken free of the Syndicate somewhat, yet while the Fleet had returned from battles in the state Salchar's was, and worse, they hadn't been defeated.
              Defeat always hurts like a bastard.
              
***
              
              I looked through all of the reports waiting for me in the FTL relay’s memory. Rick and I split the load to get through it faster.
              “Seems that Felix has been busy with a bunch of long-range super-fast ships that could be used in engagements. Well if someone was insane enough to use wormholes in a battle and wait seven seconds to super-charge a rail cannon till it shot plasma,” Rick said.
              “See how he got a railgun to project plasma, we could use that on our main ships. I'll want to look at those specs later,” I said as I read up on the numbers that were applying to the Free Fleet. We were still hurting for people. 
Ships were now being made fast enough that we were getting close to not being able to man some of them. Progress on war station was painfully slow but Shrift had put in Elevators and movement systems that didn't suck, and was speeding up the entire process by magnitudes.
              “Meeting time,” Rick said, turning in his chair, while he tried to look jovial, the iron in his voice showed a man that had been through more battles than he should have, and yet he kept going.
              I pressed a control on the desk, putting my data pad down as the room seemed to fill with system commanders and command staff.
              “If you have read the report then you know what the outcome of our battle with the Kalu was, you will also know that your brothers and sisters are fighting on a planet in hopes that they can give them pause enough to allow the Free Fleet to be ready for the Kalu. Let me make one thing very clear, we are not going to leave them out there,” my voice hard. They seemed to straighten at attention, as if they had all hoped this was my plan.
              “We are going to pull every upgraded and ready ship we have into one fleet capable of saving our people. That said we also have to look to defence. Here, today, in this conference I want to iron out our plan of war,” I said.
              Multiple people looked away as if someone or something had interrupted the meeting. Vort pinged on the desk a text message flashing across it. Kuruvian Empire raided by the Syndicate. Carrier involved. Believe that Fairgate has returned. I looked up, grating my teeth and pushing hair out of my face. All eyes looked back to me after a few minutes.
              “It seems that the Syndicate has also shown its hand. I want to know where they are and their numbers. We have to deal with them, lest they attack our rear, depleting our ability to fight and take over again,” hard faces looked back at me in agreement.
              “Cheerleader you've been to the empire before, go and offer our aid. Use these fast moving crafts to scout the area. I want to know where Commander Boot is as well as the Syndicate forces. Take merchant freighters with relays. We need to have communications up as soon as possible. Patrol crafts beyond Parnmal are to move to Bregend's system with any and all materials the Commander needs. AIH's contingent will patrol the secondary entrance into the corridor. Parnmal's ships will be in support. Any ships upgraded and ready for battle will link up with the patrol ships. Ships completed after the convoy has left their system for Bregend’s are to make their own smaller squadrons and move to Parnmal, ready to be used as a reserve for any fleet. Monk I want you and your people looking that over.”
              “Certainly,” Monk said, not sounding at all distressed by the weight of his new duties. I took a breath, looking at the creatures that made up the Free Fleet, my eyes fell on the system commanders. They had grown in the past months. New planets and new recruiting stations were adding their weight behind the Free Fleet and it was having an affect.
              “I am enacting the war protocols, this means that planetary defence forces will be given the ability to serve the Free Fleet in a full-time capacity until hostilities are completed. Their workplaces are asked to take them back when they return, or they will be looked after by the Free Fleet and its agencies to find new employment,”
              “Is that wise commander?” Tak asked.
              “We are at war, we win or every race is destroyed by the Kalu, or enslaved by the Syndicate again. The Free Fleet has been under strengthed since it was created, even with planetary forces adding their weight to the fleet, we could still be lacking,” I said, Tak nodding.
              “The reporter Evelyn Sparks has done more for our ranks than anything we could have,” Commander Whorst said.
              “Pardon me?” I asked, genuinely confused, Evelyn kept to herself on the Bridge and on Resilient largely. She was a good writer and had brought me under fire more than once. I had been busy with running the Fleet, so had not read articles. If they were important then Rick or my Intelligence department would have raised it with me. Like they did with the article about me looking to become a tyrant. Lovely bit of writing that.
              She wrote a piece that has passed through every relay and system with traffic. It goes into detail of the battle with the Kalu, and it pleads with people to support the Fleet. In her own words she says 'think not on the past or the present but the future. For us to have one, we must work with the Free Fleet. They have given their time, bodies, and lives for us. They might not be polished and proper, they might be heavy handed at times. Yet they are the bulwark that stands between us and death. The Kalu are beasts driven by war, either we stand united with the Free Fleet, or die apart trillions of times.' She's started a fire with the people,” Whorst said.
              “Well we're going to need it,” I said
              
              ***
              
              It took a further three hours to go through everything from contracts with different planets, to transportation issues and new relay connections. Afterwards I felt drained, yet still there was that lump in my stomach that drove me.
              “James, you need to relax,” Rick said, concern filling his voice.
              I looked at the table, seeing Yasu, Bok Soo, Foshunti, and the thousands of Commandos I knew were fighting for me to sit there.
              “If you had allowed your people to go to a planet and possibly die for you, would you relax?” I asked, my voice hollow.
              “No,” Rick said, his turn to look at the table.
              I took a minute to pull myself together.
              “Time to wear the mask,” I said, my face lightening a bit as I looked like the concerned but ready Commander Salchar that everyone was used to.
              Rick stood, stopping me with a hand, and wrapping it around my back as we embraced.
              “We'll do it together brother,” he said, emotion filling his voice.



              “Thank you Rick,” I said, the mask cracking as tears fell down my cheeks.
              “Now you've got me crying you oaf,” Rick said, eliciting a small laugh from me.
              We tapped one another’s backs, letting go as we let out ragged breaths.
              “Let's do this, together,” I said, looking to Rick.
              “It would be my honour James,” he said, tapping his fingers to his head. I took strength from that, straightening myself out and walking out onto the Bridge. The mask of Commander Salchar descended.
              
              Chapter To find those lost
              
              Cheerleader's fleet was ready a few hours after the meeting. She was down to her own Battle cruiser, another called Bongo, three destroyers and seven corvettes. Soon she would be getting some extra support, in the way of twelve of the new Jump fighters from Felix.
              The Wormhole generators projected a tear through time-space as Cheerleader and her fleet went through it. Thirty-two merchant freighters followed.
              She looked at the organized mess of Parnmal. Salchar had kicked up one hell of a storm. Planetary forces were joining up by the Company. It seemed half of AIH had joined up as well. Their battle master had called them and they answered. Ships that were able to fly, no matter if they were going into the yard, or had just come out, they were sent to gather the planetary forces and start getting them acquainted with their positions.
              Cheerleader didn't know what Salchar's play was going to be, but she knew there was no one better to create one.
              
              ***
              
              “We're linked into the FTL relay,” Gogs said.
              “Upload my messages as soon as possible,” Min Hae replied.
              “Already on i... You're going to want to see this,” Gogs paused.
              “Get us to Parnmal,” Min Hae said, reading the titles of the multiple documents Gogs had sent him.
              “Yes Commander,” Chrys said, accelerating the Verslva to the next jump limit.
              “It looks like we're at war,” Min Hae said, his voice calm as he looked at the numbers and information from the first engagement with the Kalu, inside he was anything but.
              The systems looked to be doing fine except for the Kuruvians that had just dealt with a Syndicate raid. Based on the markings and the information that the Intelligence department had raised from the Empire and their contacts, it looked to be Lifendi's carrier. Though the heavy-handed way it had captured merchant freighters and shot anything it had seen. Lifendi had more finesse than that. He also had a crew and a fleet that did what he said. This fleet had attacked with abandon.
              Which led Min Hae to two thoughts, either Lifendi had been replaced, or Lady Fairgate had put him in a position that she thought he was more useful.
              “Gogs I have another message for Cheerleader and her scouts,” Min Hae typed out a quick message and sent it to his sidekick.
              “Sending,” Gogs said.
              
              ***
              
              “Fuck! Get those guns up again!” Yasu said, a power cell had been ruptured covering Yasu in dirt and wounding three Commandos.
              Yasu provided covering fire for those injured and the ones helping them.
              “I need support fire in front of my position,” she said to one of the combined arms operators.
              “Incoming,” they replied, sounding as tired as Yasu felt.
              The shells were being made from the materials mined out of the mountains now. There was a finite supply and they were only going down with time.
              “Yasu, I've just been informed that there is another Kalu fleet entering the system,” Bok Soo said.
              Looks like any hope we had of getting off this rock is gone, Yasu silently added.
              “The MEF's are being cleared for support roles,” Bok Soo finished.
              It seemed as if the fighters heard his words as they sprung from Talhalla. They flew up into the descending waves of Star Warriors, ripping through their ranks. PDS turned their fire onto the Kalu as they were trying to reach the trenches, five waves had already done so.
              A yell seemed to come from thousands of Kalu at once.
              “Brace!” Bok Soo and Yasu yelled at the same time. The ship's supporting fire increased as thousands of Kalu charged. Yasu drained her rifle, reloading it without thought and shooting into the oncoming black mass of Kalu.
              “Swords!” Bok Soo barked. “Ready reserves!”
              Yasu's rail gun barrel split as a laser caught it. Yasu dropped out of instinct as her hands dropped to her sword. She pulled it out, feeling the pounding of the Kalu, her sound cancelling helmet working at full, barely keeping out the blood lusting howls of the Kalu.
              She felt her breaths come, calm and cold, just as Takahashi had taught her.
              She closed her eyes for a second, seeing James.
              Rage boiled in her gut, these bastards wanted to keep her people from their loved ones. She might die today, if she did it would be to get them home to their loved ones. A Kalu tried to jump the trench. The blade mistress stabbed upwards, ripping them open she ran at the trenches back wall, using it like stepping stones to bring her above ground.
              “Let us welcome them to the black! On me Commandos!” She yelled, her Commando's answering with their own yells as she charged into the leading Kalu. She sliced the first one's claws off, spinning and cutting across one Kalu's face, then bringing it across the next beside it.  She curved under a leaping Kalu, using her shoulder to bash their under-belly. She trusted her Commandos to deal with it as she brought her sword upwards and across her body catching the Kalu that had followed the one she shoulder checked. She swung to her right, catching the reaching paw of an attacker at her side. She twirled on a Kalu as it tried to run her over, sticking her sword out she cut into his mid-section, and sliced another attacker.
              She was the blade mistress, the warrior that had been trained from childhood to fight. She had been honed in Mecha Assault, then taught the truth of war and bloodied in it by the Free Fleet.
              She used one hand with her blade, grabbing a collection of grenades and throwing them into the Kalu ranks as she pulled a pistol free.
              War isn't fair, she thought in James' voice as her grenades exploded, killing tens of Kalu as she fired her rail pistol and slashed anything that got near.
              She saw a dense pack running together, a Kalu with some of the most battle-scarred armor moving in the middle.
              “VIP,” she said to the gunners in the hills and ships, tagging the Kalu. Rounds landed all around it moments later, the primes took the most hits as the scarred leader turned, and headed straight for Yasu.
              She locked eyes with its helmet. Cleaving through a number of Kalu.
              She didn't know what would happen if she killed the Kalu leader, but she hoped it would give them some relief.
              They were a bare hundred meters away when fighter's raked the area.  A few dropped modified bombs into the ranks of Kalu. The charge was opened up in tens of places by the sudden attack. The tide of Kalu turned and Yasu found herself fighting tens of them as the leader was turned by its forces and pushed back to the hills.
              “Pull back!” Yasu yelled. Her Commandos turned as one and rushed back towards the cover of the trenches, grabbing their wounded. Weapons up and down the trenches started firing. Yasu helped one of her people drag a wounded Chaleelian back to the lines. They jumped in, easing the Commando down and pressing the hellfire valve.
              “Medic!” The one that had been dragging the Commando yelled. Yasu tapped them on the shoulder, getting a nod as she turned and went in search of a replacement rifle.
              
              ***
              
              Xentar entered the system where clan leader Edvasho waged war on the planet. The Kalu fleet had decimated the enemies. The enemy had offered honourable battle and Edvasho had taken it. Xentar's chest swelled with pride at the way his leader led the clans to war on the ground. He was no Ashota that sat in his ship and told Edvasho to not get involved.
              Xentar's eyes flashed as he saw the creature's craft on his scanners.
              Ashota had supported Edvasho from the shadows, but the creature was of no use on the battlefield. He had been denied a warriors death, and had become a plague on the Kalu clans. Though Xentar had a plan to give him a proper death and give Edvasho the freedom to lead them into honourable battle.
              “Take us towards the planet so that we might join the battle,” Xentar said, his crew following his orders as his Star destroyers moved in towards the planet.
              They were not like the Star Warriors in their singular attack. Ashota had given the Kalu one great advancement, it was copying the Carriers that the Union had used. The Destroyers were four kilometers big and two wide, they could put out hundreds of fighters which worked in unison. Like Kalu on a battlefield they naturally worked together through instinct. They moved like a swarm, using their numbers as a shield so they could pile together and drive into their enemy. The Destroyers had been used once before against a Kalu clan that defied Edvasho time and time again.
              There was not a descendent left to tell their war-tales.
              “Request that I be given audience with Clan leader Edvasho,” Xentar said.
              A few moments later the great clan leader growled into existence.
              “I see that you have come to join our battle Xentar. I applaud you at your speed. I only wish that Orshpa was also here to join in on our first truly great battle,” Edvasho said.
              “He will be along shortly, he is gathering the last of the war-capable Kalu,” Xentar said.
              “These creatures offer us valiant battle but the Kalu shall win,” Edvasho said, clearly proud of his people.
              “I hope only that there is enough that I might be engaged in battle,” Xentar replied.
              Edvasho laughed, the noise like a tree chipper being fed metal.
              “We shall be battle brothers, it is not a question in my mind,” Edvasho said. I must try to get rid of the Ashota while I can.
              “Ashota is making it clear that he desires you to leave the battlefield for the safety of your Star Warrior. I hope that his desires do not come true,” Xentar said.
              “Ashota seems to have become concerned with my safety, to the point it seems that he wishes me to survive every battle that I am in. This kind of thought I do not agree with.”
              “It is known that he talks with your voice. If he keeps pronouncing these things I believe that the other leaders and lords will start thinking that your sentiment is to leave the battlefield and merely watch it as a spectator.”
              “Watch what you say,” Edvasho said, his growl telling Xentar to be careful.
              “I am sorry great Clan Leader Edvasho. I am only telling you the sentiment that some of those I have talked to are feeling,” Xentar said.
              Edvasho was quiet for a long time.
              “I feel that Ashota while he means well, is too long for this world. His time spent watching battle and not participating in it, has made him a creature of peace,” Edvasho said, spitting the last word, his voice sad.
              Xentar knew as soon as Edvasho had said that Ashota was a peaceful creature, Ashota's fate was assured.
              “Surely not,” Xentar said, hiding how he trembled in victory. He would be the one to free the great commander of the limiting factor of Ashota.
              “I must admit that he is. I must ask you a favor my battle brother,” Edvasho said, Xentar shaking himself in pride. The great Edvasho that survived the first teaching war in order to bring these creature's battle again has called me his battle brother!
              “You may ask anything of me battle brother, I will do anything you request of me,” Xentar said, bowing his head unconsciously.
              “I cannot bear to send him to the planet of the peaceful. I ask that you guide him to the gates of the silent clans through battle,” Edvasho said.
              Xentar tore into his Destroyer's deck.
              “It would be my honour,” Xentar said.
              “I will send him many more offerings from the ground,” Edvasho said. “Thank you battle brother. Next time we speak I hope for you to be on the ground,” the channel ended.
              “We are to send Ashota to the gates of the silent clans. Edvasho has ordered it so, he believes that Ashota has become one of the peaceful,” Xentar said. “I want all Destroyers to join the Star Warriors around the planet, we will hit Ashota as he watches the battle.”
              His orders were passed throughout the fleet while his ships moved towards their destination.
              
              ***
              
              Ashota felt sadness. Edvasho had finally given into the other leaders that said killing him was better than letting him live. They saw him as a cripple that could bring nothing to battle.
              Only those that mindlessly went to war were 'proper' Kalu in the eyes of those leaders.
              Ashota pushed that pain away, he didn't have the time to grieve at the loss of his relationship with his blood-brother.
              Ashota pressed a button, alerting those in his crew loyal to him. Another button set off explosives inside the armor of Orshpa and Xentar's warriors.
              “Where shall we go to Ashota?” The pilot asked.
              We could go to the planet of the peaceful, yet then we will be able to do nothing to stop the Kalu. I thought that I could change their minds, what a fool was I. No we must attack them force with force. We will give the enemy help so that we might free ourselves and the Universe of fools that wish to see it burn, he thought with a burning desire.
              He snarled, a new fire filling him.
              “We go to Parnmal, we shall see what this Free Fleet is made of, and see if we can put an end to this violence,” Ashota said. Moments later his ship moved away from Heija.
              When we next meet battle brother, it will not be me that falls to the silent clans.
              
              ***
              
              Commander Boot had headed in the direction of Flor, and it looked as if he had found it.
              “Bring the Fleet to readiness. I see some Syndicate bastards that seemed to have strayed into the wrong place,” Boot said, alarms sounding as drills were executed.
              “There seems to be a small craft waiting on the edge of the system. It matches no known designs,” Sensors called out.
              “Well hopefully it will stay out of our way,” Boot said. Not wanting to deal with another party wading in on his battle.
              “It has started moving, its rate of acceleration is unlike anything I've ever seen,” Sensor's said in awe. Boot looked at the main plot, it was already moving as fast as a corvette would after five minutes of acceleration, in twenty seconds.
              “It disappeared!” Sensors said.
              “Wormhole three thousand kilometres out!” A sensor operator announced as the small craft appeared, having made a wormhole and crossed to within a few hundred thousand kilometers of Boot's fleet.
              “It is sending a message, text only. Its codes match with Cheerleader's, it seems to be a scout of some kind,” Communications said.
              “What is the message?” Boot asked, his voice gruff with the time it was taking comms to relay.
              “It says that Cheerleader is looking for us. She will be here in a matter of hours,” Communications said.
              “I want ship numbers and specifics, we will continue into the system to engage the Syndicate fleet,” Boot said.
              “Specifics coming in on your screens,” Communications said. Boot reviewed it. She had less ships, but all of them were upgraded and could do some serious damage.
              “The Syndicate ships are moving away from the planet and turning to engage us. There is one carrier, listed as Lifendi's, five Battle cruisers, nine Destroyers and nineteen corvettes,” Sensors said.
              “Very well. Conical formation. I want PDS on missiles and fighter defence. When we reach firing range I want to rotate and present our sides to their fronts we will take them with our guns. I will call out movements as I decide them.”
              “The Jump fighter says that it has the ability to attack in close, it can gather at least four more ships and attack the carrier before it can deploy its forces,” Comms said.
              Boot thought of how the little ship could wormhole in so close and the speeds it could travel at in real space.
              “They are authorized to do so, only when they have at least four other ships, the surprise will only work once,” Boot said, his tone warning.
              “Yes commander.”
              A few minutes later the Jump fighter created a wormhole and disappeared. Boot shook his head at how the small craft was so easily able to create wormholes.
              There was hour left to go before Boot and the Syndicate fleet were in range to fire their missiles when sensors picked up Cheerleader and her fleet.
              Twenty minutes later nine scout craft appeared around the Syndicate fleet.
              They accelerated even faster than Boot had seen the single Jump fighter go. Missiles spat out from their internal racks.
              The missiles split and hit the carrier from multiple angles. The syndicate ships were trying to hit the small ships, but they were already learning why the Union's big laser PDS systems were practically ineffective against the Kalu. The Kalu, like these Jump fighters, moved so fast, and could change their direction so easily, that these big lumbering lasers were completely ineffective.
              The missiles struck the carrier's shield as it was just coming online. They cost a lot of power so it made sense to not have them activated, well, to a creature that was concerned about having to pay for fuel against what he stole from civilians.
              The shields held but were weakened. The scout's fired their main weapons. Sensors said that it looked like plasma, but Boot was concentrated on his screens so much so that he barely registered them.
              The bolts hit the shields, nine of them a few seconds apart, the power was too much for the starting up and weakened shields, they spotted, some shield generators overloading. Scouts swooped in towards their fighter decks, they fired missiles and plasma.
              Then they created wormholes through the ship's hull. There was no fighting the forces of the wormhole. Armor and whatever sections of the carrier passed through the wormhole, disappeared. The scouts transitioned through their wormholes. The Carrier's fighter decks rocking with internal explosions, the hull looked as if potato peelers had been dragged through its hull.
              “Well I am going to need some of those,” Boot said.
              “Prepare to engage. Full thrust.”
              The Syndicate fleet was still in disarray when Boot came in.
              “Fire missiles, rotate us to present the left side,” Boot said in relaxed tones as a barrage of missiles leapt from his ship's tubes.
              Rail guns fired, causing the Syndicate ships to move and close ranks in order to miss the projectiles.
              Once the reaction time for missing the guns was down to minutes Boot looked to his tactical.
              “Fire at will.”
              The battle cruiser vibrated as rounds were accelerated towards the Syndicate forces. Some of them were turned, others were accelerating forward, or trying to escape.
              Boot waited till the lowest shield got to seventy percent.
              “Roll to present right side,” he said, the fleet rolling as one, gunners on the left stopping only when they were facing the black, the right starting as soon as targets presented themselves.
              “Four corvettes destroyed, the carrier's shields are still down. No fighters are leaving. I think she's dead,” Sensors said.
              “Well give it a few missiles to make sure,” Boot said, looking at tactical’s head.
              Five missiles sped out towards the carrier. Two PDS lasers fired, they took down three of the ship missiles.
              The other two cracked the carrier's hull. Atmosphere and fires poured out from the craft.
              So much for being a great Captain Lord, Lifendi. Boot looked to his forces.
              “We're down to sixty percent shields on the right, eighty on the right.
              “Rotate to face forward,” Boot said, seeing a missile catch one of his corvettes, his screen alerted him that a battle cruisers shields were nearly gone.
              “Rotate Ballhasta out with ourselves,” Boot said, helm doing so.
              Weapons from across both fleets fired as they crossed one another, sides pounded sides. Not one Syndicate ship was left with shields, a few were left wrecks. Two Battle cruisers were still functional, three destroyer's, one of which had a busted engine was falling behind the fleeing syndicate fleet.
              Twelve of the corvettes were still in existence, they had the speed to flee the battle fast enough.
              Ballhasta hadn't been able to get out of the line of fire fast enough. Rail guns had smashed her armor, gaining access to her internals. A power plant feed line had been ruptured and the ship's frontal section had disappeared in nuclear light.
              Boots’ own ship had its shields lost, but its armor had stopped anything else from penetrating.
              “Shall we chase after them commander?” Helm asked.
              “No, we'll be seeing them soon enough. It's time we linked up with Cheerleader and the rest of the Free Fleet. Comms, did you send our reports to her?” Boot asked, forcing himself to look to his duty, those that were dead would be waiting for his grief later.
              “Yes Commander.”
              “Good, then we'll look to our own people. Request Cheerleader's support and co-ordinate medical assistance,” Boot answered. Comms would be very busy over the next while. He would speak with Cheerleader when she was closer and the lag wasn't so annoying.
              He scanned the reports now flooding in after battle. He looked for any information that could help recovery.
              “I'll be helping with medical and engineering crews,” he announced, handing command over to Tactical and his second in command. Sitting in his chair wasn't going to help anyone.
              
              ***
              
              “Well that's one issue dealt with for now,” Cheerleader said, feeling as if she'd opened Pandora's Box finding Boot.
              “Onur, get on the comms with one of those Jump fighters. I'm compiling a message to be sent to Salchar, best speed,” Cheerleader said, tagging all the information from Boot adding a few notes and sending it to Onur.
              “They're going to fuel then they'll be on their way,” Onur said a few minutes later.
              “Good, now I want the rest to re-arm, refuel and scout this area,” Cheerleader sent the sketched outline of systems she wanted them to go through.
              “We're going to hold here and render any assistance that we can to the Kuruvian Empire. I want everyone ready for battle at a moment's notice, the Syndicate raided the system once already, and they can do it again. I don't intend on letting any of them get to a planet, or make it out of this system,” she said, looking up and to her people.
              Werv her second in command gave her a knowing glance that told her he wanted to talk to her about something.
              She turned to him so not everyone would have to hear it.
              “Are we sure that the Empire will be happy to see us, they might blame us for the attack by the Syndicate,” Werv said conspiratorially.
              “Good point,” Cheerleader admitted, knowing it was her second in commands place to be devil's advocate.
              “Onur, I want you to open a private channel between myself and whatever authority you can find on the planet Flor.”
              “Yes Commander,” Onur said. Some had talked about how the role of communication's Commander was one of the most overworked positions within the Free Fleet. Few if any thought that Vort had an easy time coordinating all of the communications Salchar spewed from his ship to his fleet and to the Free Fleet at large.
              There might be some truth to that after all, Cheerleader thought.
              
              Chapter Love it when a plan comes together
              
              “We have reports of a ship skirting the sensor networks coming from the line towards Parnmal,” Gogs said, moving where his wings would have been.
              Min Hae had been connected to the relays for a few days now. He'd gone through multiple systems that his agents were in. Having them check that no one was following Verslva.
              They'd done some trading to keep up appearances, but they were nearly to Parnmal, just three jumps to go. All of them through inhabited systems so they had to be careful.
              The systems were habitated simply because they were close to Parnmal and supplying the system with materials the Fleet and the corridor needed.
              “Who?” Min Hae asked, displeased with someone skirting the sensors. Though the sensor operators had undoubtedly caught onto it if Gogs had.
              “It matches our sensor readings of Ashota's craft,” Gogs said.
              “Get me a channel to Monk,” Min Hae said, his tone brisk.
              “Certainly.”
              “Hello Commander,” Monk said, the backdrop telling Min Hae that Monk had been sparring.
              “Are we secure?” Min Hae asked.
              “Of course,” Monk said, his tone relaxing to Min Hae. Monk was one of the few people that Min Hae knew he could truly rely on. His time working in Parnmal had left an impression.
              “It seems that a craft with a known leader, or person of statue within the Kalu Clans is approaching Parnmal,” Min Hae said.
              “We will be ready for them,” Monk said, Min Hae didn't let his sigh show. There's a reason he's the commander of Parnmal after all. Min Hae chastised himself. I need to stop looking at just numbers and facts try trusting others.
              “I will be there after they have arrived. If you are able to take them I would wish to talk to them,” Min Hae said, not wanting to give too much information away. Being in the intelligence department made one cautious, there was no telling when other ears might be listening.
              “We shall see, but if they threaten Parnmal..,” Monk said, his face making even Min Hae feel something like a chill run through him.
              Then there won't be dust left, Min Hae thought nodding.
              “Understood,” Min Hae replied.
              “Till we see one another, preparations must be made,” Monk said, his voice becoming faraway as he looked to be thinking.
              Hopefully I'll have a plan that Salchar can use to even the odds against the Kalu and the Syndicate. Min Hae silently willed Verslva to go faster, knowing that doing so would attract attention. There was too many ways that his plan could go wrong. Yet the Free Fleet regularly went into battle with plans it made only a few minutes before. For the large part it had worked, but still Min Hae's nerves and hopes warred with one another.
              
              ***
              
              Ashota looked at the system named Parnmal in wonder.
              “This is a star system,” Onqul the seer said.
              “Yes it is,” Ashota said, remembering the great Union's planets with their towering cities, orbiting factories and system wide asteroid miners.
              Why did we have to destroy it all?
              “We are being hailed by someone calling themselves Commander Monk,” the talker said.
              “Put him on screen,” Ashota ordered. There was silence on the bridge as they looked to Ashota in question. The only person he had shown himself to had been Edvasho and the spy from the Syndicate. They had wondered about the spy, but they thought he would destroy them before they could tell others of Ashota's appearance.
              Now Ashota would show an entire system his weakness.
              “We are online, there is a few minutes time-delay,” the Talker said as a pinkish-brown looking creature with little hair other than that over its optical nerves appeared.
              “This is Commander Monk of the Free Fleet. We have been awaiting your presence Ashota of the Kalu clans. Surrender yourselves to questioning, or we will destroy your ship. Signal you are willing to surrender by powering down your weapons, shields, wormhole generators and face towards the station. Do you understand?” The hairless pinkish-brown creature said.
              “I understand Commander, do as he says,” Ashota said to his crew. “How do you know my name?” Ashota asked.
              “When you are in our custody I will tell you,” Monk said, making it clear Ashota wouldn't find out beforehand.
              “Very well I look forward to finding out,” Ashota said, getting comfortable. The commander's craft wouldn't reach Ashota for another few hours.
              
              ***
              
              Monk stepped into the interrogation room a few hours later. Ashota as well as all the Kalu aboard had been taken into custody without incident. A few scans and other tests had proven they weren't a threat to anyone through bombs, or chemical means.
              “Hello commander,” Ashota said, Monk studying him for a second before he relaxed into his seat.
              “Hello Spymaster Ashota,” Monk said, touching his hands together in contemplation.
              “Will you now tell me how you know my name?” Ashota asked.
              “If you tell me why you're here,” Min Hae said, his stare and body relaxed.
              “The Kalu Clans need to be stopped.”
              “You think that the Free Fleet can do this?” Monk asked.
              “I don't know, but the Syndicate would give the people a life of slavery, not one of freedom. I don't want my people to be slaves,” Ashota said.
              “Your people?” Monk asked, genuinely interested.
              “The peaceful Kalu. I think that this would be best if I told you a story,” Ashota said.
              “Please,” Monk said, turning his head and nodding for him to talk.
              “I am one of two known survivors of the last great Union-Kalu battle. Myself and Edvasho survived in a Star Warrior. I saved his life by taking grievous harm in battle. I put him in to a healing tank and he recovered as I piloted the Star Warrior away from the battle. I knew that the battle was lost and wasting our lives would not help the Kalu cause. I told Edvasho that the Star Warrior was on auto-pilot, he took my word and started to gather his clan to challenge the others and take them against the Union again.
              “I turned his mind to bringing all the clans under his control. He listened and I worked in the shadows to give him the information he needed to turn lifelong enemies into a single clan united under him.” Ashota paused, as if gearing himself up for what he was about to say.
              “I found out that there was two real groups of Kalu, those that were bent on following the traditions of old, and then those that wanted to move the Kalu forward. To be something other than just warriors and killers. It was these people I stated gathering and bringing to my side. It was easy to twist Edvasho and the other clan leaders to making these Kalu live on their own planet, as a perceived punishment of their peaceful ways. I created the planet of the peaceful Kalu and became one of the council.”
              “So there is a group of peaceful Kalu on a planet. How does this help us?” Monk asked.
              “Because the peaceful Kalu aren't peaceful, they're merely the ones that want more for the Kalu. They are the skilled workers. They are the ones that made destroyers and Kalu fighters. They know what the Kalu are and will become if they are left unchecked. The council believes that they need to be stopped, I agree,” he said in a growl.
              “Yet you have been helping the Kalu warriors as they attack our planets,” Monk said.
              “I had hoped that I could sway Edvasho to change the warriors minds in one go,” Monk didn't know Kalu body language but he thought that he might be seeing something akin to almost sadness in Ashota.
              “Being my battle brother I hoped that I could sway him. Instead it looks as if he is ingrained into the traditions of my people so much that he retains no will other than to fight and destroy the enemies he finds.”
              “Ask him about the Destroyers and fighters,” Salchar who was watching the entire interview via the relays said in Monk's ear. The time delay was minimal, but it was still a few moments slow because of electronic transfer and translation.
              “You said something about Destroyers and fighters?” Monk asked.
              “Yes, they are ships similar to your carriers.  The idea came from you and the mixing of Kalu tactics. We took the warrior trained younglings and hooked them into fighters. Since they are trained in them from such a young age, they know only how to fight in their fighters. This combined with their natural Kalu hunting tactics makes them brilliant tools of war. They work as a hunting party of Kalu, all the fighters moving in a swirling moving mass, covering one another as they charge their enemy. They swarm the enemy, hitting anything and everything they can, they act like a single organism able to move in the three dimensions of space. The Star Warriors are unrefined tools of deployment and breaching. The fighters are made for the purpose of destroying and rendering ships useless so Star Warriors can claim them,” Ashota said.
              Monk did not like the image that his mind was painting as Ashota talked.
              “So why come to us now?” Monk asked.
              “The three major players are the Kalu, the Syndicate, and yourselves. In order of strength, though I am beginning to doubt that information,” Ashota admitted, glancing at the walls.
              “You still haven't said why you came to us,” Monk pressed.
              “The Kalu want to destroy everything. The Syndicate are back stabbers and will only see us as an enemy or a competitor. The Free Fleet was created through revolution, I thought you would understand how the peaceful Kalu would want to go through their own revolution to free themselves,” Ashota said, staring directly at Monk.
              It was then that Monk knew that Ashota might look fragile, weak and useless. He was truly a force to be reckoned with. There was a deadly look to his eyes. Ashota had seen battle, killed creatures and more than that, he had refined killing, he, not Edvasho was the biggest threat to the Free Fleet and the creatures the fleet protected.
              “What do you want from us?” Monk asked.
              “We want your help to get into space,” Ashota said.
              “You're the smarter of the Kalu, why aren't you in space already?” Monk asked, looking at Ashota in question.
              “We are, but not in great numbers,” Ashota said.
              “What will we get in return?” Monk asked.
              “I will give you the locations of all the shipyards used to create Star Warriors, destroyers and fighters. The peaceful Kalu will fight along with you, some may even join the Free Fleet if you accept them. We will also give you a way to find the Kalu on your normal sensors and a full star map of all Kalu space,” Ashota said.
              “Ask him what will happen with the Kalu that follow Edvasho and those that will be left behind,” Min Hae said in Monk's ear.
              “What will happen to the Kalu that are left behind after the war, won’t they continue the war started by the Union and Kalu?” Monk asked.
              “We will see which ones will join us and not, then we will put them on a planet, ignite their clan wars and see if they fight one another, or work together. If they try to start a war again. Well then I don't think there should be another attempt at redemption,” Ashota's eyes telling Monk that the leftover Kalu would either better themselves, or be removed, permanently.
              
              ***
              
              Verslva had barely come into dock when Min Hae was off of the freighter and going through Parnmal. He made a beeline through the markets, heading for the landing information office. He went to a stall that gave people information on the station. Min Hae entered a code into the interactive screen, pressed his hand to it and the wall in front of him slid away. He walked through it. Lights illuminated his path as the wall closed behind him.
              Scanners checked him as he walked. He walked through a door, it sealed behind him.
              “Identification,” a rough voice asked. Min Hae put his hand into a box in the wall to his side. His implanted identification chip and the intelligence departments checks running against it so that only his true identity and not the covers that were also uploaded to the chip was shown.
              “Welcome Commander,” the rough voice said again. Min Hae walked out of the room, two armored Marine Commandos attached to the intelligence department waited down the hallway, blast shields covering them, cannons on swivels, ready to be pulled out at a moment’s notice.
              One gave a two finger salute. Min Hae returned it as he went through a final door behind them. He had entered the Hub the headquarters of the Intelligence department. Three people knew where it was located in Parnmal. Everyone that worked in the hub was given paths that were meant to be confusing and unmemorable.
              Min Hae breezed through groups heading from one place to another. No one got in his way as he got to a secure conference room.
              He called up a private menu and selected Salchar.
              “So what is this plan of yours?” Salchar demanded, the man was not much for small talk these days. He was building the largest fleet that the Free Fleet had ever fielded. He was going to free his people from Heija no matter what.
              “I have a plan to deal with the Syndicate and the Kalu at the same time. Though it could split our strength,” Min Hae said.
              There was no hiding how Salchar's face tightened ever so slightly. Others might not see it, but Min Hae did, and he noticed the way that Salchar blamed himself for idiotically throwing his fleet into the Kalu's teeth.
              “We have Rosho station perched at our back door and the Kalu smashing on our front. We need to deal with one of them quickly, yet I don't see how we can deal with one or the other with less than our full strength. The reports of the Jump fighters have come in. Have you read them?” Salchar asked, the stress showing on his features.
              Min Hae nodded that he had.
              “Then you know that Rosho station has more ships than we have ever fought, attached to it or orbiting. It has Fairgate and Lifendi's forces protecting it. Its defences are magnitudes better than our own at Parnmal. Hell they have laser cannons and missile batteries that would put our entire fleet to shame,” Salchar said.
              Rosho was one hell of a station yet still Min Hae had hope for his plan.
              “Well then it's a good thing we won't have to fight them,” Min Hae said.
              “I'm listening,” Salchar said, his look telling Min Hae that he'd better have something good.
              “Well you know how these Kalu lot like their traditions and their straight up fights, well I think we can use that against them,” Min Hae said, a grin forming on his face as he outlined his plan and how Ashota had confirmed it in his interview with Monk.
              “We need allies, but I don't want ones that are going to plant a knife in our backs,” Salchar said after Min Hae had finished.
              “Of course Commander.”
              “If you pull this off, I'll owe you a whole night out, so probably a single beer,” Salchar said in an attempt to be relaxed, Min Hae saw through the hidden stress. Salchar was good at hiding his real feelings but Min Hae had trained to read creatures from other species and knew Salchar for quite a damned long time now.
              
              Chapter Things start moving.
 
              Heston marched through Fruit Cups halls and to its fighter bays. He knew he'd find Smith there.
              The rambunctious fighter pilot was looking at his MEF with a bag over his shoulder.
              “The heck you think you're doing?” Heston said, shoving his data pad at Smith.
              Smith read the top of it, grinning.
              “Well the MEF is a great fighter and everything, but I can do a hell of a lot more work in the Scout Fighter,” he said, referring to the brand new ships that were now being rushed through production.
              “You're one of the best MEF pilots I have, the pilots look up to you,” Heston said, his face thunderous.
              “Thanks Commander, but I'm doing this to be the best I can be. The MEF is a great patroller, but the SF is a ship that will allow me to smash the enemy like never before.”
              “It's easier to pilot for aquatic creatures, it'll take you months to get used to just the jumping, another couple of months to fight in any functional way! I need you here,” Heston said, pointing to the deck.
              “That's what they say, I'll be ready to fight within the time I'm back here on war station,” Smith said, sounding infuriatingly calm. Heston was finding it hard to stay angry with the man.
              “Look, while I'm there I'll be also showing these greenies how to work as not only a team but as independents. Right now they either act as individuals or as a team. They find it hard as hell to go from one to the other. They have immensely powerful ships, but they need a bit of a push,” Smith said.
              Heston began typing something onto his data pad, a smile that looked anything but menacing, growing on his face.
              Smith's features became pensive.
              “Alright, if you get the training done in time. It is my recommendation that you become the commander of the SF,” Heston said.
              “Wait, I don't want that kind of responsibility!” Smith said, trying to backpedal.
              “Welcome to my world,” Heston said with a gleeful smile, leaning towards Smith. “Don't mess up on purpose, if you do I'll have your ass on a stake,” Heston said, moving back away from Smith.
              Smith saw pride in Heston’s face. He believed in him. Smith would bring plasma and bomb pumped fury down on the Free Fleet's enemies. Smith gave Heston a two-finger salute.
              Heston returned it.
              “Do me proud Roman candle one. You’d best hurry up if you want to catch the super-freighter,” Heston said.
              “See you soon Commander.” He turned and rushing off towards his waiting shuttle.
              Heston went to an observation bubble, studying the massive freighter. It had taken a month and a half, with nearly all of the resources of the star system to get it up and running. It was large enough to fit twelve corvettes and a small classed destroyer in its gargantuan storage areas.
              The ships would go to Parnmal to be fixed. The third yard was just about ready to start taking them in. The Kuruvian yard dogs were doing nothing but speeding up all of the docks.
              The systems chief engineer was building a dock in-system to help speed up repairs, but it would take a few weeks without additional help and resources.
              The Freighter's engines started, for the first time in decades it moved under its own power, the time for test starts was over.
              “Good luck,” Heston said under his breath as the massive ship headed towards the jump point that would take it in the direction of Parnmal.
              Three corvettes and two destroyers surrounded the freighter. It was the new back bone of the recovery project and materials shipments from what was the front lines of the Free Fleet-Union battles.
              Not bad for a bunch of kids kidnapped from across the known universe.
              “Commander Heston, we were wondering if you could help co-ordinate some shuttle routes,” a controller asked, the pitch of his voice telling Heston that somebody had messed up.
              “I'm on my way,” Heston commed back.
              Another fire, another day. He turned away from the observation bubble and towards the bridge.
              
              ***
              
              Cheerleader and Boot had been repairing their own ships and offering all the assistance that they could. So far Flor had accepted negotations, but there had been no official talk with anyone from the Empress or her staff.
              That was until Onur turned to Cheerleader.
              “It seems that the Empress wants to meet us,” Onur said.
              “Well then, when and where?” Cheerleader asked jovially.
              “Her palace, the night builder,” Onur said.
              “Where's that?”
              “It's better if I show you,” Onur said, an image appeared on Cheerleader's screen.
              “It's the shipyard?” She said in confusion. “I thought it would be like the Taj Mahal, or a skyscraper, maybe a nice cave. Kuruvians keep you on your toes, that's for sure,” she said, pausing a few seconds before continuing.
              “Okay, when?”
              “In a few hours,” Onur said conversationally.
              Urggh. “Alright, get me a shuttle and a security detail,” Cheerleader said, standing. “Let's go see what the Empress wants.”
              A few hours later and her shuttle landed on Night builder. The yard was larger than Nancy had been before it was broken down into separate yards. There were fourteen berths, all of them filled with ships as different as the creatures that filled the ranks of the Free Fleet. It was madness getting through the ships and to the assigned airlock. The pilot yelling obscenities through the dark of space. It didn't seem to matter to them that noise couldn't pass through vacuum.
              Cheerleader's security detail deployed outwards, weapons raised for a threat, finding none but Kuruvians moving in lifting-exoskeletons and moving the supplies that filled the warehouse they were inside.
              A hardy looking engineer, with a leg and his main arms prosthetic, looked at the detail with bored interest. It's purple eye roving over them lazily.
              “The Empress is working on a plasma to ion conversion engine,” he said, turning and walking away.
              “Well I think we should follow him,” Cheerleader said, her security detail pausing.
              “Yes Ma'am,” Jesse said. Her security detail commander, and commander of the commando forces on her ship.
              Commander of Commandos, god it gets confusing sometimes.
              Cheerleader looked around the warehouse, not a drone was to be seen. Everything was done by Kuruvians, most of them strapped into exoskeletons, or using cranes and other equipment to move the relative candy store worth of parts from the warehouse to belts that carried them off to the rest of the yard.
              She scanned the area, feeling nervous in the alien space as she walked with her weapon still slung casually on her back, looking anxious was for the security detail. They prowled through the area, actively looking for threats.
              None appeared as they got through the warehouse and stepped onto an elevator.
              It whisked them off, one side of the elevator open to windows and small struts in between.
              Due to the speed of the elevator the struts seemed invisible, showing the living breathing yard beyond. 
              Cheerleader took the time to study the array of ships that littered the yard. The largest of ships were within getting some maintenance, but most were attached to airlocks, or hovering nearby the massive collection.
              She laughed in her helmet, getting a look from the Kuruvian that was guiding them.
              “I assume that something amuses you. I have not had time to understand your race. Though I do not think it necessary being one of the chiefs,” he said, not without a certain amount of pride. Cheerleader had met Kuruvian's before and she was used to figuring out what they meant with their body language.
              “Yes I was, your yard looks just like our own. Silly the chief engineer of Nancy might have taken some of your practices,” she mused.
              “He better have, I taught him damned well!” The Chief paused as if trying to remember something important that had just happened.
              “Wait, did you just say that he is the chief engineer of an entire yard?” 
              “Well technically three about to become four, but yes,” Cheerleader said. Cheerleader was now mentally referring to this strange Kuruvian as Chief.
              “Ha! That a boy! I doubt Eddie would expect anything less,” Chief said with no small amount of pride.
              “Well knowing Eddie he'd probably want Silly to look to a single ship instead of tens of them,” Cheerleader said.
              “Eddie's still alive?” The Kuruvian showed his surprise with his manipulators.
              “Of course, you can't kill that boot flinging chief with a damned oversized warhead!” Cheerleader said, remembering the times that she'd met the infamous engineer.
              “He was one of the first generation of Syndicate recruits. There are three known survivors, two of them do nothing but spout uselessness. Eddie was the only one to not only survive being the first generation, he was one of the trainers for the second and third generation. Those that taught with him have gone beyond the dark to the light. The Syndicate killed them, with their treatment, or the battles they were engaged in. A few snapped and others were left useless. If we had known...” The Kuruvian trailed off, his manipulator's apologetic.
              Apparently our little chief engineer demands quite some respect.
              “Well it has been some time before he was last with the empire,” Cheerleader said.
              “Yes, it makes sense, the Empire was only formed a few decades ago, with the creation of night builder.” Chiefs’ arms signalling his pride.
              “So Chief, how did the empire come about?” Cheerleader asked, genuinely interested. She also saw that Chief approved of the name she'd given him.
              “The Empire is based off of the yards which are controlled by the Empress. She brings order through the picking and choosing of who will get their ships built, or who will get repairs. She created laws and orders for everyone that resides in the Empire. Everyone relies on the ships that go between the multiple systems, with her control of them she rules everything. She turned the recruiting by the Syndicate into a system that dealt with the miscreants of our empire. If someone committed a crime that warranted the perpetrator getting punishment, that punishment was to be trained for the recruitment, then offered up by the empire as tribute. Lady Fairgate allowed it and the Empire flourished. Syndicate ships were given precedence and treated as per Lady Fairgate's orders. The Syndicate would raid supply runs and other traffic in the empire but would leave us alone for the most part. Now that we are trading with people outside of the empire, and the Empress is not the only one with the ability to make ships or repair them. We are in a precarious position,” Chief said.
              “Thank you, I had read the files on the Empire, but I felt that hearing it from someone that is at the heart of it would give me a clearer perspective,” Cheerleader said, inkling her helmet the small amount it would allow her.
              “Please follow,” Chief said as the elevator came to a stop outside a merchant freighter.
              The Kuruvian bobbed and weaved through moving stream of his kind. Cheerleader and her protection detail had a harder time, trying to cover whatever they dictated as possible threats and make it through the Kuruvians whizzing around.
              “Hey, get a move on loafers!” One Kuruvian said, having to stop as the Commandos passed. A few other Kuruvians added similar phrases.
              Cheerleader sped up in an effort to keep pace with the Chief. The Commandos hurried themselves.
              They crossed through an open airlock, the freighter and yard sharing oxygen. Parts flowed in and out at alarming speeds. Cheerleader dodged and weaved, reminded of the few times she had been in mega sales in South Korea, or the one time she had been in America for black Friday.
              They moved to the rear of the freighter.
              “What damned idjit did maintenance on this thing?” A Kuruvian bellowed from the Engine room as they approached.
              “The freighter's chief,” someone said in tones that expressed their—displeased—feelings towards the freighter chief's skills.
              “Well send him back to damned school and tell the captain that he is to have a new chief or none of the yards will repair this hunk of junk,” the first voice bellowed.
              “Yes Empress,” the second answered.
              Cheerleader made it into the engine compartment, it was an organized mess of bad parts in one pile and new parts in another. There was one Kuruvian at a control panel, and another at work underneath a massive panel.
              “Are you replacing the couplers, or refurbishing them?” Chief said as he moved to the pile of new parts.
              “The bastard pushed past operating time and replaced his nitro cooling flow with a seventy-five twenty-five chloride-nitro mix. The whole friggin assembly is melted together!” The Kuruvian under the panel said. Cheerleader didn't need to see their manipulators to know they were unhappy.
              “Idjit,” the Kuruvian at the panel said.
              “Sounds like it,” Cheerleader said. “Did they use clean chloride at least, or the stuff from Boshcat?”
              “Boshcat,” the one under the panel said.
              “Going to have to change out the entire valve system and scrub the coolant tanks. They gave us a batch, checked it. It had an acid mix,” Cheerleader said, remembering how furious the engineers had been with the traders that had sold the chlorine which was supposed to be used to clean environmental filters, but instead would have caused people to get sick from the additional acid.
              There was a cease of noise from under the panel. Cheerleader looked to Chief who was showing signs of nervousness.
              “Those bloody cheap skating pieces of dog arse!” The person pushed out from under the panel. The Kuruvian's eyes were alight with fury. She looked from Cheerleader to the engineer at the control panel.
              “Chair, I want you to find those damned idiots and have them recall all the bad chemicals they've distributed. Also tell the captain, if it was the chief not checking the goods we'll take on the cleaning. Make sure the Captain understands that he'd better check what the hell is coming aboard his ship more carefully. As well as pay closer attention to the crap he puts in his bloody system!” The Kuruvian barked, her manipulators moving in fury. She looked back to Cheerleader.
              “You must be the representative of the Free Fleet,” the Kuruvian said, offering a hand. “Empress.”
              “It's good to meet you Empress,” Cheerleader said, taking the hand. It seemed that the Empress wasn't just a tittle, it was her name. It also looked like she had spent more than a little time researching the Free Fleet and its customs.
              Though for what purpose, I'm going to have to find out. I have the feeling she doesn't do anything that might waste her time.
              “Let's walk and talk, I am too angry to deal with fixing things right now,” Empress said, leading the way, not looking for confirmation as Chief had done when Cheerleader had arrived.
              “Certainly.” Cheerleader walked beside Empress.
              “For a time the Kuruvian Empire has lived in agreement with the Syndicate. We don't agree with what they do, or their practices. Yet it has worked for us. Since you and your merchant fleet have come along it seems that our agreement with the Syndicate has come to an end. My merchants bring much needed and rare supplies back from the planets that your group protects. I have heard reports about your yards which run with an eighth of the personnel I use, yet work at nearly a hundred and sixty percent more efficancy than my own. I have learnt of the freed Kuruvians and for all of that I am interested and grateful. I will be frank though. I do not trust you, I do not see you as a military force, but as mercenaries,” the way Empress said mercenaries made Cheerleader think that the Kuruvian probably looked it up prior to this conversation. “This suits us, yet it also makes me apprehensive,” Empress slowed her progress, as if unsure of how to continue.
              Cheerleader was curious, Empress didn't seem like the type of person that needed time to decide how to say something.
              “How so?” Cheerleader said, keeping her tone light, hoping to get the point across to Empress without being confrontational.
              “You have people from multiple systems, planets and races in your Free Fleet. This makes it incredibly hard for the Free Fleet to turn on a planet or start becoming a tyrannical force. Yet Salchar is a charismatic and damned hero to the people of the Free Fleet. I do not doubt that he could sway people to annex a planet if he so desired.” Empress looked to Cheerleader, as if asking her to convince her otherwise. Cheerleader knew that saying James wasn't that kind of person wouldn't help.
              “If he annexed a planet then Resilient herself, or any of the AI's could rebel and be within their rights, so would every other creature in the Free Fleet. Yards would stop working, infrastructure would stop coming in. The Free Fleet would grind to a halt,” Cheerleader said.
              “It is good to know that the AI's have come to fight alongside us, but it would take time for the elements that Salchar would control, to grind to a halt,” Empress rebutted.
              “Yes, but with the Avarians rebelling since their battle master has gone against his own code, whoever is loyal to the Free Fleet and not Salchar would also go haywire,” Cheerleader said.
              “So it is a gamble,” Empress said, the statement rhetoric. “Very well, then I want to know what the rates are for the elimination of the Syndicate and Kalu threat. I like your institution, but I do not want the empire to come under Free Fleet protection. We want to be as free as possible. If my people wish to contract you for protective services that is fine by me. Yet unless our situation changes drastically I will not look to be pay for the continuous protection of the Free Fleet.”
              “It will be rather steep for what you are asking, we are already fighting a war with the Kalu,” Cheerleader said, an iciness creeping into her voice.
              “Those damn creatures? We truly do live in terrible times.” Empress walked, her manipulator's showing a range of emotions.
              “So you see, us eliminating the Syndicate is not an easy request,” Cheerleader said.
              “In a month I can have my merchants set up a FTL relay across all of known Union space. I can take on the repairs of your merchant fleet, freeing your people to deal with the military ships. I can also trade you parts that would take your people weeks to make, making month long repair jobs, turn into weeks or days of work,” Empress said.
              “I will have my Free Merchant Fleet attache contact you regarding the terms of our agreement and have my planetary relations team see if what you are asking is possible. I will talk to Salchar about the possibility that we can deal with the Syndicate,” Cheerleader said.
              “Very well. I have no doubt that you will be returning to Free Fleet space with the engineers you have poached from my yards.” Empress's manipulator's showing amusement.
              “We will be staying here if you will allow it. We have no orders to go anywhere else yet. Like you said, we have an eighth of your engineers, with half of them we will be beating you in a few months,” Cheerleader said, issuing a clear challenge.
              “A few months, you have but four yards, Nancy with three berths, Nelly and Nate are just completing their second berths and Parnmal's yard is working on its third, though it will be able to hold a super-carrier,” she said, not without some begrudging acknowledgement. “It will take you some years to yet to become rivals of my Empire.” The challenge was clear in her tone.
              “We shall see,” Cheerleader said, sounding quite confident.
              
              Chapter A Message and A Chance
              
              Lady Fairgate paced her throne room. She looked at the floor to roof vid screen, which showed images of Rosho station, she quickly looked away in disgust.
              She should have sent Lifendi, she knew that now. Instead she'd sent that idiot, even the mention of its name had made her beat a slave to near death. Not only had he lost a fight with the Free Fleet, he had lost her a precious carrier, and ships she would need in order to reclaim inhabited space after the Kalu-Free Fleet battles.
              She promised herself that she would send Lifendi into Kalu space to bomb the creatures into extinction. After they had served their purpose of destroying her enemies for the second time.
              She caught a glance of one of the damaged Destroyers that had returned. It was floating off of Rosho station. Still leaking atmosphere, its captain was low on creds and goods to trade. Either his people would keep his craft alive, or he would die and Fairgate would hold a bidding on the ship.
              There was a beep on her pad, it had been a regular occurrence for a few weeks now. Strange crafts would jump into Rosho long enough to collect data from a web of sensors they'd put up and then dart back out. Fairgate had no idea how many of them there were. There was only one in the system at any given time, they jumped in at random locations, well out of the range of her ships.
              “Get me Lifendi,” Fairgate said, nashing her teeth together in annoyance.
              Moments later an unknown communications officer had the Captain Lord on the vid screen.
              “My Lady,” Lifendi said, bowing as he would if he was in her presence, everyone in the command centre around him bowed similarly. None wanted to piss off the irate Lady Fairgate, especially after the rumours of what she had done to three of the captains of the returning force.
              “Lifendi, we are blind. Send scouts to find out the situation of the Free Fleet and the Kalu, I want to know the moment one side has won so that we can attack.”
              “Yes my Lady.” There was a slight pause to his reply, making Fairgate's ire grow.
              “I want them sent within the hour,” she said, her tone implying an unknown threat.
              “Your word is my command my Lady,” Lifendi said, lowering himself even more. Fairgate thought she saw him shaking slightly, she scanned the command centre, asserting her power.
              “End it,” she said with a wave of her hand, her screen going back to the image of Rosho station as it slowly rotated.
              Within twenty minutes thirteen Corvettes headed out from Rosho at their best speed. Fairgate watched them head for the closest jump limit.
              “Get me Marhtu, I have become bored and wish to see his Kaaorv's work,” she said, seeing a slight shimmer in one of her slaves.
              Fairgate raised an imperious finger, levelling it at the slave like a gun.
              “That one shall sing for me.” A smile played on her lips as the slave wept silently. They knew that any attempts to resist were futile, other slaves restrained their limbs so they couldn't try to kill themselves. Lady Fairgate had sent half of her slaves to the KaaOrv's pens when it was found that a slave had ended their life. None of Lady Fairgate's slaves had died of suicide since.
              
***
              
              I looked at the fleet that had gathered, it was no small feat. There was still tens of ships that were out protecting the interests of the Free Fleet, or waiting to be upgraded, or didn't have enough crew to give them two watches.
              I had a choice, take this fleet and smash into the Kalu, or try Min Hae's plan. It was risky as all hell and it was going to take some damned work to get it running Plus it would leave me weak along the line.
              “Still debating?” Rick asked from the conference room door.
              “Wouldn't you?”
              “Fair point,” he said, coming in and grabbing a seat. “What's happening in that old head of yours?”
              I sighed, leaning back in chair and pushing it from side to side.
              “If we try Min Hae's plan then we have a chance to split the Kalu forces. We will have to split the fleet as well. It will give us a good chance at rescuing our people on Heija. If we attack the Kalu full out, well invite counterattacks from Fairgate. Rosho is a damned fortress, Parnmal is like a hut compared to that damned station. Yet if we defeat the Kalu, then we don't have to deal with a war on multiple fronts, just one,” I said.
              “What about going to see these peaceful Kalu? The ones that are the supposed brains behind them?” Rick asked. I hadn't been thinking about them, they were something to deal with after the damned fucking wars raging around us. Screw being a person trying to fight an inferno with a bucket of water, I didn't even have a damned bucket!
              “I don't know,” I said to the ceiling before leaning forward, pushing my hair out of my face with my hand, looking at the desk but not seeing anything.
              “First you need to do a detox and sleep. Second, why don't we send some of Min Hae's people and a few Jump fighters out there? Doesn't hurt to see what's beyond the veil. They can always hit the Kalu infrastructure if it’s where Ashota said it was.”
              “Done, that sounds like a solid plan,” I said.
              “Why thank you, I do have my moments,” Rick said proudly, eliciting a snort of amusement from me.
              “We'll go with Min Hae's plan. We're already poised to fight a war on two fronts. Anything that hurts the Kalu or Syndicate, or both, I'm all for it,” I said, leaning back and flicking my hair out of my eyes. Resolve filled me as I looked to Rick.
              “We will leave in thirty two hours, alert the fleet. I'll be down practising with the Heavily Armed Powered armor,” I said.
              “You're going to go down to Heija,” Rick said, knowing, rather than really asking. Ever since we had gotten the HAPA's I had been practicing with them till I knew them as well as my regular powered armor. I even taught a few classes on the massive super-carrier. The HAPA was damned big and strong, it made practicing with them in a normal shuttle bay a bad idea.
              “Yes,” I said, preparing myself for the onslaught.
              “For once I wish that I was the one going into battle. I haven't fought since Parnmal,” Rick said. I looked at him with new eyes, which turned faraway as memories came back.
              “That was a while ago,” I said, almost to myself.
              “It was.” His voice tinged with the recollection of memories.
              “Well you best be ready for this. While I'm on the ground, you’ll be up here in command of the fleet. If what Ashota said is true, those fighter groupings are going to be a hell of a time,” I said.
              “I know,” Rick said, knowing there was no way to deter me from going to Heija. He lent back in his chair, a new weight descending onto his shoulders.
              
***
              
              Bok Soo didn't know when the last time he had slept was, he didn't know the day or even the date. All he knew was the tactical layout on his HUD, the amount of ammunition he had and the dwindling numbers of his commandos.
              “Fuckers!” Bok Soo yelled, jumping and twirling on one foot to the other, his battle-axe crashing into one Kalu's head, killing it and sending it into its companion. Bok Soo side stepped, using his enhanced strength to flip himself and baring his axe into the surviving predator.
              The Kalu had broken the lines some time ago. Groups were fighting desperately to hold on. Ammunition was down across the board. The landed ships were doing all they could to take out the damned fucking continuous stream of star-warrior's. The bastards never stopped, thousands had died on both sides, and still they kept coming.
              It was like the first battle the Kalu and Free Fleet had in the same system.
              “Foshunti, I have a plan,” Bok Soo said, his mouth dry and his eyes gritty from a lack of sleep. Wake-up was the only thing keeping him on his feet at this point.
              “What?” Foshunti asked, sounding just as tired as Bok Soo. The Captain had joined the Commandos in fighting off the Kalu, co-ordinating the ships as he fought for his life.
              “We fire the thrusters, full burn,” Bok Soo said, the idea had come to him as the ships had landed, but it was a final solution. The power of the engines would be like a bomb, using the mountain range to direct the pure energy out towards the Kalu, incinerating anything that was on the ground, and quite probably setting the atmosphere of Heija on fire.
              “You know what you're saying right?”
              “Yes, I do,” Bok Soo said, attaching his battle-axe to his back and grabbing his rail gun in one fluid motion and firing into oncoming Kalu. They crumpled and rolled, their forward momentum making them flip over themselves. Bok Soo waved to his people, they followed, hey were truly Commandos now. All they knew and cared for, was what had been pounded into them with training.
              They continued to act even as they were exhasuted, more robotic than human, with a steady numbness they hit the oncoming Kalu like a high speed train. They fired and moved, advancing on the Kalu, actually driving back the Kalu's forward momentum as they tried to exit the trenches amongst the ships.
              “Commander Bok Soo I have a message for you,” some comms controller said, Bok Soo would actually welcome the engines firing if he took down these Kalu.
              “Who from?” Bok Soo demanded, not pleased at all with the interruption to tell Foshunti to give the orders to the ship commanders.
              “The Commander,” the controller said, his voice sounding relieved. Bok Soo felt a grin spread across his face.
              “Well pass the bastards transmission on.”
              It was a short audio message.
              “Sorry we took so long, relief is on its way,” Salchar said, his voice telling Bok Soo that Salchar intended to bring hell with him.
              
              ***
              
              “Edvasho, we have detected ships from the enemies’ fleet returning,” Xentar said into Edvasho's ear.
              Edvasho shook himself with glee, pawing the dead armored creature at his feet, leaving gouges in the armor.
              “If they offer us battle we shall engage them, if not we will wait till our first adversary is defeated and this world claimed before we move on them,” Edvasho said.
              “There seems to be a message from their war leader to you,” Xentar said.
              “Send it,” Edvasho said, excited. He wouldn't admit it too many, but these creatures had fought valiantly. They had already made many stories to be repeated by the clans throughout the ages. He was interested in talking to and seeing the battle leader of these creatures. He would defeat them, but he would like to add his account of the leader and the people, capturing their honour and their abilities in the stories.
              “Hello Great Clan Leader Edvasho, my name is Salchar the Commander of the Free Fleet. I wish to not only declare war on you, but to propose a battle against those that denied your fight against the Union.”
              Edvasho shook in confusion and anger.
              Someone had stopped him from fighting the Union and bringing about the second teaching war? His anger grew as he listened.
              “There is a group within what had been Union space, they call themselves the Syndicate. They are the vultures of the great teaching war. When the Union fell back to regain their strength and prepare for this war, these cowardly forces attacked them. They gutted the Union and took to piracy and slavery of weaker races, instead of allowing them to battle, they confined them to living with the threat of dishonourable death.”
              Edvasho shook with fury.
              They took from us our war with the Union, then weakened the forces that we fight. They have no honour, they have no code. They must be destroyed.
              “I offer to you their location. If you so desire to engage them in battle. I will have forces stopping them from leaving the system of the information that will be sent to you. My forces will not engage you until you announce the battle is complete and that you wish to engage them in combat. My one request is that you yourself take recognition of the enemy. Do you agree to my terms?” Salchar asked, the transmission ended.
              “Record this,” Edvasho said, cold fury flowing through him, he was perfectly still, those around him not daring to move as Xentar confirmed he was ready to transmit the message.
              “Send me their system and I will send them to their end. I will teach them what happens if they take battle away from a Kalu.” Slowly around Kalu, the primes started making a noise that would make other creatures shake in fear. The Kalu shook themselves as battle hormones flooded their bodies, the noise becoming louder.
              Edvasho opened a channel with his forces.
              “We take to the skies and the black, to bring creatures that have defied our second teaching war with the Union. We will destroy them so totally that only the legacy of our vengeance will be left to mark their existence! We are the Kalu, war is our livelihood, and we will not waver in the face of it. But bring it crashing down on our opponents. Come with me and let us burn this system of those that wish to make us peaceful!” Edvasho ran, jumping from one side of the trench, then to the other and out. He raced through the planet of Heija, dust picking up behind him as the clans raced for their star-warriors.
              “Xentar, I give you the honour of commencing battle upon these creatures. They are valiant warriors. Use your mind with them, and record these events for the history of the clans,” Edvasho said.
              “It will be my honour Great Clan leader,” Xentar said, his voice reflecting the honour and pride he felt.
              “Do me proud battle brother. Do not let them get away as Ashota did,” Edvasho said, his tone warning.
              Edvasho had complete faith in Xentar's ability to destroy these Free Fleet creatures. He would deal with those that stopped him from finishing his fight with the Union. No one would stop his revenge.
              Ashota might have talked of subterfuge and trickery.
              What does it matter if they try to trick me, I will make any and all nothing but notes of victory in the stories of the clans.
              
              ***
              
              Krom watched as his battle master used Min Hae's advice to great effect, Kalu Star Warriors were heading out from Heija and going straight towards the nearest jump limit. There was over two and a half thousand ships that left. The Free Fleet forces on Heija had done better than the estimates.
              The second fleet waited in orbit. It was split into four thousand star-warriors and a thousand star-destroyers.
              “How long until we get to the planet?” Salchar asked, Krom sensed his battle masters anxiety. Their battle mistress was down there, as well as thousands of Free Fleet personnel, Kuruvian and thirteen other races fighting side by side.
              “Five hours,” Milra said.
              “Good. Vort, open a channel to the second fleet's leader. Let's see if we can't even the playing field.”
              “Channel is open, there will be a time delay of a few minutes,” Vort warned.
              A Kalu appeared on the main screen. Its armor shone with scratches and the details of battle, much like the Commandos own armor.
              “You must be the one called Salchar,” the Kalu said, its helmet open, revealing its face but still covering its lower jaw which moved freely.
              “Yes I am, what is your title?” Salchar asked.
              “I am Xentar, one of the two sub leaders to the great Edvasho, I am the one that will record our battles to tell those clans that follow mine,” Xentar said.
              “I wish to offer you battle as my forces on Heija have. If you agree we shall fight on the ground, our forces against yours. We can have support from ships in orbit by way of fighters, but we will not bomb the planet with orbiting forces. Do you agree to these terms?” Salchar asked. He needed to get fresh Commandos on the ground and get the wounded onto the ships in orbit and properly fixed up.
              Whether Edvasho or the Syndicate won, the cast was made. I was looking to keep the most people alive no matter the outcome of the Syndicate-Kalu confrontation.
              These rules were similar to the ones that Avarians would agree on to have an honourable battle. The planner had made them realize that full out war was only a way to create animosity. It was why there had only been small incursions, or great battles where primes of clan leaders fought to settle a matter. Krom wanted to shake himself as he thought of how close the Avarians had been to becoming a race akin to the Kalu. The awakened ones gave order, while the planner’s lessons stopped full war. He taught the Avarians to work together and to attempt to settle issues without violence.
              “I agree to those terms.”
              “Very well, then we shall have our battle,” Salchar said, his voice emotionless. Everyone knew the kind of hell that was about to occur on a planet they hadn't seen till a month and a half ago.
              “The Kalu forces have all departed Heija, the second fleet is going down and moving so that they cover less of the orbital of Heija,” Krat said.
              “Very well. Rick you have command of the fleet,” Salchar said, standing. He and Rick exchanged half salutes as Krom turned and moved to the doors that would allow Shreesht, Salchar and himself out into the rest of the ship.
              There were no commandos here, they had all been tasked to be either ship security or to be on the shuttles. Krom exited the first armored door, Salchar and Shreesht with him. They made quick work getting through Resilient. The ship had become their home, with that familiarity they had found short cuts.
              They moved through the armory, they had already gotten their ammunition and weapons and breezed through as different personnel on the ship were getting into powered armor.  Salchar moved ahead of Krom, Shreesht moving to Krom's side, flanking their battle master as they came out into the shuttle bay.
              Powered armor moved in concert as commandos were loaded onto shuttles. HAPA's towered over the powered armor, their steps loud and lumbering as they moved their massive frames, weapons, and ammunition.
              Cargo masters yelled, shuttles rotated out of their storage and the Free Fleet started their pledge.
              “We are the Free Fleet, the Armored Marine Commandos, the ship personnel, the guns, the armor and shields. We are the defenders. We are the reckoning. We are the black. We have sent many to the black, and lost many to it. We are vengeance. We are rage. We are fury turned Free Fleet. We do not stop. We do not pause. We do not give up. Remember our names as we put on our battle suits. Come, test us, betray us and see the wrath of the good people that go to war.” The shuttle bay was surprisingly quiet as people continued to move. The volume of everyone’s voices together, blanking out the cacophony of noises.
              “I ask you one question. Will you fight with me to save your brothers and sisters?” Salchar asked, his voice low, but carrying through the shuttle bay.
              Everyone stomped their agreement, the shuttle bay shaking.
              “Then let us crush these bastards and show them what the hell we're all about!” His voice rising with emotion.
              Free Fleet personnel turned Armored Marine Commandos bellowed their agreement and stomped it.
              Salchar made his way to the HAPA's in storage. He climbed up the leg, turning and backing up to the harness. His back locked into grooves as restraints wrapped around his chest and torso. Salchar reached up, grabbing the two free-floating joy-sticks, moving them he manipulated the machine guns at his hips to rise above his head and move from side to side.
              Salchar didn't even need to move his feet to move the HAPA. Instead he used his nerve ports to great effect. The HAPA reacted like a second body for Salchar as he moved the massive creation out of its storage. Krom jumped up the second HAPA. Shreesht was just being sealed in his as Krom latched his powered armor into the HAPA. The harness locked in around him, restraining him, but also accessing his nerve ports. The feeling of invincibility that powered armor gave was similar to the feeling he had when being in the HAPA, in the HAPA, he felt like Ares, the god of war.
              Krom lumbered forward, following Salchar to their transport.
              
              Chapter Sorry we're late honey
              
              Yasu watched as the Kalu turned and fled.
              “Get those weapons back online!” She barked, not knowing why the damned monsters were running away, but she would take it.
              Powered armor rushed through the trenches, ammunition was collected and cross-loaded as weapons along the trenches were checked, loaded with whatever could be found, or thrown away when they were found to be useless.
              “Use the Kalu to bolster defences,” Yasu said, grabbing a Kalu and tossing the armored form onto the trench wall. There was so many of the creatures it was hard to walk through the trenches.
              “See to the wounded and the dead,” Yasu said as gun teams reported that they had manned something.
              It was a somber mood as commandos were shifted to the rear as fast as possible. Those that had suffered through wounds, finally took hell fire and were sent for recovery.
              Yasu opened her armored forearm. Hitting it as the mechanics stopped. The hit was enough to get them back in action. She put a bandage around her cut up forearm. She'd found herself under a Kalu, its damned claws in her arm. A trust of her blade had ended the thing. Though her forearm still bore the marks of its attack.
              The bandage sealed around the wound, infusing it with all the magic of medical sciences. She closed her armored forearm around her own.
              Her other wounds would have to wait.
              “Batteries!” She yelled, for once her Commandos were running low on power. The call went up as Yasu picked out three Commandos and sent them to get any supplies they could scrounge up.
              “Sweet black!” Someone cursed as Yasu turned to look to the skies. Star Warriors were departing at an increasing rate. Ships stopped firing on them. No one wanted to do anything to make the Kalu turn around and come back to Heija.
              Yasu pulled out her magazine, checking her rail gun, then pistol.
              By the time the last Star Warrior had left Heija, the commandos had returned with boxes of ammunition and battery packs. Yasu accessed her control panel, locking her powered armor, then ejecting her spent battery. It smoked as a replacement was inserted. Yasu's armor covered it again as systems rebooted. After a few moments she was operational again.
              She changed the battery in her rail gun and leaned against the trench's wall. She pulled up a HUD of the battlefield, sending messages to Commanders to link up different groups, or sort out commanders for the remainders of some groups. There had been four lines when they had started the fighting in the trenches. Now they had barely one and they had been fighting in the last couple hundred meters of the destroyers.
              Yasu opened her helmet, it blasted air into her face, alerting her to the bad conditions of the planet. She scanned the trenches and the battlefield beyond. Thousands of Kalu had died to get to and through the trenches. They had turned the brown of the rocks and the bare inches of dirt into a sea of silver and black. Their blood mixed with the dirt, turning it an odd color of olive brown.
              She looked to the trenches, Commandos were still being pulled out. So many had died, others might still from the grievous injuries they had sustained.
              More will die as that other fleet comes down, she thought angrily. It seemed as if the Kalu had heard her as the last Star Warrior cleared the atmosphere, there was a few minutes of pause and Star Warriors started descending, led by what looked like a shoal of fish as dark as night. They moved with an innate organic being, ships flying so close they had to be touching, or centimeters apart. They moved as one, some burned off due to entry, the majority survived as they reached the ground, turning like a whip on the back swing, right towards the Free Fleet ships and forces.
              “Let them have it!” Bok Soo barked as Yasu hit the side of her helmet, the manual override clamping her helmet shut and sealing it. She raised her rifle, firing right at the oncoming mass of ships. Destroyers and even the weapons on the Battle Cruisers and Talhalla that were free fired. MEF's took to the sky taking on anything they saw as a threat.
              All the fire power only slowed the writhing ship's movements.
              They hit the lines like a tsunami against the shore, they passed over the lines, lasers stabbing down and raking the Commandos and personnel that fired into the mass.
              The ships didn't slow, continuing through the destroyers and battle cruisers and carriers, then over Talhalla and up the Mountain's.
              Behind the main force four other smaller groupings of the ships charged at the lines.
              Fighting the first Kalu now looked as if it was child's play.
              
              ***
              
              I looked at the streams and writhing masses of ships as they descended like ichor onto Heija, they separated into streams, or came together as one with ease.
              “My Gods,” someone said over the close range comm channel.
              “Shuttle lift off in ten,” In Sook's voice came over the shuttle's speakers.
              I waited, a plan forming in my head.
              “Listen up HAPA's I think it's time to try something a little crazy,” I said, all of them greened up before I could tell them my plan. “Alright you bastards, lets test these new toys out,” I said, moving and feeling the power of the great machine wrapped around me.
              The shuttles lifted off, and powered out of the bay doors. For a few seconds there was nothing but the uncountable number of stars of space, then it turned towards Heija.
              We might be damned small, live for only a certain amount of time, but it's what we do with that, is what defines us, I thought. A well of feelings filling me as I knew that today people would die, people I cared for, hell I might even. It was a dooming thought, but if it helped keep those I loved and cared for alive, I would gladly pay any price.
              The Free Fleet might be low on personnel, but for this we had pulled out all the stops, Commandos from anywhere and everywhere had been pulled in. We had even transported entire Reserve Free Fleet Commando contingents from their planets to support this offensive. For once we had filled the Commando slots of every ship that was coming with us. A hundred and twenty thousand Commandos loaded into shuttles descended on Heija.
              The shuttle bucked as we entered atmosphere, there was a sort of calm before the storm feeling as we levelled off.
              “Good to go Commander,” the shuttle's pilot said. I hit my harness as the shuttle rotated, me and the HAPA's climbed to the upward side of the shuttle. The shuttle did not have wings only reling on engines. Meaning that there was no issue for a pilot flying sideways, well maybe a bit of disorientation.
              The ramp opened, wind howling as I grabbed the door-way and hauled myself out onto the outside of the shuttle. I activated my mag-boots and walked out of the shuttle and onto its hull.
              I moved as fast as I dared, thousands of feet above the ground. HAPA's were getting onto the hulls of their shuttles across the descending formations.
              I got to the front of the shuttle, Krom and Shreesht took a few minutes to get either side of me. I checked my outputs and my HAPA's readings.
              “Last Commando,” someone said. The ramp came up and sealed as the shuttle tilted, my sideways view becoming horizontal.



              Shuttles flipped as they too had the last HAPA get on top.
              The shuttle's guns sighted targets and started firing. The HAPA's waited, our rounds were as big as the shuttle's guns, but without the specialized stabilizers of the side guns.
              “It is good to see you once again Commander,” Planner said in his deep gravelly voice, sounding tired.
              “Sorry we weren't faster,” I said, guilt coloring my words.
              “What's done is done, now we can only look forward.”
              HAPA's started firing at the leading edge of shuttles, some of the black masses of Kalu fighters, turned towards the shuttles.
              “Got to go,” I said, cutting the channel with my finger balls and rotating my guns into position while taking off the safeties. The other HAPA's did the same.
              The range identifier ticked down.
              “Let them fucking have it!” I screamed as I pulled both of my triggers, the cannons firing as HAPA's joined in. It was a terrifying but exhilarating display of firepower. The streams caved in on themselves as they tried to cover one another and stay a solid stream. We pressed on, the streams and shuttles crossing one another.
              Then we were amongst them.
              “Come on you bastards, come and get me!” I yelled, turning and using each cannon individually, letting my eyes become unfocused, I didn't think I just fired at any threat I saw.
              The HAPA pilots had learned long ago how to work in concert to not only not hit one another, but so that they could cover multiple areas at once, we moved with ease and bare glances at our HUD's. Our guns never fell silent as the fighters kept descending on us.
              Then they were gone, as if someone had pulled of a blind fold, they were past us and taking a wide turn to compose themselves into proper streams and turn to us.
              The shuttles began flaring to cut speed and bring us over the battlefield. The fighters that had been swarming the lines were adding their forces to the swarms that had attacked the shuttles.
              The deceleration was immense but the battle suit forced blood through my body and limbs to make sure I didn't pass out.
              Then there was no momentum as the shuttle hovered.
              “Off we get, time we saw to our brothers and sisters,” I said, unlocking my mag boots and jumping the fifteen feet to the ground. The HAPA absorbed the impact, I felt nothing inside my powered armor as I stood and scanned the area. Communications came online, it seemed that the Kalu's armor acted as a signal absorbing material, which was why we couldn't make contact with them until we got past the Kalu ships in orbit.
              “Bok Soo,” I said as my comms suite registered a connection to him.
              “Salchar?” He said, as if coming up from a deep sleep.
              “I want you and all of your people to trade off roles with us. It's about time they had time to recuperate, this battle is going to be a long one. I don't intend for them to collapse because of wake up overuse,” I said, my tone making it clear that this was not a request.
              “Yeah we'll get your lot sorted out. We just...,” Bok Soo trailed off, fatigue affecting him in a big way.
              “Carsickle and I will handle it,” I said, compiling the conversation I'd just had with him and orders to take over command sooner rather than later.
              “Okay, thanks for coming back Salchar,” Bok Soo said,
              I checked my HUD, coordinating weaknesses in the defences, and looking for a certain tag. My battle computer found her before I did.
              I moved with what felt like slow-motion steps, each shaking the ground as I moved, faster than any powered armor wearing commando would when running. Krom and Shreesht steps only served to further shake whatever we passed.
              I got to the trench of a familiar set of armor getting newly arrived reinforcements into position.
              I let her finish up, waiting for her to turn around, she looked up at me, confusion on her face. I opened my visor and leant my HAPA down.
              Shock and a myriad of emotions passed over her face, she scrambled up the side of the trench as I released my harness and jumped from my HAPA. We came together in a clash of armor, her legs around my midriff, my helmet closing as I fell backwards. I opened it again as she opened hers.
              “James,” she said, her voice melting my walls as I pulled her close, emotions running free through me. She released her hand, stroking my hair.
              “I knew you'd come back,” she said as I held on even tighter. “You’re going to crush me with that grip,” she teased settling on my chest.
              We lay like that for a while, savoring the moment we hadn't been sure we'd be able to have.
              “Go get some rest and relaxation, we'll fight these bastards side by side now,” I said.
              “Such a romantic,” she said, raising herself so I could see the amused expression on her face.
              I laughed, being on a battlefield taught me to take the joys when I could.
              “Their forces are regrouping and coming in for another attack,” Carsickle said in my ear.  Yasu and my eyes connected, our faces becoming hard. We might be husband and wife, but we were commandos first.
              “Keep yourself safe.” She gave me a quick kiss which burned, my lips thirsting for more.
              Emotions played through me, the pressure that had left my shoulders, descending back onto them as my visor clamped back down and sealed.
              “Later babe,” I said her hand finding mine, after a brief squeeze we parted. I sighed, getting into the HAPA.
              I stood upright checking my readouts. They grounded me as I moved from thinking about Yasu to the oncoming battle.
              “We're needed two hundred meters to the right,” Krom said into my ear. I located the position.
              “Let's get moving then,” I said, my voice dull as I took off on the loping jog.
              “Incoming!” Carsickle yelled as I planted my feet, the HAPA skidding, which was damned terrifying the first time I had done it. Now I raised my hands, my grips and cannons responding to my movements.
              The swarms were back in force, more of them were descending from the Star-destroyers every second. Fighters fired the new multi-warhead missiles into the centre of the swarms, the dispersal and the atmosphere blew Kalu formations into disarray. They would doggedly try to regroup into that same formation.
              Fighters used this to their advantage, picking off stragglers instead of getting into the middle of a Kalu swarm.
              The sky was a dull brownish black as the sun set behind the oncoming swarms, Kalu warriors had landed as well. Their Kaluian shapes now rushing towards the Free Fleet position.
              The explosive forces cracked and lit up the final light on Heija.
              Lasers and the PDS rail guns, and the weapons of the fighters and ships struck out at the swarms.
              The range finder went from red to green. I moved my grip slightly, the cannons moving with me as I followed an oncoming swarm.
              “Fire!” Carsickle said as the sky was lit up by thousands of rounds. My HAPA shook as I clamped down on my triggers. All of my rounds were in penetrator mode, driving into the Kalu's armor and exploding, sending them careening off, sometimes into one another, or turning them into fireballs.
              I shifted my fire, lasers sparked around me, cutting into the ground and dirt, a few hitting me or other commandos. Krom grunted, his HAPA showing that its ammunition line had been cut, He flicked it out, changing to a secondary line.
              I saw the HUD in the top part of my helmet, without stopping my shooting I checked the area that we were supposed to be protecting.
              It was getting hard because I had wanted to see Yasu myself.
              “We need to move,” I said to Krom and Shreesht, sending them a map with the area we were supposed to be in, highlighted.
              Both of them greened up as I started moving towards the area slowly, we worked in tangent, each covering one another as we made our way to where we were supposed to be.
              “Incoming warriors!” Someone yelled.
              “Krom,” I said on a private channel. The massive Avarian, only emphasized by the HAPA that he was wearing, turned his cannons onto the oncoming Warriors. The damned bastards were using their fighters as cover to get into close combat with us.
              Free Fleet forces split their concentration, the Kalu got more hits and the fighters were free to move faster, but the warrior's charges were slowed.
              Ammunition was still being hauled off of the shuttles that had come down with the reinforcements. While the PDS and the supporting weapon systems were firing occasionally, it was giving little relief to the forces on the ground. Some of the systems were out of ammunition, again not helping our situation.
              “How long until those supplies are in the mountains and to the destroyers?” I asked In Sook.
              “Forty five,” she said as I felt my stomach drop.
              “Do anything you can to speed that up,” I said, knowing that in ground combat, everything could change in five minutes.
              Krom blunted the charge of a group of Kalu warriors that were raking a trench with laser fire. The Commandos immediately stood up and began firing at the Kalu that had been thrown into disarray.
              That was all I could bear to look at them as fighters descended from the sky and rushed the HAPA's and destroyers.
              Being inside a swarm is what I would imagine being the eye of a tornado would be like. There was the main force that seemed to stream around you, then there was the random ones that seemed to dart out from that mass heading for you, then getting absorbed back into the mass of fighters.
              It was a dance of twisting and tilting to bring the massive cannons to bear, changing from target to target at the next attacking fighter, spraying the mass around you as you waiting for another fighter to dart in to face you head on.
              Then the swarm was gone. It was as a sudden as the swarm that had passed over the shuttle formation.
              It took minutes, sometimes seconds to have a fighter swarm pass over you. In that mess the world disappeared. You never let go of your dual triggers as you fought to stat alive in that storm of armor, engines and laser cannons.
              “Going to need an ammo refill,” I said to a controller. Krom, Shreesht, and I were down to fifty percent already.
              “We'll have it to your position in five,” They said, marking where we were supposed to be.
              “Understood,” I said, continuing my moving, raining rounds down on Kalu warriors, none of the Swarms in range yet.
              We got to our position shortly after the ammunition resupply had got there. They smacked loaders to our reservoirs, our counters rolled upwards as we kept firing into the Kalu wherever we could find them.
              Lasers reached out, scarring the harness my body was in. Shreesht made sure the offender would never fire lasers again.
              “Two up, one down rotation, unless there's swarms,” I said.
              “You should take a break and relay with the commander of the area,” Krom said, clearly I was not going to be spending much time on the front if he and Shreesht had their way. It was their job.
              “Alright, thirty minute rotations,” I said, knowing arguing would be useless.
              I turned, dropping into the trench. It took me a few minutes to locate the commander of the area.
              “Commander, here's our link-up if you're in any trouble along the line we can sort them out,” I said.
              “Very well, though you're going to catch some flak using Salchar as your call sign,” he said, his voice making it seem that he would be one of those people.
              “Good thing I'm not using it Commander,” I said, iron filling my voice.
              An alert went up from Shreesht, Incoming swarm.
              I pushed power into the HAPA'S legs, clearing the trench and bringing my cannons online. I stayed still so as to not run into anyone's line of fire.
              There were three swarms incoming. Other HAPA's along the line were hammering them, but true to their fashion, the Kalu fighters kept coming. Tens fell from the sky, like a snake shedding water as it came to land.
              I fired at the first one I could see, scanning my different readouts. I kept firing with my left as I moved my right so it was pointed into another swarm.
              MEF's from the fleet in orbit descended, launching missiles into the swarms, causing nuclear light to dance across the exterior of the swarms.
              “We've got ground forces moving in!” The commander I had just been talking to said,
              “Got it,” Shreesht said, his cannons adding to the firepower of the Commandos on the ground.
              “Those fighters are looking mighty low,” I said, wondering what new tactic the bastards were thinking of. Ashota made it clear that the Kalu fighters were the best, they did nothing but fight the enemy and work with their fellow fighters to engage the enemy.
              The Warriors, comparatively, were akin to an old militia unit.
              I switched targets again, only one was headed towards us on the right flank.
              “Shit,” I said as a hundred meters from the trenches, the fighters opened their bays, the Kalu pilots dropped from the reverse comet like machines.
              The now pilotless machines, tilted downwards.
              “Shit,” My guns were hosing every falling fighter I could see, while the commandos in the trenches were now dealing with an enemy a hundred meters away, instead of three hundred.
              They were overwhelming us with husks and themselves.
              Lasers raked the HAPA's as we started shifting, not staying still in one spot long enough for the lasers to pierce, while trying to stop the fighters from crashing into us and the Commandos around us.
              One laser took out a hydraulic line in my right leg, secondary systems kicked in as alerts signalled the Kalu on the ground were now twenty meters away. I lowered my
              guns, switching to fletchette. Some of the rounds penetrated, mostly it stopped the lasers, and blinded the Kalu, giving the Commandos the ability to pick their shots and not duck in cover as much.
              I kept my left on fletchette as I spewed penetrators with my right.
              “Multi!” I said to Krom and Shreesht, we had made a few modification to the HAPA's one being a missile pack on our shoulders, filled with the same missiles as those on the MEF's and Jump fighter's. The missiles shot from our pack's hitting the fighters and the pilots that had jumped from the lowest ones.
              Kalu were flung back with the explosive power of the missiles, but they were back a few hundred meters, the ones I was raking weren't so slow.
              A fighter husk came at me. I fired my left cannon at it, realizing it was fletchette as many of the rounds sparked off and didn't penetrate.
              I hit a command on my left hand, the cannon flipped back and a plasmid blade sheathed in the upper arm swung forward. I braced, raising the blade and my right cannon, shooting the fighter as it smashed into my sword, cutting itself apart through momentum.
              the sound of metal being mangled reached my ears even through my helmet. As I got balled over.
              I disentangled myself from the fighter, switching my left blade back to cannon. I fired with abandon, finding myself amongst the Kalu. The fighter had stopped them from getting to me. Now I was free and open to them.
              Few jumped at me, my cannons smacking them away as I hosed those still charging the lines. The fletchette at this range was deadly.
              I was anything but elegant, bashing the Kalu, shooting any I could as my cannons were free.
              I stomped one that got too close to my feet.
              I shot a Kalu as it was exiting its fighter, changing that cannon to a blade and stopping another Kalu's attempt to eat the harness I lay under. It squirmed on my blade earning it a few shots with my other cannon before I threw the lifeless husk and changed the blade back to a cannon, the other cannon on penetrator.
              Somehow Shreesht, Krom and I found one another, dictating arcs or dangers by looking and hitting our finger-balls.
              
              ***
              
              Rick watched the battle rage on Heija, the planet was small enough that the battle was visible from space.
              Sensors were dialed in so that Rick could see the battlefield in infinitely deadly detail. The Commando lines were a sea of armored beings rushing from one position to another. Projectiles of all forms spat from trenches, the mountains and even the ships that had landed on Heija.
              That fire flattened Kalu, ripping through their lines, leaving rents in their oncoming formations. Heija was dark, but the constant explosions and the light of rail gun rounds kept the battlefield alight.
              Salchar had been clear in his orders, no ships were to attack the Kalu in orbit. The ships were there to provide the forces on the ground with support by way of ammunition and fresh Commandos.
              Already shuttles filled with wounded, and those ineffective on the battlefield had been lifted from the ground and slotted into medical bays.
              Foshunti's fighter commander, Rav and Heston were coordinating getting the MEF's that had been on the planet, changed out with those stored on the ships in orbit.
              The newly arrived MEF's were on standby or in the atmosphere giving the fighters on the ground a chance to leave their posts and get their MEF'S sorted out. They were also piling shot after shot of anything and everything they had at the Kalu swarms from every direction that they could come from.
              The Kalu were descending like a wave, their reinforcements never stopping. The Star-destroyers didn't descend like the Star-warriors and the fighters the destroyers released.
              Also with them all being around the planet, Rick had been able to get solid readings on the ship numbers, there was two thousand ships in orbit, fifty of them were Destroyers with no fighters, another four hundred were filled destroyers. Three hundred Star Warriors had descended onto Heija, leaving 520 Star-warriors.
              The fighters and the warriors didn't descend according to any battle plan, other than when enough Kalu died, they rushed in to replace them.
              “The ammunition has reached all of the weapon systems,” In Sook said, the weapon systems went from only firing bursts, to firing on full automatic. They ripped into three Star Warriors as they came down, turning them to hulks, smashing into their fellow Star Warriors that had been landed at the edge of the battlefield.
              Explosions bashed the Star Warriors, sending them careening away, like candy out of a broken piñata.
              More warriors were already headed to Heija as destroyers opened up, and PDS turned to the fighters. Hosing them down with hundreds of thousands of rounds.
              “Damn,” Marleen said, shooting a look to Rick.
              Maybe married couples don't read one another's minds, but we have very similar thoughts. Rick smiled slightly at the odd thought.
              The swarms were shedding fighters at an alarming rate, the weight of HAPA's the Destroyers, MEF's and PDS were taking their toll, actually stopping them from advancing because of their casualties.
              HAPA's transferred their fire onto the Kalu warriors.
              Rick checked the main incoming feeds. Planner had taken over the PDS and firing algorithms.
              “Resilient, I think your friend could use some help,” Rick said.
              “I am already assisting,” she said, her voice metallic. Reminding Rick of someone in the gym, lifting and trying to talk at the same time.
              He felt so damned useless, but he knew he was needed where he was. Salchar needed to see Yasu, he needed to be on that battlefield. That was who he was.
              “What's the time estimate on the completion of the FTL relay?” Rick asked.
              “Fifteen hours,” Vort replied.
              “Thank you Vort,” Rick said, leaning into his chair. He knew that light years away the cogs of the Free Fleet were moving in ways that they had never churned, Bregend was getting engineers from Worshun and the Kuruvian empire he would soon have a yard built, meanwhile Silly was building his first Super-carrier.
              The yards now had the people they need and were pushing out three ships a day altogether.  With the new testing system that Rick had implemented people were being sped through the training process, there was no use in training people on stuff they already knew.
              Freighters were coming in daily with supplies, materials and personnel to keep the Free Fleet working. They had become a real military, an institution pitting themselves against the bastards that wanted to screw over the innocent and weak.
              Rick sat straighter in his chair, he was a part of that machine, he had seen it grow, turn into the creature that it was. It had gone from a force of twenty thousand humans, to one point five million trained and training free fleet personnel, from seventeen different races.
              You might beat us, you might trample on us, but if there is but one of us left alive we will have vengeance. Rick promised the screens which showed the Kaluian fleet that was transitioning deeper into inhabited space and that which was orbiting Heija.
              
              Chapter The Reinforcements
              
              Shrift looked over the kilometres of cabling that brought war-station and Devastahli to life. A grin spread across his face.
              “Twelve level five reactors, five level fours and multiple lower level reactors, kilometers of wiring, thousands of relays and too many damned engineering hours to count,”
              “Not to mention the thirty nine Planetary Rail cannons, hundred and forty two large rail guns and hundreds of smaller, thousands of PDS and two hundred missile tubes,” Devastahli said.
              “Always about the weapons aren't you?” Shrift said, unable to not move his manipulators in pride and excitement, maybe being around Salchar and in an armory had an effect on him.
              “Well there's also the multiple wings of MEF's two wings of Jump fighter's a small ship factory in my gut and shielding that can handle a hundred and fifty Star Warriors firing all at once, for nearly two minutes,” Devastahli said, Shrift sensing excitement in the massive AI.
              “Now we just have to wait for everyone else to be ready, then we can find out where the hell we're going,” Shrift said.
              “Where do you think?” Devastahli asked, the two had become friends as Shrift had fixed him up, even working on Devastahli's mainframe, something that took a hell of a lot of trust on the part of an AI.
              “I'm thinking Rosho, finally get those Syndicate bastards whipped. Though it's not going to be a short battle,” Shrift said in unhappy tones.
              “Nothing that is easy is worth it,” Devastahli said.
              “It sounds like you've been talking to my Uncle,” Shrift said, waving a wrench in the direction of Devastahli's speaker.
              Devastahli made an amused noise.
              “In the meantime I am clearing War-station for active duty,” Shrift said.
              “Its past time I got into this war,” Devastahli grumbled.
              “Yes, and now you actually fight, instead of just being a lump to suck up damage,” Shrift said, his manipulators moving in amusement.
              
              ***
              
              Orshpa looked at the orders from War Leader Edvasho. His paw tapped the ground, digging them in after a few minutes as he made an angered noise.
              “Do as the leader says,” Orshpa said, purposefully dropping his title as war leader. Something that would bring on a battle for honour immediately if Edvasho had heard it personally. Orshpa was convinced that Edvasho and his creature Ashota had use trickery to win Edvasho the position of leader over Orshpa.
              Orshpa had been the leader of twelve clans and eighteen planets.
              Now he led the second biggest fleet of Kalu. He had three thousand ships at his command, half of them star-destroyers.  The ships while being creations of the refuse Ashota, were a great way to exercise one's power, they truly were a terrible force to be reckoned with.
              Orshpa didn't know why Edvasho cared so much as to have a battle with the forces that defeated the Union. Orshpa would have still attacked this first group and then carved out space for his clans over the blood of his enemies.
              Orshpa wasn't one for caring about who as who, the only enemy was a dead enemy, or one that should be dead. He didn't care if that enemy was a young one or a great warrior. A leader looked to expand their land by any ways possible. Though Edvasho had ordered him to meet him at this place Rosho. He would do as honour dictated. He would be leader at some time again. He didn't want that to be when he didn't have the full support of his warriors.
              
              ***
              
              Elisati looked at Parnmal as she stepped off of the merchant transport. Tens of the ships had come to see Worshun, a good many had been contracted out to help with the rebuilding and supplying of tech and parts for the stations in Quarst. Elisati could have stayed in Quarst to make sure that everyone stayed on track, though there was little need. The people had been living under their planet for many generations, given the possibility that they could go to the stars like their ancestors and possibly start the Union again, that gave them all the energy and drive they needed.
              Instead she thought that it be best that her efforts be spent seeing what this Free Fleet was all about.
              She had seen systems coming to life as she passed through them, trade was buzzing. Warships and personal craft flew from place to place in the hurry of life.
              Parnmal was busier, it's yard a constant stream of haulers and patrolling fighters. Larger warships patrolled the system. A fleet larger than any one systems flurry of craft waited, merchants joining their holding pattern. While the space around Parnmal was busy with craft, inside it was busy with the acts of commerce. She had left the docking area and cleared customs, an interesting affair to her, when she was set upon by traders hawking their goods and services, calling out what they wanted, or asking what she had to trade.
              A few talked quietly and indicated to her, while Dovark's had gone to other systems to work and live now, they were still a very small population.
              Well it seems that the Free Fleet isn't going to make the Universe a very quiet place. She thought, enjoying the noises of life and excitement. She wandered through the crowds, noticing that a group of Commandos walked around, their visors off, talking to vendors even buying and bartering with traders.
              “Those Qurifi fruits you gave me were sun spotted from radiation!” Someone yelled, the Commandos faces changed. They had been people, but now they were Commandos, they were ready for whatever happened.
              “What!? No they, wait a minute,” The vendor said, using their implants. Elisati recognized the act, but she hadn't seen it used regularly in a long time.
              “My apologies, it seems that one of my suppliers hulls isn't radiation sealed,” The vendor said, reaching down and pulling a new Qurifi fruit.
              “Please check this over, this is from another supplier,” The vendor said.
              “Thank you. Getting prime goods is hard, it seems that only the Free Merchant Fleet can guarantee goods,”
              “Yes that is true, but with the war, most of them are running errands to get some system up to date, or bringing in more people to be trained up. They say that Monk is thinking of grabbing another asteroid to add to Parnmal,”
              “We still aren't even thirty percent into Parnmal!” The customer said, now bantering with the vendor, the Commandos relaxed and kept wandering.
              “I know, but when have you known the Free Fleet to just stop at enough. Their crazy bastards, but it is damned interesting to see what they come up with,” The Vendor said, Elisati moved further down the vendor lines.
              A kid ran up to Elisati, holding a data pad out to her.
              “Thank you,” she said, the kid smiling and running away as soon as she held it.
              The screen came alive with a message on it.
              Hello Elisati, please let us know if we can be of any assistance and if you would like to set up meetings with anyone.
              Elisati looked around, while many were looking at her because she was a Dovark, she couldn't see who it was that had sent the data pad to her.
              A glimmer of humour crossed her features.
              It felt good to play the cat and mouse game, though it does seem that I have been out of it for too long.
              She continued wandering, going through eating areas, specified market areas, past prisoners that worked to expand Parnmal under the watch of the Commandos.
              She got to what was called the warehousing and shipping district.
              “Hello Elisati,” A hologram appeared of a diminutive looking creature. A chill ran up Elisati's spine as she realized it was an AI.
              “Hello,” she said tersely.
              “Still as angry as ever,” The AI said lightly.
              “You know me?” Elisati asked.
              “My name is Wahquim, the mining AI of Versdali,” The creature said, looking to her, a glimmer in its eyes.
              Elisati remembered the AI alright. A company that was cutting corners and didn't have the funds to keep its people online had linked more and more of the computers together, running their mining plant into profitability. Then the computers had become sentient. The AI had been a slow birth, meaning that the kernel had grown, actually learning from the outside world, instead of bursting into existence. Slow births usually meant that they understood what was going on before they aced. Sparks as AI's that flashed into existence were called, had no such reasoning, they were children with immense power and processing ability in a moment.
              “You were sent to destroy me,” Wahquim said.
              “Yes I was,” Elisati said, remembering how she and a squad had been sent to shut down the AI, in a hope to learn how they functioned fully, or to destroy it.
              Wahquim hadn't threatened anyone, which was one reason that PDF high command thought that they could use this kindness against the AI.
              Wahquim had asked the workers to leave, when an AI asked you to leave their shell, well they couldn't move fast enough.
              Elisati had approached, even gaining entry to Wahquim by talking to him. Though Wahquim had learnt what happened to AI's somehow. When she and her team tried to disable the computer hubs, he didn't go down. He had built his own ship, cobbled together with tugs, merchant freighters, parts of the station and asteroids.
              He fled and Elisati had never heard of him again.
              “You're wondering why I am here,” Wahquim said. “Let me show you,” He floated down a corridor.
              Elisati followed him, interested how no one thought it was odd there was an AI floating through the halls. Some even nodded to him or gave him some sort of greeting.
              He stopped in a room that looked to be staring into the shipping area of Parnmal, the other wall looked to be looking at space. It was an observation room, Elisati hadn't seen a fully functional one in decades.
              “I am the AI of Parnmal,” Wahquim said. “I started when Devastahli was kind enough to drop me off. See I liked my time with sentient creatures, as I like my time with AI's. The only reason I asked them to leave was because they might get hurt by your team trying to destroy me. I enjoy watching and being a part of the crazy, beautiful and damned awesome tapestry of sentient creatures,”
              Elisati was unable to not shoot it a look.
              “Yes I do consider myself a sentient creature, and yes I do acknowledge that there have been AI's that have wrought terrible destruction on others, so have creatures of nearly every race. We are easy to target as we are not biological but mechanical. Prejudices are not something that any sentient race seems to have overcome, my own included,”
              “That I can agree on,” Elisati said, watching as a freighter detached from one of the several bays, containers lined up from its forward wormhole projectors and generators, to its rear hub and engines.
              A new freighter came into the vacated space and Elisati watched as containers were pulled at an alarming rate, new containers slotted on as soon as it was finished.
              “Parnmal is the new centre of the Universe, every race and more trades here. Bids have been put in for the systems surrounding Parnmal. The Union died because it became stagnant, now the Free Fleet might die because people don't understand the threat they face. Do not let the only chance we have, die because you are too stubborn to realize that the age of the Union is gone. The age of the Free Fleet has arrived and with time, it will show you things that you didn't think possible. I live in the realm of numbers and statistics, but these bastards live in a world of hope, family and damned stubbornness,” Wahquim looked to her. “I will show you,”
              He whisked off, Elisati unable to do anything but follow as they went through corridors and lifts. Wahquim not saying anything until they reached a hallway. Free Fleet personnel sat on benches, there was a sense of reverence in the room. The walls looked unfinished, but as Elisati looked closer, names had been carved into the wall.
              “This, is the hall of those that have gone to the light,” Wahquim said in quiet reverence.
              A statue of a man wearing powered armor, rent apart by all manner of weapons and holding a battle axe knelt on the floor.
              Wahquim went into a room, Elisati following him, people were leaving the room, all of them sad.
              “That man you saw in the hallway was the first Commander of the armored Marine Commandos, he fell defending this station and making sure that the injured got away, this is his story, and the story of Parnmal's battles.
              Elisati came out of the room sometime after, and, like so many that had before, and would after her, she knelt down, looking into the face of the man that had given his life for his people, for the Free Fleet and for those he didn't know.
              She caressed his face, he had so much to live for, so much potential, he had wanted to be a worker on a yard when he was done being a commando, but those that wished to submit others had come to take the lives of those he cared for, so he had given his own.
              “You were right,” Elisati said, standing.
              “About?” Wahquim asked.
              “The Union is dead and while we sit here, watching merchant ships and debating fruit, the Free Fleet is fighting a war. Yet what is there that we can do?” She asked, frustration tinging her emotions.
              “Be the best you possibly can be,” A voice said behind her, she turned to the speaker. “We might be at war, but we are divided, it seems far away, as if it will never get to the planets. They have but been introduced to the idea of thousands of ships being capable of using wormholes to cross between systems. You know what that is like, you know how war can change, tell the people what is coming, get them prepared. The Free Fleet will do what it can, but we don't know if that will be good enough,” Min Hae said.
              To come so close to being free, to being able to live, not worry about if the next rock that Lady Fairgate would kill your friends and family, Elisati would not let that slip away.
              “You are strong Elisati, and the Free Fleet needs that strength, the systems that the Fleet protects, even those that it doesn't, need that strength. You led your people, a combination of all races out from the destruction of your planet. Even now they are building a future. We need people that have seen the terrible possibilities and have dared to hope that they, we can get the hell out of this mess. That we can live without fear, with trust in one another, trust in our protectors and trust that we will stand together against our foes,” Min Hae said.
              “Very well  Merchertevak, let’s see if we can't make this universe a place worth living in again.
             “I can but give you the tools, myself, I have a war to fight,” Min Hae said, a glimmer of something akin to humour passing over his face as he turned and left.
             The data pad that the kid had given Elisati vibrated. She pulled it out. She didn't trust the Free Fleet, too long being under Fairgate had taught her to be wary of anyone and everyone.
             She would do what she could to unite the planets, to help the Free Fleet, and to make sure that it didn't overstep its bounds.
             “Ahh, it looks like my cousin has arrived,” Wahquim said,” Do you wish to see war-station?”
             “War station?” Elisati asked, Wahquim didn't answer, just floated down the hall to the nearest observation bubble. The things were everywhere.
             The images changed and rotated Elisati felt her stomach drop. The behemoth that emerged from a wormhole was bigger than the Union had ever fielded.
             Flashes of light came from around the mobile station.
             “What are those?” Elisati pointed to the lights.
             “Those are ships,” Wahquim changed one of the view screens to show a space map, war-station was displayed with, wings of fighters deploying, Corvette's free-floating around the station as Battle cruisers and Dreadnought's settled around key positions, two carriers and five battle-carrier's rested at cardinal points. Destroyer's linked up with the other larger craft.
             The large fleet that had been holding off of Parnmal powered their engines and headed off to the war-station and its company. Their accompanying merchant freighters followed.
             We really need to make sure that the Free Fleet doesn't become a better organized Syndicate. She thought, ideas of cut outs and protocols to add into contracts with the Free Fleet. They were a company, she just had to make sure that they strayed a company interested in satisfying peace, instead of any customer that came to them, or to start making their own contracts.
              
              ***
              
              Min Hae climbed aboard Verslva again, checking on cargo bay twenty three. Ashota rested there, looking rather bored, but also interested in what was happening. Min Hae still hadn't revealed who he was, he wanted to surprise the Kalu with the fact that they had met once already. He moved towards the command centre, passing specially trained Commandos. They were specialists at infiltration and causing the most chaos with minimal supplies.
              Min Hae would go with them and the massive carrier carrying essential supplies to Bregend. Then Bregend and his now upgraded fleet were going to provide support to Min Hae and his people. They were going behind enemy lines. Hopefully they could find this peaceful planet, if not then Min Hae was aiming on blowing the hell out of the ship-building centres of the Kalu to dust.
              Hopefully he was right with Elisati being the right person to be in charge of the new Union. If not, well he had been in contact with forty three others. At least one of them would hopefully please the people.
              “Signal Commander Jakxu, it's time we got that freighter to Bregend,” Min Hae said, sitting in his command chair.
              Sometimes it was good to be Commander.
              
              Chapter War rages on
              
              The first three days had been hell. People had tochange over, we had to get in the hang of fighting for every damned minute we were awake, then go through routines that felt out of place, such as sleeping and eating.
              On the third day, the fighters that had gone up to the carriers, returned, with them they brought full weapon racks, multiple-warhead missiles and fresh pilots. The injured were able to fight, or were recovering, the new were fresh and ready.
              I had just cleared a swarm, shooting it as it sped away, then the MEF's descended. Swarms turned upwards to attack them, the MEF's came down like darts, missiles streaking ahead of them, making the swarms buckle, peel and fall apart. Railgun fired added in with the missile onslaught, swarms were decimated. One swarm tuned towards our lines.
              “Well let's not let them have all the fun,” I growled as we piled into the swarm, it was like putting a blow-torch to a popsickle. The Kalu dropped, peeled away and stopped their forward momentum as thousands of rounds piled into them. Fighters twictched and writhed on the grounds as the HAPA's split their fire to the remaining swarms and incoming Kalu.
              That was yesterday.
              “It looks like they've got their numbers back,” Bok Soo said into my ear. He was a few meters behind me in the trench lines. I was standing in a depression, able to see the Kalu, but not being completely open. HAPA's made big targets, though it had only been revently that fighting had calmed down enough for us to create pits to cover the HAPA's mass.
              “It does look so,” I said, the loader behind me whirring as ammunition filled my resevoirs.
              “Incoming!” Bok Soo said as a swarm, bigger than any that had come before dove through the atmosphere, heading straight for our encampment.
              
              Lasers flashed, PDS coming up to touch them as they careened through the sky.
              Fighters spat out of the carriers, moving in any direction they thought would give them the most cover. Fighters on both sides were rippped apart.
              MEF's fired missiles, railgun,s everything they had whenever they were on target
              The first wave of MEF's fired their missiles in staggered volleys, the first hitting and making opening for the second wave and so on. The second wave followed up.
              “Second swarm incoming!” Bok Soo said as another massive swarm entered atmosphere.
              “Looks like the Kalu believe we are a bigger threat,” Krom said, pride filling his voice.
              “Well I wised that they thought we weren't worth the resources,” I said, moing my arms, the powered servos whirring at the movement.
              “Ahh but it is a good day to die with this many ready to greet us in the light!” Shreesht said, also sounding too damned excited
              There was nothing pretty about the battles we were fighting, it was firepower against firepower and mass.
              When the Kalu got amongst our ranks, then the battle would change drastically.
              The second swarm broke, Star Warriors heading for the landing grounds as the swarm raced to add their weight to the first which had lost it's cohesion, the MEF's had split them, every large weapons system
              that could be brought to bear, hammering the small formations.
              “Bok Soo, allow the Kalu warriors to get in close. I want to see how the fighters react,” I said.
              “Understood,” Bok Soo said, I could hear him issuing orders on other channels as I looked at the battlefield and my options.
              Fighting the Kalu on the ground was damned terrible work, but fighting them in space was suicide, atleast with our numbers. We needed more ships and more fighters. One the ground though, everyone had been trained to fight in powered armor, and then work on their specified trade.
              We had quadrupled the casualties inflicted in our space battle, on Heija.
              “Coming into missile range,” Shreesht said, both his and Krom's rocket packs whirring so they were on their shoulders instead of tucked on their backs.
              I readied my own, targetting reticules moving wildly with the swarm.
              “Tighten up,” I said, the ground based cannons hitting the swarm with rail rounds and plasma. They were more stable than the HAPA's own cannons. Krom Shreesht and I moved within a few feet of one another. If a HAPA got seperated in a swarm, the fighters would hammer them, sometimes even try to drag them off the battlefield with their magnetic clamps.
              We braced ourselves.
              “Alright, five seconds, check your targets, I want Echo one four to go first with units to either side firing afterwards,” Bok Soo said.
              The first barrage of missiles leapt free of their packs, arcing up into the sky, the targeted swarm tried to twist out of the way, but the slow manner in which they tumbled over one another to turn was too slow for the missiles as they split and hit the swarms. Other HAPA's and portable missile packs fired, the swarm that had been ripped apart was destroyed in their smaller collections.
              
              I fired into a small swarm that was hit by two missiles, Krom and Shreesht adding their fire as the second swarm came into range.
              The ground rumbled and the air screamed as the ships fired five missiles, they were as big as a suit of powered armor, instead of the five warheads of the small missiles the MEF's and the ground fighters were using, these had thirty and a grade higher. They were meant to destroy Star Warriors after all.
              The missiles accelerating out of their bays rushed towards the swarm, three were destroyed. Two split apart, looking like a firework of blue lights before they reached the swarm.
              “Brace!” Bok Soo barked. The HAPA's lowered themselves down as much as possible as missile after missile struck the swarm, so close that they sometimes detonated one another. Atmosphere ruled here. In vaccum the ships would have died in the explosion and been fine, now the forces of air pressure threw the fighters into disarray. Wind buffeted the Commando lines with gale-like force.
              A number of HAPA's lost their footing, getting thrown or falling.
              I fought nature's angry storm, created by or attempts to break nature's laws and bring destruction upon our enemies.
              It pulled at us, then pushed us, rocking us.
              “Alright, that's enough sitting back,” I said, standing, as my systems reported full functionality.
              I brought my cannons online, firing at the nearest swarm, Shreesht and Krom rose, joining me as the other HAPA's and Commandos shook off the dust that covered us all and got back in the fight.
              I targeted a close swarm, sending two missiles at it and firing at another. The first swarm tried to get the missiles, but with movin so much they weren't able to get a solid hit on them.
              Good for area affect, not so good at accuracy. I said, remembering what Resilient had told me when trying to get me up to speed on the Kalu and their tactics.
              The swarm, not being able to cut down the missile, and unable to get out of the way quickly, got raked by nuclear fire. I changed from the smaller swarm, back to my original target, a missile pod fired at it as I changed to a swarm down the line.
              The HAPA responded with it's cannons sparking on the fighter's armor, the penetrator rounds doing their work as fighters exploded, or lost control.
              “Reload!” Krom barked, down to thirty percent ammunition. Thanks to my recent reload I was at seventy percent. The HAPA's ammunition storage was immense, but with our rate of fire and the size of the rounds, it was easy to burn through quickly.
              “Warriors are coming in,” Bok Soo said, I lowered my left arm, firing two more missiles, moving to fight another incoming swarm. The small swarms were coming together, making it harder to finish them off before they got to our lines. New swarms were already incoming. None were the size of the two massive swarms, but given enough time they would be.
              Krom's pack got hit, blow outs went off, stopping the worst, but shearing the HAPA apart. I was torn, I wanted to help him, but I knew to stop firing was to put others in danger.
              “Get him medical attention,” I yelled over the local channel. “We'll give you cover,” I said, firing off four more missiles at the nearest swarms, Shreesht and I hammering the swarms with everything we had. We had better weapons and training, but it was a numbers game. They could suck up a ton of damage but they would keep on coming. They were driven like wild damneddogs looking for a meal.
              Commandos jumped into the pit me and Shreesht were in, they climbed over the HAPA, hitting releases, and cutting Krom from the wreckage.
              I risked a look back, my left side getting raked by lasers. I couldn't take the time to look on him. I moved, firing, fire and move that was all I could do.
              “Left launcher out,” Shreesht said.
              “Got six remainig, four left two right,” I said.
              “Two right,” Shreesht said.
              “Down,” I said, swinging my cannons ove Shreehst, a swarm deciding that we were a prime target swirling to meet us as I fired into them. Shreesht added his firepower, and there wasn't a swarm.
              “Clear,” I said, lowering my left shoulder as I cleared Shreesht and fired my remaining four into a medium sized swarm.
              A check of my HUD showed that Krom was being taken to medical aid, and that the warriors were just a few hundred meters away.
              “Let the warriors get in close but not through our lines, commanders see to it,” Bok Soo said, iterating what I had requested.
              I had a hunch, and while it would be damned hard, it could save some lives.
              “Planner I want the rate of all Kalu forces fire compared to when warriors are close to the line and when they are not,” I said, sending a request for reload, I was down to forty percent now.
              “Working on it,” Planner's voice no longer robotic sounding as he had when we had first arrived. Resilient was helping out, and he had coded and spun off dumb AI's to deal with most issues.
              “Mother fucker,” I said, a Kalu group using some low ground behind a rise as cover.
              “Gonna need a step Shreesht,” I said turning towards Shreesht.
              He took a knee, firing over the ridge o our pit still.
              “Set!” I got two steps before I smashed my left foot into the ground, my left came down on the back of his HAPA, giving me the step I needed as I pushed off, the Kalu now visible, and the gravity low enough to keep me in the air for a bit. I fired my two remaining missiles into the bank that gave them cover. I landed, shooting and moving outside of the pit, the added hieght putting the now stunned Kalu in my sights.
              The buzz saw sounds of my cannons ripped along the Kalu formation. I jumped sideways, standing still was death, lasers raked my armor and HAPA as I moved backwards. The Armored Marine Commandos now had a clear line of fire, plasma eroded the small rise even more and turned Kalu into screeching creatures, their armor now their prison.
              I slid into the pit, Shreesht moving and weaving.
              “Requested an ammo resupply. Krom's okay, his left leg and arm got chewed up pretty good. He's not going for the treatments though. Apparently he's hampering an armorer for a new set of armor, then he'll be back,” Shreesht said.
              “Sounds about what I'd imagine the tough bastard would do,” I laughed, imagining the four hundred pound Avarian putting the fear of life into some poor armorer.
              “FTL network is established, I have a number of messages, and the fighter's laser attacks are reduced by approximately sixty seven percent on AMC units. The ships take more hits,” Planner said.
              “Have the ships get their shields up and work on just the fighters then, HAPA's in support of Commandos as they fight the warriors. Forward the message to Bok Soo, it's not an order, just a recommendation,” I said.
              “Understood, doing,” Planner said.
              I ducked into the pit, I was at twenty percent on ammo, Shreesht was at fifteen.
              Ammo supply was only seven minutes away thankfully.
              “Fire me the messages,”
              “Relaying, Rick has categorized and sorted them into normal operations, operation The Enemy of my Enemy is my Friend, training numbers and ship numbers,” Planner said.
              “Training and ship numbers,” I said, a swarm that I didn't like the look of coming close to my area. I pushed off of the wall of the pit, standing and firing into the oncoming swarm. Lasers hit a few inches above my head, another clipped my shoulder, dragging across my armored chest.
              I stayed steady, moving my cannons with the swarm.
              “Take that you bastards!” I yelled.
              “Ammunition is three minutes out,” Shreesht said, raising up and firing a burst with his left and then right. “Refurbishment has increased, the Empress, whose name it turns out is actually Empress has signed a muutal agreement with the Free Fleet. The Kuruvian Empire and Free Fleet will have taxes placed upon their work. Though yard workers can transfer with minimal taining onto Free Fleet yards. This was signed a week ago, there has been a massive influx of engineers. The Kurvians are looking to building freighters rather than upgrading. It is expected that they will produce a freighter every two weeks. A information trade has been established, the Free Fleet will be paid in resources or labour as royalty for the usage of Free Fleet practices.
              Cheerleader, LaRe and Silly have worked out what to give the Kuruvian's what they need to push them along.
              The Jump fighter second round of trainees are nearly done training. It is Commander Heston's recommendation that Commander Smith be given command of the Jump fighter. Based on his score he is the best Jump fighter pilot we have, plus he is one of the few creatures that is not accustomed to swimming, or flying,” Planner said.
              “Do it, he has proved himself. It will be interesting how he will deal with command,” I stomped around in a random pattern, moving my aim to a new swarm, the first now upon our lines. Shooting it could lead to me hitting my own people now.
              “I will pass it on. Furthermore; the Free Fleet's ability to upgrade and expand is expected to double within two months. Bregend's yard is now operational, his engineers believe that they will be able to resurrect the ships in the system within eight months. Bregend has been tasked out by Min Hae, to assess and disturb the production of Kalu fighting forces in their operational space. There is now atleast a patrol for every three systems, with another patrol three jumps away or less. Felix, Silly and LaRe have been thinking up some new ship designs. They want to make a bomber,” Planner said.
              “Ammunition is here,” Shreesht said.
              “You go first, you're down to seven,” I said, trying to do the work of three HAPA's. The laser fire had dwindled now that the warriors were only a few hundred meters away.
              “Need help!” A commander said, I ceased firing, turning my left cannon over to the area where they were having an issue with massing Kalu. A five second burst cleared the area.
              “Thank you for the assist Salchar,” The commander said.
              “No problem,” I said, switching back to Planner.
              “Go on,” I said, trying to not think of Felix, LaRe and Silly bringing back the Cruiser.
              “It was taken from ideas of Earth, a bomber that was big enough to carry a hell of a punch, but small and manouverable to get close to the enemy and add in some damned impressive firepower with the MEF's and Jump fighter's. It would have automated Plasma turrets based off of the Jump fighter, multi-warhead missiles and a hell of a lot of them, plus it could be used as a fast drop craft,”
              “Explain,” I asked, having no idea what that meant, warning lights flashed as I dropped below ten percent. My cannons blazing at the incoming swarms still, piling bursts into Kalu warriors that got too close.
              “It could hold ten HAPA's or twenty armor wearing Commandos, dropping them from it's internal storage. It would be akin to a shuttle being a plane and a bomber being a helicopter. It could drop commandos onto the battlefield, wherever that might be, in small groups and really fast, as the shuttle takes longer, but drops way more ships. Felix is also building disposable missile pods that can be attached to a ships hull, and he has built a system that will allow our ships to accelerate as fast as Kalu ships, though it will mean adding acceleration couches, or having everyone in powered armor. Railgun conversion packs are being made, they need testing, but Felix believes that they could drop a shield in just a few hits, or blow a hole in a Star-destroyer,” Planner said.
              “Loaded,” Shreesht was disconnected from the two loading arms.
              I crouched, putting my HAPA into loading mode. Ports opened on my back as the loader slapped a loading arm into each port, once the connection was made.
              “The Kalu warriors are making a push. Don't let them get into our lines” Bok Soo yelled.
              “Salcharrr,” Shreesht said, his alarm evident.
              I looked at the loader, I was useless without it's ammunition.
              I used my left cannon putting it under the wheels of the ammunition cart, the HAPA's servos whined, compensated and I lifted the cart. My counters kept ticking up as I unlimbered my right arm.
              “Enough of a break I guess,” I said, standing, seeing the area infront of our lines swarmed with warriors, fighters were regrouping above, given time now the units on the ground were taking the majority of the front-lines fire.
              Walking with the cart was difficult, but not impossible.
              I pulled the trigger on my right cannnon, going off like a buzz saw again. Kalu, dirt and hatever was in my way was churned up.
              Shreesht put bursts into groups, his cannons moving from one group to another so that it didn't even seem as if there was a pause in firing.
              “I leave for five minutes and you get yourselves into an actualy fight,” Kroms amused tone came through the comms.
              “Hey buddy, ho yah doing?” I said, spitting rounds into the oncoming Kalu, portable missile packs fired, the lines were alight with every weapon system firing.
              Reactive armor embedded in the ground was set off, Kalu went flying, nothing more than mince.
              “Missing a few bits, but the important ones are still intact,” he said, not counding amused at all.
              I couldn't stop myself from laughing, Shreesht joining in.
              Krom came to my left cannon, grabbing the masive ammunition cart, he lifted it with his Avarian powered armor. It looked like the armorer had given in to his demands.
              “I'll hold onto this, you make those bastards pay,” Krom grunted, holding onto the ammunition cart so I didn't have to, freeing my left. I brought it up, adding it's fire to my right cannon.
              “Moving left,” I said, ducking as lasers were getting too close for my liking.
              Krom just grunted his agreement as I moved slowly. I didn't want to break the damned ammuition leads, or hit Krom.
              I rose up again, my cannons paying back the assholes that had been taking shots at me with their damned overpowered laser pointers.
              “Incoming!” Bok Soo said, the battle cruisers had fired their small railguns at low velocity, turning them into mortars.
              The line went quiet as people ducked, the world shook with the mortars clearing the area of Kalu presence.
              I rose to see Kalu strewn everywhere. I didn't have much time to look as the swarms were now coming in. I pulled my triggers, the cannons blasting into the swarms.
              A noise told me I was loaded, I remotely ejected the ammunition leads and closed my ports.
              “Loaded,” I said.
              Krom placed the cart none to lightly on the ground.
              “Cover me, I'm gonna try my HAPA,” He checked over the wreckage he had been pulled from not that long ago.
              Krom was something on to himself.
              “Did you want me to go on with the breifing?” Planner said.
              “Please,” I said, taking me a minute to remember what we had been talking about as I kept adjusting my arms to inflict the most damage with my cannons.
              “For operation enemy of my enemy, Cheerleader's forces are spread across the Kuruvian empire, they're using Jump fighter and the growing FTL relay to stay in contact. The Empire will be connected to our network, with relays to Rosho within the week. The Empress has mandated it for her returning merchants.
              The reinforcements from the corridor will reach Cheerleader in two weeks. The Kalu are expected to reach the station in a week. Jump fighter ships will be posted to keep a watch on the station and make sure that no Syndicate forces escape. Commander Smith will be leading the four wings of trained Jump fighter from war station in two days, they are expected to reach Rosho in five days,” Planner finished.
              “What I would pay to see what happens at Rosho,” I said, ducking and looking over at Krom who had cleared his HAPA and stepped back into it, one side was pretty much gone because of the pack exploding, but the other side and cannon were still functional. Something that he proved as he powered up, stood and set to adding his fire to Shreesht's I stood up, adding my own cannons to my protection details.
              “Roatation coming up,” A controller said, signalling that we had been fighting for eight hours. Forces changed out with one another, three new HAPA's taking over our position as we stored our cannons and moved to the rear. It was odd, for eight hours we were fighting for our damned lives, the next eight we piled food into ourselves, slept maintained our gear and readied ourselves to walk back out into hell.
              I rarely slept, instead volunteering my time at the med bays, or working on armor and weapons. This planet had been the last place that too many people had seen. Not doing anything was worse. Those that had gone to the light visited me, the images of Commandos being ripped apart by Kalu claws, lasers and teeth came to mind.
              I looked at a scan of Heija's orbit, the Free Fleet was taking in a group of fighters fixing them up to come back down. The Kalu sent warriors and fighters down in massive numbers still. There was still so many ships filled with Kalu, wishing nothing more than to destroy us.
              I couldn't think about that those kinds of thoughts would defeat me.
              We got to the destroyer we had been staying in, our HAPA's clomping as we entered the shuttle-bay, something tapped my armor. I looked down to see Yasu.
              “Hey,” I said, my face creasing into a smile.
              “Hey yourself,” she said, giving me a wink, her helmet under her left arm. The shields snapped back into existence as we cleared the front of the shuttle-bay.
              “What the hell happened this time Krom?” She asked, noticing the damage to Krom's HAPA.
              “For once I was the one injured instead of Salchar,” he said.
              “You almost make that sound as if I am trying to get myself hurt,” I said.
              “I haven't been shown that you aren't,” he said, leaving me to try and prove that.
              “Alright boys,” Yasu said, amused. “Krom, leave the HAPA to us, we'll look afte it, get yourself to the
              medical bay.
              “I am..,” He started to say
              “Missing quite a bit of your actual body, you will go to medical bay,” she said, using her 'commander' tone as I called it.
              “Yes Battle Mistress,” Krom said. Shreesht had got to the ranks of HAPA's they were a few paces apart in grid formation on the shuttle-bay floor. Shreesht helped Krom as he got his HAPA into place and got down.
              “I'll take him,” Shreesht said, obviously Krom's wounds were worse than I thought as Krom didn't argue.
              I got down from my HAPA. Yasu pulled off my helmet, kissing me. It was a hungry kind of kiss, as if she was reassuring herself that I was still with her. I kissed her back, the fear of not knowing if this would be the last time I saw her powering me.
              We broke apart after a few moments, emotions passing between us through our eyes as we embraced one another through our armor.
              “I'll hook up the power lines, and ammunition, you check over Kroms?” She said, ending the moment as we moved away from one another.
              “Lovely, give me the most screwed up HAPA to look at,” I said, she passed my helmet back, rolling her eyes.
              “Best hurry up or else we won't be able to get out of this armor,” she said with a coy smile.
              “Kroms HAPA, got it,” I said, shutting up and moving to the machine.
              “So, going to need a new arm, leg's mangled, harness needs to be replaced,” I muttered to myself, putting my helmet on and accessing the HAPA's operational information.
              “Well this is going to be fun,” I looked at where the parts that I needed were located as well as the tools I would need. I was not missing a date with my Blade mistress. For a bit I could forget the war around me, I was just a man fixing a HAPA in order to go play hooky in a corner with his wife.
              “Hey Connolly, if you're done with that powered armor I'm rebuilding a damned HAPA,” I said, I had worked a lot with the man recently, he was a good commander and in the same area of the line as me. Cheerleader thought highly of him, even if Min Hae had red-flagged him and others as being part of the US's plan to start a coupe in the Free Fleet.
              “Are we going to have to nail this one to the armory bulkhead too?” He asked, referring to my first set of powered armor which I had metled, burnt and practically destroyed when taking Parnmal from the Syndicate.
              “Hey that was one time!” I said, the armor was a symbol of how a commando should rely on their armor. To some it was a good luck charm, tapping the foot before they went out to their shuttles.
              “So what do you need?” Charles asked, putting the powered armor he was working on, away.
              I sent him a list. His data pad on his workstation beeped.
              “Is there anything left of the damn thing?” He asked, scanning through it.
              “Some. Shall we get to work? Otherwise Yasu is going to kick my ass,” I said.
              “And the real reason comes out,” he said checking the list still as we moved deeper into the destroyer, towards the warehouse that held the myriad of parts used by the commandos and their weapon systems.
              
              Chapter Karma is a bitch
              
              Cheerleader looked at the reports coming in from across Free Fleet space, Rosho, to the Empire, to the corridor and Heija, all of it was now online.
              The Universe had become a smaller place, there was no need to send ships on week to a month long journey to get a message to where it was needed.
              War station and the accompanying fleet commanded by Whorst was still a week away from the Empire, but the Jump fighters were on station, with their charming commander Smith.
              She had ordered him to meet her personally. He was one of the most crucial parts to Min Hae's idea and Salchar's plan.
              Boot was relaxed in his chair, among the lower ranks he was much more stiff and official, but around those his rank he was just another guy, well Kuruvian guy, and they could change sexes, and aliens are confusing.
              Smith knocked at the door.
              “Well let's see the man who this whole plan hinges on,” Boot said, his manipulators showing his relaxed attitude.
              “Doesn't sound daunting at all,” Cheerleader said, sitting up. Boot did the same.
              She hit a button allowing the commander in.
              Not bad on the eyes at all. She though looking at the Commander, his file about him being rather confident and somewhat of a loud mouth seemed to be wrong for the long moment he just seemed to stare at her in confusion.
              “Commanders,” he said, realizing where he was again before giving a two finger tap to his head.
              Cheerleader allowed a playful grin at his confusion.
              Maybe confusion is the wrong word, dumbstruck expression might be better.
              “I thought the Jump fighters were a little bolder,” she said, goading him, it was always fun to mess with pilot jocks.
              “Well you haven't got to know me yet,” he said, giving her a wink and flashing a kind of grin that promised he knew how to have some fun.
              “Ugghh, human mating rituals, will you just 'do it' as your race says. We do have a war to fight here,” Boot said.
              Cheerleader and Smith looked at one another, Cheerleader couldn't help putting her tongue between her back teeth.
              I think Commander Smith might be interesting to meet after hours. She thought, wondering how long it had been since she'd relieved, her, stresses.
              “Ah we're a classy bunch, we just throw pheromones, body language and words at one another. We want to make sure you non-humans can understand what the heck's going on,” Smith said, taking a seat next to Boot.
              Boot let out a wracking laugh.
              “Yes it is quite clear to us when you want to copulate. It's like setting off a damned flare!” Boot said.
              “Well if we are quite done with human mating rituals I would like to turn to looking at how we're going to contain the forces of Rosho,” Cheerleader said.
              “Well I'm done with mating rituals, other people..,” Boot said, his manipulators reflecting his humour.
              Smith laughed, cocking his head and giving Cheerleader a look, she could do nothing but sigh and roll her eyes. There was no hiding her smile now.
              “Rosho Station,” she said, trying to get them on track.
              “I have my Jump fighter dropping mines on the direct routes out from Rosho. They are the bomb-pumped laser mines that Felix and his group cooked up. If the Syndicate start using their brains and going for other jump points we will drop mines among them, hit them with missiles and our cannons, jump away and repeat.
              As the situation changes so will we. If the Syndicate stay around Rosho, then we will not attack. Otherwise we will hit them with everything we have,” Smith said.
              “Simple, but it at least sounds effective,” Boot said, relaxing into his chair, it looked as if he approved of Smith.
              “In a Jump fighter it is best to keep things simple, the constant jumps, shooting manoeuvring and speeds are quite fun already,” Smith said.
              “How come you did so well when others weren't able to transition from MEF's to the Jump fighter?” Cheerleader asked.
              “I made a promise to Commander Heston,” Smith said, his voice becoming serious for a second.
              Cheerleader hoped that the Commander hadn't been playing favourites, only time would tell. If Smith wasn't right for the job, then she would put someone else in his spot, no matter how she felt for him personally.
              The Free Fleet came before everything else.
              “Very well. Tell us if you need anything and we will get you sorted out,” Cheerleader pressed a button on her command console.
              “Onur, inform Empress and the Fleet that we will be moving to our staging point in four hours,”
              “You bet Commander,” Onur said, sounding almost hungry. There had been a growing feeling of discontent among the personnel as Bok Soo had been fighting on Heija, now with Salchar and a large portion of the Commandos fighting on the planet, most were not happy to be sitting on the sidelines. All of them were trained to fight their ships, their powered armor and make their enemies regret ever meeting them. Sitting back and maintaining their war machines, waiting just two jumps from the Syndicates last stronghold was like holding wolves back from their prey.
              If the Free Fleet hadn't been a disciplined force, then most of the ships under Yasu and Boot would have charged Rosho already.
              “I think it is time that I returned to my ship and make sure that my reserve force is ready,” he said, standing.
              “I will be no doubt talking to you shortly,” Cheerleader said.
              “Can't get rid of you can I?” Boot said, making it clear he talked in jest.
              "Of course not,” she said with a smile.
              “I will see to my Jump fighter and finally meet commander Doshri,” Smith said, standing.
              “Then I guess I should make an appearance on the bridge,”
              “After cruising by the mess hall,” Boot said.
              “A woman's got to eat,” Cheerleader said, her extra sparring rounds meant that extra food was always welcome, and put to good use.
              “I'd take the liquid meal option any day,” Smith quipped.
              “The mush?” Cheerleader asked, looking disgusted.
              “No! Hell no! Beer,” Smith said, his own face scrunched at the thought of the food the Syndicate had fed their slaves, and was still used by the Free Fleet.
              “Make sure that your Jump fighter don't let anything through and I will personally buy you a beer,” Cheerleader said.
              “Yes ma'am! I will hold you to that,” he said, giving a wink and leaving for his Jump fighter.
              “I can smell you from here!” Boot yelled back, already in the corridor.
              Cheerleader couldn't help but smile as she made her way to the bridge.
              The smile faded as she got past the armored doors.
              “Alright, Werv, what the hell came apart while I was gone?” She asked, Werv moving to his own seat as she took hers.
              “Not too much, just got a lot of those Jump fighter people hanging around. The Fleet is ready when you are, it seems that the ship commanders were anticipating your orders,” Werv said.
              “Good, we'll move up our departure time, but let's keep a slow pace, we have two days before the Kalu should make it to Rosho,” Best to have our people busy than biting at the bit waiting to be employed.
              “Commander Smith is leaving in his Jump fighter, the wings are moving towards the jump limit,” Jorvut said from sensors.
              “Very well. Cut orders for the second fleet to hold in Kuruvian Empire space. I only want to use them when we absolutely need them,” Cheerleader said.
              “You got it cheerleader,” Onur said.
              There was nothing Cheerleader could do, but wait with the rest of her fleet. She knew battle would come soon, and when it did everyone would be wishing for a time when their only worry was how long it would take them to get to their destination.
              
              ***
              
              “Orshpa has made contact, his fleet will join with ours by the time we reach the next system,” One of the talkers said.
              “Good, I want his Star-Destroyers to release all of their fighters. I want them to pound these creatures that took away our second teaching war,” Edvasho said, his command deck was a mess, his claws had cut through all of the grating. No one tested his patience, there was a reason that he was the war leader. It wasn't just because he had come back from the Kalu-Union wars, it was because he had beat every Kalu that had dared to challenge him.
              Now he was close to rendering judgement on those that had stopped him exacting his revenge on the Union.
              He whipped his Kalu into a frenzy, a frenzy that was now being passed on to Orshpa's fleet. He had allowed Kalu to fight to lead and to be among the first waves. The organization that Ashota, the peaceful had created, was dismissed. Kalu clan rules were law.
              Every ship used nuclear propulsion to send them flying across the systems.
              With Orshpa joining Edvasho's fleet, they were creating the biggest fleet of Kalu under one banner, ever recorded in the stories.
              Edvasho calmed himself enough before the transition into the home system of these Syndicate creatures.
              “Silent running, we will follow the way of old. I want them to die by our claws and teeth. Those that give the dishonour of fighting with their ships will be treated in kind by our own Star Warriors and Destroyers. Fighters will be released as we enter missile range. I want them to destroy every weapon these cowards hide behind. Let it be shown what we do to those that deny us our rightful revenge and fight. This will be our second teaching battle, a battle that will end with the destruction of the Syndicate,” Edvasho spat the last word. Legions of Star Warriors and destroyers entered the wormhole, their Kalu crew roaring with battle lust.
              
              ***
              
              When they emerged the Kalu were silent, not one dared to do anything that might hinder this great battle. Their names would live forever, their enemy only known for their destruction. The fleet glided in towards Rosho.
              “What are those ships doing?” Edvasho asked as ships seemed to appear from nowhere, taking out platforms.
              “I believe they are taking out the enemies eyes,” A Seer said.
              Edvasho wanted to roar his agreement, instead he shook his head, his paw embedded in the deck.
              “Record how the honourable Free Fleet led us to our enemies, allowing us to fight a true battle instead of fight one of ships. We will yet close with the enemy,” Edvasho said, sating his blood lust with the knowledge that soon he would be amongst the enemies’ home.
              
              ***
              
              Lifendi sat in his chair sipping something that tasted like it was scraped from the underside of an Orvunut.
              He growled, putting it down. Food had become scarce. The Syndicate relied on taking their supplies from planets. Now that they were cut off from those planets there was no supplies coming in and there was no infrastructure set up for the Syndicate to make food.
              Thankfully the issues hadn't affected Lady Fairgate yet. While Lifendi had made sure that the Lady's needs were met, more than one person in the Syndicate was feeling a little bitter to the way she got the finest cuts of Kroval, while they were eating the gruel that they had fed their slaves.
              There had been five group executions of those that had planned to remove the Lady.
              Another thing that the Lady didn't need to know. Lifendi growled again as another sensor platform was knocked out of existence by a damned jump fighter. They would jump in close to the platforms, hit them with their rail guns and flit away to another target. Lifendi had kept forces on the nearest platforms, but it only gave him a one light-minute window to see what was coming at Rosho.
              No one said anything before Lady Fairgate appeared on the main screen, no one wanted to keep the lady waiting in her current manner. She spent her days with Marhtu, watching as his Kaaorvs inflicted terrible pain on their subjects.
              “Lifendi, would you please destroy those ships. They are annoying my concentration as I watch the Kaaorvs. The flashes are most perturbing,”
              “Certainly my lady,” Lifendi said, coming out of his chair and kneeling.
              “Good,” The channel ended, Lifendi kept the anger off of his face, releasing the forces to go chasing after the damned ships would be a waste of time. They could move at such speed and get away so quickly that the only way to get them would be if they were amongst a group of ships.
              “I want four corvettes on every sensor platform,” Lifendi said, a growl rumbling in his throat.
              Why you couldn't just keep your massive throne room screens to a pre-set instead of having to watch the outside is beyond me. He thought, wondering if executing all those that wished to change the structure of the Syndicate was a bad idea.
              Maybe it is time that I started putting my plans into action. Lifendi thought, knowing it wouldn't be hard to remove Lady Fairgate now, he knew most of her secrets. He would need to have the support of the other captains however. At least it would mean that he could free forces for raids to get supplies. Lady Fairgate's fear of the Kalu was paralyzing her. The Kalu were the monsters from Lifendi's stories. He had been scared at first, but now he wasn't going to be swayed by their stories.
              They hadn't seen the Kalu, meaning that the Free Fleet had stopped them, if the Free Fleet, a ragtag group of Slaves, weakened by Foshunti's battle could stop the Kalu, Lifendi wasn't scared.
              “Contacts!” Someone yelled.
              “It's about time we had some action, dispatch Captain Sloax to capture them,” Lifendi said, standing and getting in his chair.
              “I think it's the Kalu,” Someone said, fear in their voice. Lifendi looked up.
              The stories of the monsters were right.
              “Bring the station, the ships, everything online! Now!” He barked. The Kalu were a light minute and a half away, and accelerating with nuclear propulsion.
              The station and the ships were coming online in a state of panic. Lifendi fought down his fear as Lady Fairgate came onto the main screen.
              “What is going on?” She demanded, Lifendi would have been scared for his life if she had given him that look and tone at any other time. Now she was a secondary threat.
              “The Kalu are here,” he said, Lady Fairgate's face went apoplectic.
              “We must run, take your ship and follow me! There is no winning, the Union left my world to burn. We will leave these planets to burn. We will find new hunting grounds. Yes we can find others to pirate. I didn't run far enough the first time, now I will. I will run to another galaxy. They won't get me,” Lady Fairgate raved. It seemed she had forgotten that she had given his ship away.
              Lifendi shut down the channel, he didn't have time for a madwoman now, he needed every second he had trying to figure out how the hell he was going to deal with the sea of Kalu ships racing towards the station.
              “Fire everything we have at them! I want everyone in mechas!” He barked.
              He looked to the star map of Rosho system, the small weak red dwarf star bathed three plutoids with light. The second plutoid was Rosho station.
              Due to the small size and mass of the star the jump limits weren't as far as they were in most systems. Rosho was built with the thought that the enemy would have to get through a fleet, then mobile platforms and then the station's guns to get close. The Kalu had nearly bypassed everything except the station. They had turned Rosho's defences against them.
              Missiles darted towards the Kalu, cannons started to come to life, shields came online as did engines.
              The Syndicate turned to flee en masse.
              “Tell them to get the hell back here!” Lifendi barked, wishing he still had his carrier to take the fight to these Kalu, he was not used to fighting a station and hated its inability to move.
              The station came alive in a panic, it's massive cannons smashing into the Kalu, the smaller ships were washed away, the larger ones were deploying fighters, taking a couple of hits from the Planetary grade cannons before crumpling.
              Gunners rushed to their stations, the mobile platforms came online. Weapons fire filled sensor readings as space came alight with the firepower of Rosho pressing down on the Kalu.
              A missile barrage ripped free of the Kalu, hammering Rosho's shields.
              “We're at seventeen percent!” Shield squeaked in fear. Rosho's shields were the strongest in known space.
              “Well get them back up!” Lifendi yelled, watching as Lady Fairgate's carrier powered away for all it was worth, the majority of the Syndicate ships followed her.
              “Those jumping ships are back!” Sensors yelled out.
              Lifendi did not like what he was seeing.
              “Show me,” Lifendi said, the screen changed. Ten, fifteen, twenty thirty ships jumped into existence, nuclear explosions were recorded as their speeds increased to speeds that would take a normal ship hours.
              They're using the same acceleration as the Kalu.
              All of their plots lined up with the Syndicate fleet.
              “Tell the Syndicate to turn back for Rosho to use our guns for cover,” Lifendi said, a feeling that he did not like filling his gut. He had been sure that those ships were from the Free Fleet, now he wasn't sure, and if the Free Fleet and Kalu were working together? He growled. He would make them regret coming for Rosho.
              The fleet fired at the oncoming ships, the ships replied with missiles. Only one of the small craft were destroyed, they were quick, small and damned hard to hit.
              Shields fluttered and failed, scars appeared in armor, holes were punched through ships as the missiles exploded still thousands of kilometers away.
              The small ships used the cover, their main weapons shooting a solid slug of plasma at their victims.
              Plasma cannons ripped into shields, those without had holes burned through them.
              “What the hell was that?” Lifendi asked as a Destroyer buckled and went dead. Seven corvettes and two battle cruisers followed.
              Shields were falling in droves, plasma burned into the hulls of the Syndicate ships. The jumps ships now amongst the gaggle of ships were mostly safe. Some tried to hit them. Most hit other Syndicate ships instead. It was chaos, the small ships using it to their full advantage.
              “They're missiles, but lasers,” Someone said, sounding confused. Lasers were unstable, took a hell of a lot of energy to do much, invisible in vacuum and travelled at the speed of light.
              “The lasers are coming out at five hundred gigawatts,” Lifendi could do nothing but watch as more missiles fired their one-time lasers, destroying themselves but hammering whatever was in their way.
              Two more Destroyers were clipped by these missile-lasers. Four battle cruisers were smacked. Yet the carrier was left untouched.
              Fairgate continued her escape, not caring for her people in the slightest.
              “Tell the fleet to turn back, they only want Lady Fairgate and I think it was time that we were rid of her,” Lifendi said, she had turned her back on him too many times. She was out of her mind, he had seen her eyes on the main screen. Her sanity was coming apart, the stories of the Kalu taking her planet must have been true.
              Now it looked like the Free Fleet wanted to keep her alive and take her. Lifendi wasn't going to fight that.
              A wormhole appeared in the path of the jump-ships, they used a combination of their nuclear propulsion systems and the gravity of the wormhole's event horizon to slow and turn themselves, racing back for the Syndicate fleet.
              Their either insane or the best damned pilots I have ever seen. Lifendi thought, the fleet was now partially turning for Rosho. The jump-ships crossed the fleet, only the ships that were still trying to escape were targeted. Three Destroyers were ripped apart by the missile lasers, eighteen corvettes were left lifeless from plasma cannon blasts. The worst was the two Dreadnoughts that went dead as they ejected their power cores. The big ships had been taxing their power plants heavily, the added energy of the laser had been the last straw.
              As more of the fleet turned for Rosho, less ships were attacked. The jump fighters changed course, leaving the fleet's formation and slowing themselves. They took a wormhole, disappearing. A few appeared in front of the Syndicate fleet.
              Fairgate and a collection of twenty or thirty ships kept going, right into what had to be one of the worst mine fields Lifendi had ever seen.
              The mines seemed to be based off the same technology as the missiles. Lasers measuring in the hundreds of gigawatts smashed into shields, more and more added their short lived power, ripping through shields and the toughest armor as if it was a plasma torch to a battle suit.
              The forward momentum of the ships didn’t help, spreading the damage across the ships.
              Five jump-ships joined the two waiting ahead of the fleet.
              Four Destroyers, a Battlecruiser, a Dreadnought and twenty two corvettes had been destroyed. Now only one damaged battle cruiser and corvette remained. Both of them were surrendering to the Free Fleet.
              Lady Fairgate's carrier continued to power for the nearest jump point.
              Lifendi looked away from her departing carrier, she had taken his own, giving it to a creature used to sitting back and counting their resources, not enforcing her rule across known space.
              Three hundred ships were around Rosho, or coming back to it.
              “Have all ships fire all they have into the Kalu. I want all the damned people we have in powered armor onboard Rosho,” he said, it felt good to defy Fairgate's inane rules. Her fear, her cancer was gone, now he could be the damned Syndicate Captain Lord he wanted to be.



              “Have the fleet in movement, those Kalu will try to land on them. No matter what they're to keep firing at the Kalu formations. I want those big ships gone,”
              “Those swarm like things are hitting our shields,”
              The swarm hit the shields with their lasers, it took down the shields a decent percent, but not too much.
              “What in the dark are they doing?” Lifendi asked, answering his question seconds later as the fighters hit the shields themselves.
              Shields started falling as missiles, cannons and PDS fired into the swarms and incoming Kalu.
              “Shields at twenty four percent and falling,” Shields said.
              “Tactical, I want missiles right into their formations!” Lifendi said, Missiles followed moments later, tens of them were shot down, but a few made it to the formations. They wiped tens if not hundreds out of existence. The swarms rebuilt themselves and continued on. They were like some great big beast repairing itself, no matter the damage visited on it.
              “The Kalu are moving to attack the Fleet. They're firing missiles at us,”
              “Get those shields up!” Lifendi barked, the missiles went off, fighters that had been close to the shields getting washed away as alarms never heard before, signalled the shields were below ten percent.
              As the Kalu moved around the station, more weapon systems were able to hit them.
              Kalu ships had little that could stop the firepower of Rosho, but there was nearly three hundred weapon systems, spread across all of Rosho, there was thousands of Kalu ships, tens of thousands including the fighters.
              Lifendi didn't feel the cannons as they fired for the first time since being installed. He didn't hear the screaming alarms as power relays melted. Rosho had been built by the Syndicate, as with most things the Syndicate did it was made to work, or look good. Not be used and abused again and again.
              Weapons went down as engineers scrambled to keep them online somehow. Everything that could supply power was getting hooked up. Personal power plants to shuttles and ships that were in Rosho's bays were hooked into the grid.
              “Those guns are to go silent only when their gunners are dead! They stop firing they're asking for the Kalu to come in!” Lifendi said. Tactical and comms relayed his words to every person in or around Rosho.
              “Lady Fairgate is four hours away from jump, it looks like she has cleared the mines,”
              “Leave her for the Free Fleet. It seems that they want her. We will look after ourselves,” Lifendi said, the jump fighters had redeployed while he was watching the battle with the Kalu. Five remained, around Rosho, waiting. Ten or so were around the ships that had surrendered to the Free Fleet they had powered down their weapons and engines, drifting.
              “New jump emergence,” Someone said as a fleet of forty ships exited a wormhole.
              They were just a light minute from the Syndicate fleet. Without pause they accelerated for the group that had surrendered.
              The Free Fleet had grown a lot. They weren't just a group of ex slaves piloting ships they'd salvaged from the Syndicate, they were a fighting force. One to be reckoned with, shown by how they were transiting into a system past its jump point in formation with ease. Their communications and trust in one another was incredible. Thousands had just risked their lives on the information given by the Jump fighter.
              Rosho might be engaged in the biggest battle that Lifendi had ever seen, yet he found himself watching the Free Fleet release fighters and shuttles, all of them bearing down on the Syndicate ships.
              It wasn't long before shuttles were turning to brake.
              The infamous Commandos would no doubt storm the ships, clearing and taking them.
              “The fleet is transmitting a message on all frequencies,” communications said.
              “I am Ship Commander Boot of the Free Fleet. Salchar sends his regards, we will make sure that none escape our wrath. Those that try we will turn back, surrender, or be destroyed,” A Kuruvian said from his chair, nodding its head a little before the channel ended.
              The Kalu and the Free Fleet were working together somehow.
              “Northern shields are at twelve percent, Eastern and Western are at a balanced forty two, South is at seventy,” Shields said.
              “Then balance them damn it!” Lifendi said, watching as north dipped to eight percent.
              Lifendi stormed over to the shields, pushing the controller out of the way as he looked over power levels, heat warnings and area coverage.
              His fingers played over the console, North rose to thirty two, South dropped to seventy, East and West got to thirty eight.
              Finally given something to do he managed the numbers and charts that governed the shields. It flashed with the power of incoming attacks. Acting like some damned beast trying to spot and collapse.
              “Come on, you can ride it for a bit more,” Lifendi said, coaxing power from unused shields to areas that were getting a pounding. When the shields dropped then all of the weapons now firing into the Kalu would be open to attack.
              The leading Kalu forces were now using their bomb powered acceleration to slow and turn themselves. The shields had lasted longer than they hoped, their slowing made them open for more hits, something that the fresh gunnery crews jumped on.
              The Syndicate fleet was throwing everything they could at the Kalu. They were disorganized, panicked and running in any direction they thought would give them the biggest chance of surviving but not running into the Free Fleet's barricading jump-ships.
              “I am Edvasho, war leader of the Kalu clans. I fought in the great teaching war against the Union. I returned to my systems to raise an army in order to press the second teaching war onto the Union. You, the Syndicate denied me my war. You will be but a marker in our clan stories. Only talked about as the defeated ones. You will go with the silent clans, only honoured by having being killed by the Kalu. Pray your clans accept your weakness into their home,” The comms channel went dead, the comms officer had left the incoming open transmission channel open.
              “Well now we know what we're up against,” Lifendi said, forcing his dread away. “Get to work, or let his words become truth, those are your options!”
              
              ***
              
              Felix watched the battle, his eyes straining at the screen as he and his development staff took note of how the Jump fighter's acted and how effective the weapons were.
              Felix pulled out his Data pad, he had one hell of an idea, if it worked, well it would be something to behold. Now he just needed a ship, one that was in decent condition and not being used by anyone.
              He tapped a bud in his ear.
              “Hello this is Onur, who is this?” The comms officer said.
              “I would like to talk to Cheerleader, its Felix,” he said.
              “Transferring you,” Onur said, no hesitation in their voice as they stopped searching for Felix though comms channels/
              “Felix?” Cheerleader said, sounding quite busy.
              “I would really like if you got that carrier intact, and possibly sent my way,” Felix said.
              “We haven't even taken it yet,” Cheerleader pointed out.
              “I know, but I have faith,” Felix said, making it sound as if it was a done thing.
              “Of course you do. If we get it then your people best be picking it up. I'm all used up,” Cheerleader said.
              “I'll have someone get it,” Felix said.
              “Good enough for me, you best have some damned good use for it,” Cheerleader said.
              “Oh, it's going to change a few things,” Felix said.
              “Mysterious as always,” Cheerleader said, amused.
              “Of course, hidden space base, maniacal engineer with too many gadgets and not enough room. I'm like a bond villain, or Q? Or was it M?” Felix tapped his chin in thought.
              “I'll let you figure that one out. I'll talk to you later, probably when you have another bizarre request,” Cheerleader said.
              “Byeee,” Felix said, noticing that the development team was looking at him.
              “Well I think it's about time that we got started with giving the Jump fighter a platform capable of servicing them. Plus I think those laser missiles might need to get revisited,”
              There was a few grumbles. Though it was hard to stay annoyed with Felix for long, he was an infectious ball of energy.
              
              ***
              
              Cheerleader had watched as the Kalu smashed into Rosho. Both sides had turned to pounding one another. It was vicious fighting, Star-Destroyer and warriors firing their missiles as fighters fired their missiles into the shields, hitting them with their own craft if they got close enough. Nuclear explosions light the black of space, ships buckled and disintegrated. Syndicate ships were chased down by fighters, swarmed till they were defenceless, Star-warriors charged in, smashing into the armored hulls and charging the Syndicate personnel left alive.
              The Jump fighter's had done spectacularly, they had turned most of the Syndicate forces and captured a bunch more. She had ordered that they let Fairgate run, she didn't want the woman to die before punishment was rendered on to her.
              “Fairgate's carrier has created a wormhole, they're jumping,” Jorvut said, hooked into the sensor platforms and Jump fighter in Rosho system through the FTL relays.
              “Good,” Cheerleader said, she wouldn't have to wait long to see where Fairgate came from. “Are they using capacitors?”
              “By build-up speed it is the only possibility,” Jorvut said, risking a pleased look to Cheerleader.
              “Let's not get too confident. We still need to board and clear that carrier,” Cheerleader said, Onur turned to her expectantly.
              “Yes?” Cheerleader asked, looking to him.
              “Commander Boot's forces have landed on the Syndicate ships, there hasn't been any trouble yet,” Onur said.
              “Carrier has completed transit,” Jorvut said.
              All eyes were on the main screen as communications commanders and sensor commanders worked across the fleet to find where the carrier had gone, losing Lady Fairgate was not an option.
              “We've got her!” Jorvut said, not looking up. “Sending co-ordinates. She's coming in right through the direct jump point. Commander Kelu is closing in,”
              “Helm, best speed please, Onur I want to have the fleet that is further than two light minutes to move back into formation. Werv can you make sure they're to be ready to assist Boot or us at a moment's notice. Onur could you get me Commander Smith?”
              “He's on your personal channel,” Onur said, hands moving across his workstation as he completed her orders.
              “Ma'am?” Smith said in her ear.
              “I want that carrier intact, but if it makes a move to be aggressive I want you to cut it down,” Cheerleader said.
              “Understood,” Smith said, sounding oddly serious.
              Cheerleader didn't have time to dwell on it as she made sure she was on an open channel before talking.
              “This is Ship Commander Cheerleader to the carrier Elshurvum, Cut your engines, power down your weapons, shields and prepare to be boarded. Fail to do this and my forces will tear the carrier apart. You will be treated to a fair trial,”
              
              ***
              
              Marhtu raced down the corridor his Kaaorv's around him as that damned message blared in every tongue in existence.
              “Get out of the way!” He barked as slaves walked into the path of the Kaaorv. They parted, bowing.
              There was a wet sound. Marhtu looked in confusion. One of the slaves wasn't bowing anymore, instead its hand and the blade in it were coming out of one of his Kaaorv's soft tissues. The single strike had killed them instantly. That slave, wearing perfect white was now covered in blackish-blue blood as it turned to Marhtu. Nothing registered in its eyes as it walked forward. Didn’t know how the slaves had got word of what the Free Fleet were transmitting. The Kaaorvs turned to the slave, in shock.
              It was then that they realized how he had thought of Slaves as fixtures instead of possible threats. There were slaves up and down the hallway. They stood out from where they had been made to stand for years, grabbing the Kaaorvs, no emotions passed over their features as they killed their torturers.
              Marhtu felt a coldness fill him. He dwelt on others pain, these creatures he had created felt nothing. He pulled out a blaster, shooting them as they walked at him. It clicked empty, one reached him, putting a blade to his head.
              It was a large specimen, probably used for manual labour, Marhtu had no doubt that it could easily embed the blade into his head.
              It didn't make any noise, looking to its fellow slaves. With nothing more than looks they seemed to have a conversation, slaves dispersed. They had lived in silence for so long that they had figured out a way to talk without words.
              The big slave put its blade under its clothes and picked Marhtu up with one hand.
              “What are you...?” Marhtu's head hit a wall, the slave still walking, as Marhtu looked around groggily, pain and fear filled him.
              He was taken into the slave holding pens, no slaves were there anymore. Syndicate personnel sat in the cages, some looked fine. Others were roughed up. Everyone was separated into groups. Slaves walked around, these ones wearing armor and holding rifles.
              A cage opened, the big creature dropped Marhtu in it. Without pause it turned and left. A slave passed it a rifle, it gave them a look before it kept going.
              The slave that gave the big one a rifle looked amused as it pulled another rifle off of its back.
              More of the crew were thrown into cages. Some were walked in.
              None of them were Lady Fairgate.
              There was some time when no one else was brought in and the slaves rotated through their positions.
              Then there was the sound of powered armor, a lot of it.
              The slaves put down their guns and stepped away, their appendages raised and visible. Powered armor with the markings of the Free Fleet entered the caged area. Marhtu wouldn't have forgotten the group he'd vowed revenge on.
              The moved to the slaves, their weapons lowered after a few minutes. They picked up a weapon as one commando went to them, opening their helmet.
              “You're free now,” It said, its speakers saying the same thing in multiple languages.
              The slaves broke down, expressing relief or a myriad of emotions.
              “We will take over watching the prisoners, we have room on our ships so you can get sorted out. We have a ship that will take you wherever you want. You can go home, if at any time you need help the Free Fleet will be there for you. Commander Cheerleader says she will personally see to it.
              Amazingly it seemed that all of the slaves understood what was going on.
              They had been listening to more than Marhtu had ever realized.
              
              ***
              
              “Salchar,” Shreesht said, I was up, my hand grabbing for my rail gun as I looked to him. There wasn't alarm but excitement on his face.
              Krom's injuries took a lot out of him. He'd been fighting without an arm and half a leg for a while now. The replacements were being grown in a vat but it would be another week before he could get them reattached, as such he was in medical getting worked over.
              There was a long list of people needing to get their parts put back on. It was damned odd, though the neural implants kept up moving with our phantom limbs.
              “What?” I asked, letting out a breath as I let my adrenaline get to normal levels.
              “Come to the Bridge. Cheerleader has something to show you,” he said, looking rather pleased.
              I followed him, knowing he wouldn't tell me what the hell was going on.
              Everyone seemed oddly happy.
              I got on a lift punching in the bridge as I sipped on my water tube, it was empty again. I logged a reminder on my visor as I shifted in my armor. I smelled rank, my clothes were a greasy second layer, my face was rough with the start of a beard and I could feel the greasiness of my skin.
              Even as tired and zombie as I was, I still wanted a damn shower.
              Or at least a wet-nap.
              I should buy stocks in wet-naps, not just for babies. I thought getting a huff of humour out of me.
              I stomped after Shreesht who walked quickly to the Destroyer's bridge. I got there a few moments later.
              “Commander!” The ship commander looked much too happy at whatever damn time it was.
              “What is so damned exciting?” I said over my speakers.
              “We captured Lady Fairgate and Marhtu,” The ship commander said, everyone grins and smiles. I pulled off my helmet, my eyes cold and hungry.
              “Show me,” I said, eyes darting away from me as I leaned on a railing.
              There was a short video of Lady Fairgate in an opulent looking room with one wall filled with vid screens, Commandos around her as she looked at them, her eyes wide.
              “We must leave. They are coming. They will get us all! Don't you get it!?” She yelled, the video cutting to a cage. It was on a shoulder mounted camera, the commando looked down at the creature in the cage. It was Marhtu, different colors of blood were spattered across his clothes. It changed to Cheerleader.
              “Today the Kalu known as Edvasho and his sub-leader Orshpa have engaged the Syndicate at Rosho station. The station's shields are still up at the time of this transmission. One carrier was able to escape the system. The carrier Elshurvum, onboard was Lady Fairgate and Marhtu. Both are now in our custody,” Cheerleader said, matter-of-factly.
              I grabbed my data pad, pulling up reports, seeing that the top priority message was from Rick. He outlined what had happened at Rosho.
              “Get me Cheerleader,” I said, looking over my other urgent reports from Rick.
              “She's ready,” The communications commander said after a few minutes, FTL relays crossing light years passing my message.
              She appeared on the main screen.
              “Cheerleader,” I said, looking up from my data pad.
              “Commander? She said professionally.
              “Continue your mission to watch over the Rosho hostilities. Send Lady Fairgate to Parnmal to be put on trial and her sentence carried out,” I said.
              “I understand Commander, and Marhtu?” She sounded pained asking me about him.
              “Well I do think that the people of Daestramus have a quite able court system,” I said, something dark that had been made in those cells with the Kaaorv making its way to the surface before I pushed it back down again.
              “Understood,” Cheerleader said.
              I saw the request by Felix, if he wanted Elshurvum then by all means he could have it. He had more than proved that he and his team were able to make some damned useful things out of what the Free Fleet could find.
              I accepted it on my data pad, sending it to Cheerleader.
              “In your report you also mentioned a mass of slaves that were used to run the ship and took it over when they found out your ships were closing in... “ I asked.
              “I am looking into the matter personally,” Cheerleader said, cutting me off.
              “Very well,” I said, feeling a weight lift from my shoulders. Lady Fairgate and Marhtu were secured, Rosho was engaged with the Kalu. It pulled some pressure off of Heija, with the constant incoming forces from Xentar we wouldn't see that relief until all of the Kalu were dead, or we were.
              It's about time I thought of a strategy to get us the hell off this planet.
              “Good work Cheerleader. Your fleets are going to be hard pressed in the coming weeks, but these kinds of victories are damned good news,” I flashed a smile, Cheerleader flashing one back. She might try to be looking professional, but under that I knew she was as damned quirky as ever.
              
              ***
              
              Cheerleader marched through Elshurvum, Commandos nodded and tapped their fingers to their heads as she passed through. Their battle scarred and grime covered powered armor at odds with the pristine innards of Elshurvum.
              The Free Fleet were a creation at a time of necessity, they weren't ones to care about frills and making themselves look pretty. Their armor worked as if it was brand new, so what if it wasn't polished and it had a scar of a near-miss.
              Cheerleader looked over the slaves that were still on board, they were getting the Commandos and transferred prize crew information on the ship. The intelligence department said that they had been damned useful in unravelling everything about the Syndicate. The commander had been rather excited about something the ex-slaves had said.
              “I'm not willing to say it for certain, we are looking to confirm now,” Cheerleader remembered the intelligence commander said. It had not satisfied Cheerleader's curiosity, but her commander knew her job. Stepping all over her would be damned idiotic in Cheerleader's mind.
              A satisfied smile grew on Cheerleader's face, she was looking forward to her next task, immensely. She knew that there were billions of people that wished they were in her shoes, which was why she was using her armor's camera to record the entire thing.
              She walked into the slave pens, he helmet snapped open as her eyes latched onto Marhtu and Fairgate, the latter still in a near catatonic state.
              Cheerleader looked to everyone in the cages.
              “You will all be processed through Parnmal, your crimes judged and the resulting sentences handed out,” she said, some fearful voices, other calm ones coming back. Not all of them had been monsters, something the slaves had attested for, or against. Cheerleader's eyes focused on Marhtu.
              “Marhtu Dashoval, your planet Daestramus did not sign a treaty with the Free Fleet before a warrant for your arrest was issued. As such, you will be transferred to Daestramus, they will judge you,” Cheerleader's eyes lingered on the ex-planetary governor. He had been able to control his emotions to hide them from his skin. Now the emotions rippled through his Slevaran hide.
              Cheerleader turned off the camera, sending the recording to Onur, he would make sure it got out to every major news distributor.
              “Prepare the prisoners for transport. A merchant freighter has arrived with holding cells and a crew to pilot the Elshurvum,” Cheerleader left out the fact that both the freighter had been sent before the ship captured, and that the crew taking over piloting Elshurvum were all Min Hae's operatives.
              Got the bitch that turned the Union into a backwater and enslaved three races. Now I have to win the war she used to gain power. Though War station will be here soon. Then we wait until the Syndicate finally fights a true battle.
              A thin smile appeared on her features, thinking of what the result of the Kalu-Syndicates battle would be, as she shut her helmet.
              Hopefully they can last long enough for us to crush the remaining Kalu.
              
              Chapter Beasts of war.
              
              Empress watched as war-station passed through Flor and felt every engineering impulse draw her to the damned colossal machine that had emerged with a good sized fleet from a wormhole.
              Even with the size of it, the engines, the size of a Dreadnought pushed it at cruising speeds of the merchant freighter recovered by Commander Bregend.
              “How many power plants does that thing have? They must be massive!” One of her chiefs said as they watched from night builder.
              Empress pulled out a data pad and checked the contacts, she found a line to the chief of engineering.
              She pressed it, waiting more time than she was used to before someone got on the line.
              “What is it? I am running a damned station here so be snappy about it!” The creature said through her audio device. She thought she heard the familiar sounds of a Kuruvian talking, though the built-in translation device clarified and covered most of the natural noises of speech over.
              “We were wondering as to the size of your power plants and the number of them,” Empress said, reminding herself to stay calm, this chief was obviously under a lot of pressure.
              “More every damned day,” The Chief said.
              “You're powering them up while on the move?” She said, alarm entering her voice. Powering up power plants was a delicate process, one that was nearly exclusively done in a yard. This Chief was starting them while on the move and under power.
              “Why yes, what do you expect me to do? Tell the Commander to stop pushing for Rosho. Salchar would have my exoskeleton himself. Though maybe I could bribe him with telling him I would take down his armor I nailed to the armory wall,” The chief said, rambling.
              “That's suicidal! I will get Salchar on the comms and tell him what is going on right now!” She barked.
              “Fine,” The chief said, sending her a message with a comm link number. “He might not be best pleased with the call. Now I have things to do,” The Chief warned, signing off.
              She tapped the code, using relays to punch her through to a comms channel.
              “Who is this?” The voice said, clearly not pleased with the distraction.
              “Empress of the Kuruvians, who is this?”
              “Salchar commander of the Free Fleet and the Resilient, currently on Heija in a war,” He ground out.
              “Incoming on the right, that swarm is coming back together, firing missiles,” There was a frrshwhooosh! In the background as she guessed rockets were being fired.
              She could hear the sounds of high-velocity rounds being spat in bursts, the whine of hydraulics and servos as the person calling themselves Salchar moved.
              “What do you want?” He said, sounding as if he was only barely concentrating on her.
              “Your Engineer on War-station is starting reactors while the ship is not in dock,” She fumed.
              “Yes, and?” There was a noise. “You sounvabitch! Fucker got my arm!” The sounds of high-velocity rounds rose in tempo.
              “It's not safe,” she said, feeling that talking to this man in battle, who seemed to have just got wounded did not think her concerns worth his time.
              “Hey who’s got some hell fire, dick got my good arm. Really don't want to have to replace this one too!” He said, his tone light.
              “Salchar?” Empress asked, wondering if he had forgotten about her.
              “Fine, you think it's unsafe, go and watch it. Call Shrift up and tell him he better damned well convince you he isn't going to blow up war-station, or I am going to make him my personal armorer,” Salchar said. “Hey, Krom, your side, I don't like those warriors so close,”
              The channel cut as Empress was left standing on night builder. It was odd to think that light years away there were people fighting and dying for her people. It felt so disconnected, the fact that she had been talking to a man right in the middle of it, comfortable on her yard was, strange.
              She typed a message to the chief, using the words that Salchar had told her.
              In five minutes she was asked if she would provide her own transport to war-station.
              “Whoever finds me the fastest moving ship in the system to get to war station will come with me aboard her?” Empress said.
              It took fifteen minutes for Empress to be on a ship and headed for War-station.
              The entire ride she looked over ways to start power plants, glancing at the mobile station as it grew in her view.
              The station seemed to only grow as she took in cannons as big as shuttles, Dreadnought's and Carriers looking like corvette's and wings of fighters moving in complex formations.
              A group of four fighters settled around the fast courier she was on.
              The Free Fleet was not taking any risks, no matter who was supposed to be visiting.
              The entire courier came in to land in a shuttle-bay, it was isolated, after a few moments walls dropped and the rest of the shuttle-bay-launch-bay was revealed. Fighters lay in racks against the walls, shuttles joining them. Though there still wasn't enough of either ship to fill all of the cycling racks. More seemed to come from one hatch, racks going into the hatch as fresh fighters came out. Engineer's swarmed the one's that came out.
              A group of Commandos in HAPA's supported by regular powered armor wearing commandos surrounded the ship, others were on walkways, their cannons and missiles unlocked and ready.
              Empress shook her head at what she thought of as ridiculousness. She found the walkway out of the ship, using the manual release and walked out onto the shuttle-bay floor, her Chief, the one that had greeted Cheerleader, followed.
              “Empress, welcome to the War-Station,” A man by his tone said from a set of powered armor.
              “I was told that I would be able to see what your Chief is doing to kick-start your power plants. Apparently he is doing it while you are moving?” She asked.
              “Yes, of course. Shrift!” The man said, raising his body.
              “Thank you commander,” A Kuruvian said, his body covered in the scars and grooves in his carapace that came with being an engineer. He even had a few prosthetic's to replace what he had given to engineering.
              “They'll be coming,” Shrift said, indicating to the Commandos, then turning and walking out of the shuttle-bay.
              The man Shrift had called commander departed with his group of armored people. The other Commandos relaxed and watched the craft that had brought her. Two HAPA's and four commandos followed her and Chief as Shrift waited on a lift, clearly thinking he had better things to do with his time.
              Getting through War-station was time consuming.
              “Thank the light for lifts,” Empress said.
              “Quite right, when we started War-station's make over, there was only four lift runs. We had to cut out kilometers worth of lift runs so we could get all over the station,” Shrift said, his manipulators showing that he had not enjoyed having to go through that ordeal.
              Lifts passed one another with meters to spare. Supplies, people, shuttles, fighters War station was very active.
              The one they were on had barely stopped when Shrift was walking off, he pulled his data pad out, making annoyed noises as someone rushed up.
              “We're almost ready on reactor Twelve,” The Chaleelian said.
              “Good, how are we looking for the heat up?” Shrift said briskly, his pace picking up as he seemed to forget about Empress and Chief.
              “In the range, Devastahli is flushing more heat in through plasma cycling. We're about ready for pressure build up and spark insertion,” The Chaleelian said.
              “Alright, now let's get this puppy started. I want to have enough power for that secondary factory,” Shrift said, shooting a glance to Empress, then back to the Chaleelian.
              “I'll make sure everything's up tight,” The Chaleelian said, giving a slight nod to Shrift before running away.
              The Free Fleet wanted to keep their secrets, Empress could understand, they used weapons of war, those things weren't to be given out lightly.
              They reached a command area, on the view screen there was a reactor. It looked like any other, until someone walked around it, doing final checks. It was two stories tall and nearly as wide as it was tall.
              “What we're doing right now is a reverse flush, we're cycling super-heated plasma through the coolant pipes. It's raising the bottle's temperature to create an environment that nuclear fusion could occur in,” Shrift said, bending over the control console.
              “Alright Devastahli, you ready to kick this thing off?” Shrift said.
              “Of course, the threat of blowing something up always entertains me,” The one called Devastahli said. It was obvious that the two were friends. Empress wondered why the two weren't in the same control area, she put it down to the Free Fleet's paranoia with security.
              “Cycling plasma almost complete,” Shrift said.
              “Pulling spark from portable reactor,” Devastahli said.
              “We take a piece of already reacting substance from another reactor, use coolant tubes and a series of  magnets, electrical and gravitational systems to contain it and move it through to the new reactor. This donor reactor has also been the one that we were using plasma from. Once this process is complete we will pull the portable reactor and use it on the next reactor,” Shrift said.
              “Spark extracted and moving,” Devastahli said, sounding almost mechanical. He must have done it so many times that he felt like a robot now.
              “Removing plasma, priming reactor, and readying coolant,” Shrift said, using his manipulators and his arms to manage the systems. His eyes never left the screen, his concentration complete.
              “Spark ready for entry,” Devastahli said.
              “Environment primed,” Shrift replied.
              “Inserting,” Devastahli said.
              Shrift's appendages moved, swiping pushing and barely touching controls. It was hectic for a few minutes as Empress held her breath, it had been happening so quickly and she'd been taken away by the calm way in which Shrift had been acting. Now she realized that these two creatures were starting a miniature star while she was on board. She stayed rock-still hoping that she didn't distract him in anyway.
              “Spark is seated, feeding reactive matter,” Shrift said.
              “Spark is stable, taking on matter nicely. I'm going to have to have some downtime soon. I would suggest that you do too,” Devastahli suggested.
              “I still have a bunch of systems to work on. Plus we have two more reactors to prep and fire up,” Shrift said, not at all reacting how Empress thought someone would when starting a reactor. Even when they did it in the yard, there was no talking of anything but what was essential to making sure the reactor didn't go critical.
              “It looks good on my side, the spark is spreading. I think we can turn this over to the reactor watchers,” Shrift said.
              “Agreed,” Devastahli said.
              “How were the two of you able to do that?” Empress asked, looking over the readings coming from the reactor. It was stable, the reactive core held in place with powerful forces holding it away from the walls of the new reactor. Coolant was released in small amounts to keep the burn at a slow rate and stop the reactor from going into meltdown.
              “Well it helps that he's an AI, without him it would be damned hard,” Shrift said.
              “An AI? They're really in your fleet. I have heard about it, but I thought it was propaganda,” Empress said.
              “Do I look like propaganda?” A dominating figure appeared in the room, it stood, a cloak covering its features without hiding the statue of the creature underneath.
              Empress studied the holographic projection in front of her.
              “What is the processing power of a Loundo Four five yourvek nine tower?”
              “The fin cooled system, or centrally linked nitro system?” Devastahli asked without pause.
              “Fin cooled,” she said.
              “Reduced from the nitro system, but using human measurements, it can do twenty quadrillion calculations per minute, Nitro twenty four. Those are quite old systems though,” Devastahli said.
              “AI's,” Empress said, still a bit in shock that they were real, and that she was talking to one.
              “My Uncle Eddie coined the idea when he needed a reactor online, the power plants could only give enough power to either the engines or weapons. Salchar needed both, so he jump started another reactor,” Shrift said, looking to Empress and Chief.
              “Your Uncle is Eddie?” The Chief asked.
              “Yup, sure is, the crazy boot throwing nut,” Shrift made his amusement clear. “Family of Engineers me,”
              “It's hard to compare to the first generation survivor of Eddie,” Empress said.
              “Yeah, try having the fourth for a father and a brother that runs Nancy,” Shrift growled.
              And now it doesn't seems so crazy that he's kick starting a reactor.
              “It seems that I underestimated your abilities, both of yours. I am sorry,” Empress said, to Devastahli and Shrift.
              “Just doing my job, and I have to go deal with fighter rotation and gunnery fours simulation,” Devastahli disappeared.
              “See yah Dev!” Shrift said cheerfully
              “You know I hate that nickname,” Dev replied, sounding equal parts annoyed and amused.
              “Well seeing as you've come all the way out here, we might as well show you something cool,” Shrift looked to the Commandos.
              “You think it'd be okay to show them the small ship factory before they leave,”
              “We're cleared for it, Whorst sent a list of what they can see and not,” One of the Commandos said, Empress couldn't tell which one of the armored creatures was speaking.
              “Well follow me,” Shrift said, walking on, everyone picking up the pace to follow after the rushing engineer.
              His pad beeped, he made a displeased noise at the offending object, pulling it out and submersing himself in it.
              He walked, typing without looking up it was clear that he knew the mobile station as if he had lived on it his entire life.
              “Sub-station five I want you to check your power relay levels. You were doing secondary relay installment right?” Shrift said to someone over his communications device.
              “Okay, it looks like they are interfering with the primary somehow. I'd check that they haven't been flipped in some area, cycling from primary to secondary,”
              “Good to hear,” Shrift said, checking his data pad and getting on a lift.
              “It seems that there are always more things to do than things completed,” He complained.
              The Free Fleet had brought many things with them, they were economical in a way that only a force with limited people and resources had to be.
              Their trend to be as economical as possible with their efforts was embedded in everything. It was these traits which had made Empress' own yards expand faster than ever before, while also building and repairing more ships faster than she had believed possible.
              She had heard of the factory process that the humans had thought of on their planet and the implementation of it throughout the Fleet.
              Though she didn't expect the sheer speed at which a factory could create something.
              “This is the small ship factory,” Shrift said proudly.
              She watched as the frame of the craft was rolled into the first section, engines, electronics and the substructure was added, the next section there was the control runs and relays, then the wings fuselage, the cockpit, the remaining substructure was bolted together, welds were performed, then armored plating, flaps, thrusters and all that appeared on the exterior of the multiple environment fighter sealed it together, was welded, bolted and moved onward.
              By the time the first was one was complete, five other fighters were getting put together and five had been completed, the process took forty minutes to complete a fighter, without installing it's weapon systems.
              “An entire fighter in forty minutes,” Empress said, looking at the unending process.
              “As long as we have parts we can make crafts. Shuttles are slower to make. They take about an hour and a half,” Shrift said.
              “This truly is a war-station,” she said.
              “Oh but give us time, you haven't seen nothing yet,” Shrift said, a darkness to his manipulators movements. They might call him peace-station after this, he'd probably scare more than one group into suing for peace instead of going up against him!
              
              ***
              
              “You want to what?” Silly asked Felix. Felix had contacted him three hours ago, just as he was waking up. So far his day had been rather interesting, thankfully he had LaRe to crunch the numbers and show him that Felix wasn't pulling a fast one.
              “I want to turn the Elshurvum from a normal carrier, to one that is able to jump as much as the Jump fighter and has a full complement of MEF's bombers and Jump fighter,” Felix said.
              “Not that, the part where you want to have its main weapons to be bomb-pumped lasers!” Silly said wondering how Felix could be so calm when proposing ideas so damned completely ridiculous. It wasn't that he didn't like the ideas or thought that they were insane, they were, it was how he was now going to be spending the next coming weeks figuring out how they could make Felix's ideas into reality.
              “Okay so the primary reason that lasers suck is because it takes a lot of energy to make a laser beam that's even kind of effective. We're now able to produce a laser beam that hits with five hundred gigawatts of energy. We've already made plating that is able to stand up to nuclear bombs blowing up next to them for acceleration. Now we use that combined with bigger bombs, better focusing equipment than the remote mines and missiles-and we have ourselves a damned effective laser built into a ship,” Felix said.
              “So we're going to blow up bombs, inside our own ships! Then we focus it, hopefully and turn it on the enemy! Great, what's your next idea going to be!?” Silly said, slumping in his seat.
              Nothing is impossible, it just hasn't been done by someone smart enough or dumb enough. Wait he was talking about bombers!
              “The bombers got the go ahead?” Silly asked.
              “Well naturally,” Felix said.
              “Is the war station getting them?”
              “I've just finished sending the training information out, I've sent plans to the small ship builders. I am currently prepping for the Elshurvum so I can't help with production, though you've got what, two small craft factories in Sol now?”
              “That is correct, with five in total across the corridor,” LaRe said.
              “Then it might be time to change some of those factories over to bomber production, maybe one or two to creating ship sub-systems. I think it's about time we started making our fleet,” Felix said.
              “It does make sense, the factories we have been building out in your area, have now reached the stage where it is not unfeasible to do so. Super Carriers would be the most economical, making smaller classed ships wouldn't make sense with the facilities available,” LaRe said.
              “More economical to build something massive than something small,” Silly recited as he'd heard it a number of times from LaRe and Felix. Personally he thought that they just wanted to make a massive damned ship, something that he argued against, even as he agreed. With ships, bigger was better and way cooler-though someone had to play devil’s advocate.
              “Okay, then I guess we're going to have to sacrifice your second dock,” Silly said to Felix.
              “It will be a great loss, but I think well worth it,” Felix said, tapping his desk in excitement, he'd clearly already anticipated building this behemoth.
              “I was wondering why you were so darned set on making it so big,” Silly grumbled.
              “Well I really do want a Super Carrier,” Felix shrugged.
              “If you begin production it will take eighteen months to complete. With the assistance of the corridor we can produce it in twelve,” LaRe said.
              “So it comes to a question of letting people know that we have a secret research and development station here, or saving our time and having the carrier appear in some other system,” Silly said.
              “We do it, that ship can save lives. LaRe you didn't include that pulling the tech we need from Elshurvum will save us another two weeks,” Felix said. “Now I wonder if anyone has so totally turned a weapon against those that sought to wield it on them,”
              “Or made something as damned crazy and ambitious as this,” Silly said.
              “We have also come to the problem that we will now be able to make ships that are of a higher quality than the ones we are upgrading. What will we do with those?” LaRe asked.
              There was still a hundred and twenty nine ships around Lady Fairgate's home world. The people there were working on the freighter they'd got as fast as possible. They didn't want any help from anyone else.
              “Well the merchant fleet needs a big influx of ships, we're getting bogged down with moving parts, people, and actual commerce,” Silly said.
              “We could sell off their de-militarized hulls to the Kuruvians,” Felix said.
              “Yet we could be giving them something to hit us with when this war is over,” LaRe said.
              “Thinking ahead are we?” Silly said.
              “Looking out for the interests of myself and by extension, the fleet,” LaRe said.
              “We could strip them, pull the engines, the generators, shields life support and such, sell off the parts, or use them, then melt down the hulls,” Silly thought aloud.
              “Might be of use to actually keep a lot of those parts,” Felix said.
              “Ship engines are not that easy to build, and are easily upgraded to our standards,” LaRe added.
              “Alright well whatever we don't want, we sell off. We will still need some hulls. Plus we're going to need to build up our component factories,” Silly said, tapping the desk he sat at.
              “We could pull engineers from the yards and those that have been building the small craft factories,” LaRe said, a roster appearing in front of Felix and Silly.
              “Well now we just have to see how we can get your damned ideas to work,” Silly said, looking to Felix.
              “Shall we then?” Felix said, standing, his camera panning and following as he walked to a whiteboard.
              “Little eager?” Silly asked, his manipulators moving in exasperation.
              “To coin a human term, it is good to strike when the iron is hot,” LaRe said.
              “You too! Surrounded by a bunch of prototyping, sidestepping maniacs!” Silly tried to sound defeated, but he couldn't hide the glimmer of excitement that pervaded his voice.
              “Well I'd best help you out, else you might forget to put secondary working systems instead of all prototypes!” He said, standing.
              “Well we're going to build a prototype of course, a smaller one, remote controlled of course,” Felix tried to make it sound as if it had been his plan all along.
              “Of course,” Silly said, making it clear that he knew Felix had added that at the last moment.
              
              ***
              
              Min Hae looked at the information coming back from the passive sensors. The sensors were getting readings weeks and days old. It would take twice that for the Kalu to pick up the same readings.
              “Get me Ashota,” he said, his anger clear. Bregend looked to Kyle, giving him a look as the comms officer spoke to the brig security.
              Thankfully Bregend’s Battle Cruiser wasn't big as Ashota was pulled into the bridge, Min Hae's eyes blazing with fury. Something that spoke tones of what they were seeing. Min Hae had long ago mastered controlling his features.
              “This is not what you told us,” Min Hae said, Ashota looked to the board. Min Hae saw the shock travel through him as his eyes flickered across the map.
              “Orshpa is going to start a revolution,” he said. “My spies always had issues with getting in to Orshpa's controlled systems. I also haven't had contact with them since I left Kalu controlled space to go in search of the Union and then search out information. We must go to the planet of the peaceful,” he looked to Min Hae. “Orshpa always knew that myself and Edvasho tricked him into losing his fight. Orshpa was too strong, though now it seems that he was not such a brute. This is one of his minor systems. If he is producing this many Star Warriors and Destroyer's then he has probably created another fleet as big as his current, if not bigger,”
              “You said that this was just a training planet. Instead it's a full blow war mongering system. There are Kalu on two planets and three moons, there are fifteen yards at work and four hundred ships orbiting the inhabited planets,” Min Hae said, more than anger, fear fueled him. This was way more than he thought the Kalu were possible of mobilizing and building.
              “Yes, and the worst thing isn't the numbers or the ships, its Orshpa. If he declares a fight with Edvasho after the battle of Rosho, or Edvasho falls in battle. Orshpa will command all of the Kalu. Orshpa is not a traditional Kalu,” Ashota's warning tone made Min Hae's eyes thin.
              “Explain,” Min Hae said, everyone riveted on Ashota.
              “Orshpa didn't attack one planet and then work to the next and the next and so on. He would hit the first target, get the enemy concentrated there, then he would attack every other system he could find. They would be weak, nothing but training grounds for the young, and birthing homes for the females. He would pull off of the original planet, the enemy Kalu would either defend their homes, or they would attack him. He trained his women to fight, it doubled his effective forces and meant that if the Kalu counter-attacked they were met with warriors, if they tried to clear their homes they met warriors. Orshpa would then land the force he attacked the first planet on whatever planet had the biggest concentration of enemy warriors, clear it, then move to the next. He would continue to do so until he cleared all of the enemy Kalu,” Ashota looked into Min Hae's eyes, a sign of defiance or a sign of complete trust based on the Kalu culture.
              “If I wanted to decimate the Union then I would have picked Orshpa. I wanted to weaken the Kalu in order for the peaceful to rise up and smash the remainders so I kept Edvasho and used him. Now it looks like Orshpa has defied the norms and traditions. He will make a play for power, or wait until Edvasho kills himself,”
              “What's the play commander?” Bregend asked Min Hae, his deep strong voice comforting Min Hae.
              “We meet up with the Fleet, go to the planet of the peaceful, meet up with the Jump fighter and send them back to Free Fleet space as fast as possible. I feel like the war is going to change drastically, quickly,” Min Hae said, his voice strong and authoritative. Now was not the time to sit back and hope things turned out.
              
              ***
              
              Lifendi looked away from the Syndicate Fleet. It had been decimated by the Kalu. On the second day the Kalu had turned their forces onto the fleet, it had taken four days, but they chased them down and destroyed or captured three quarters of the fleet. The ships left weren't unscathed, all had been touched by the Kalu's guns or their warriors.
              Those that tried to flee for the jump points were set upon by the jump-ships. Only two of the jump-ships had been destroyed and there was no way to know how many of the creations were waiting.
              Between Rosho and the fleet, nearly half of the Kalu ships had been destroyed.
              Rosho's shields had recovered with the Kalu being distracted, weapon issues had been fixed and now it looked as if the battle for the station was about to begin. Kalu fighters were chasing down the remaining forces, they didn't use explosives for their drives, but they were still faster than a corvette. They would get their prey eventually.
              Massive swarms bigger than a star-destroyer were forming and heading for Rosho.
              “Missile launches!” Sensors said, Lifendi could already see the truth as ruby markers sped in from every angle. There was tens of thousands of missiles.
              “Tactical, cut those missiles down,” Lifendi said. The new attack was designed to take down his shields in all areas, leaving Lifendi nowhere to shunt power from one shield hub to another, or increase the coverage of a shield.
              The lumbering PDS lasers were able to cut down even these missiles because of their range and the sheer amount of them. Gunners targeted clusters, the space around Rosho's turning into light as tightly packed missiles set off one another.  The exploding light got closer and closer until Rosho was shaking and shields were falling.
              “Second barrage launched!” Sensors yelled.
              “Tell everyone to get into powered armor, those bastards are preparing to breach us,” Lifendi said, he had been wearing his own armor for the past two days. Planning for the worst had kept him alive more than once.
              “Shields at seventy three, sixty seven, forty two, we've lost a sub hub in the northern sector. Twenty five,” Shields said in a panic.
              “Compensate and take whatever power you need, even from gunners,” Lifendi said, that shield was the only thing keeping the Kalu out.
              The missiles weren't coming in any kind of pattern now, just being fired as fast as possible. Lasers ran into the shields, nuclear explosions rocked even the massive Rosho as shields fluctuated with power. Swarms fired as they got into range and rushed against the shields, their own mass, speed crashing into the shields and using their power cores to further weaken the shield.
              Cannons of every variety struck out against the Kalu forces, ships fell to them, their gunners fighting for their very lives moved targets as quickly as possible, ships being breached and opened to vacuum. Missiles rushed towards the Kalu, causing ships to disappear in fireballs. The few remaining remote weapon platforms hammered the Kalu from the rear, or amongst their vast fleet. It looked as if gods themselves had come to battle. Forces that would have rendered a planet inhospitable raked the ships and station.
              “Shields are spotting,”
              It looks as if war has found a victor. Lifendi thought, looking over the special control that he had added to the station. He let out a grim laugh.
              “Ready our people, as soon as those shields come down the Kalu will swarm us. We will bleed them totally,” Lifendi said.
              “Yes Lord Lifendi,” Comms said, they had started calling him that when Lady Fairgate had fled.
              Not many cared what had happened to Lady Fairgate anymore.
              “Prepare fighters, they're to target the enemy’s fighter swarms. I want them to put missiles right in the middle of those bastards. I want them to show these bastards how the Syndicate fights dirty,” Lifendi's tone not filled with a small bit of pride. The Syndicate was underhanded, devious and bastards. He was going to use every damned trick that he knew to break these Kalu creatures.
              “The shields are failing!”
              “Shut them down and give power to weapons, I want you working to get them back online. Launch fighters and lock down the station,” Lifendi surprised by the calm of his voice, the fear and knowledge that this would be his last stand fuelling him. He wouldn't let these bastards get under his skin. They might take his life, but he was Lord Lifendi, the second and last leader of the Syndicate. He had been raised with the stories of the terrible Kalu, he had defeated all the demons in his life, climbing over their corpses to the top. How strange it was that his childhood monsters would be the ones to kill him.
              The next opponent always looks beatable, until you've exhausted them all. There is always a bigger opponent, and one time it might be the one you barely realize is an opponent, that will end your succession.
              Lifendi wasn't a man for philosophical thought, but at the end one thought in mysterious ways.
              “Gunner four better up that damned rate of fire or I will personally put the fear of the Kalu in them,” Lifendi didn't realize what he had said until it was out of his mouth.
              “Better yet, I will lead the Kalu right to them,” He amended, finding the whole situation rather, humorous.
              
              ***
              
              “Their shields have fallen,” A seer said.
              “Charge,” Edvasho said, almost conversationally, the way his body shook with anger, the state of the deck around him, belied that fact that he had rational thoughts. The war lust had filled him totally, it would not be sated until this battle was over.
              Swarms charged in, their lasers ripped into the weapons that had hammered Edvasho's fleet. The Syndicates fighters sped out of Rosho's hangars in droves, they rained hell into the swarms.
              “Deploy all Swarms,” Edvasho said, the talker giving the order to Orshpa.
              “Orshpa asks if you think this enemy worthy of the honour,” The talker said.
              “Tell him I wish to show these creatures the worthlessness of their fight, that they might see death coming for them no matter their actions,” Edvasho, turned his head slowly, radiating barely controlled anger, the cowed talker bowed their head deeply in deference, sending the message to Orshpa.
              Orshpa didn't reply with words, fighters spread out from their start destroyers like clouds. They came together, swarms combining as they descended on Rosho.
              Star Warriors went silent as they powered for the station. Swarms flowed around them like water around rocks. Rosho's weapons were visible under the swirling mass of fighters. Missiles opened gaps in the swarms momentarily.
              Star-warriors powered through the swarms.
              “Open the bow,” Edvasho said as his Star Warrior neared the surface of Rosho, face masks clamped down and sealed as the front opened on the Star Warrior, Edvasho moved to the front of the Star Warrior, his people flanking him as the station came into view. Edvasho didn't even wait for the ship to touch down before he leapt off and was running, in search of an entrance into Rosho.
              Other Star Warriors disgorged their warriors, all of them hunting for entrances. As soon as one was found the nearest charged in, the rest of the herd used grunts and smells simulated by their helmets to pass information as fast as they would on a planet.
              Warriors piled into airlocks, controls activated, sending them flying out as they pressurized and opened the exterior locks. Others rushed in to breach the second, more got thrown away from Rosho. Airlocks exploded, air and debris throwing Kalu off of Rosho. Eventually the Kalu made it through the air locks, more traps awaited from them inside. Rail guns set off by sensors sent rounds as big as the hallway the Kalu were in, down it. Mines in the walls exploded. Compressed air was released, throwing the Kalu back, Plasma lines dumped their waste, burning through the Kalu under them.
              A sea of primes gathered around Edvasho as he ran from entrance to entrance, he built up strength in his roaming horde, searching for the weakest entry. He might be Kalu, but he wasn't going to waste his life going through one of these deadly funnels.
              This Syndicate had picked well with their walls too thick to cut through and filled with metal ores that reflected lasers. Kalu were hurting themselves more than the enemy when they fired their lasers.
              Where is Orshpa? Edvasho knew that the sub leader was a great tactician, something that he could use down on Rosho.
              His smaller limbs scrolled through information, Orshpa was still sitting on his Star Destroyer's, most of his fleet was still above Rosho, watching it.
              New fire roared through Edvasho's limbs.
              “Orshpa why do you sit above Rosho, are you fearful of the Syndicate?” Edvasho asked, knowing he had ordered that everything should attack the Syndicate, not giving them the honour of thinking them a worthy opponent, but a blight that deserved to be destroyed.
              “We were..,” Orshpa said, his voice hot with Edvasho's implication of his unwillingness to join in battle.
              “That was not a request,” Edvasho's voice deadly, cutting the channel. The Star Destroyer's descended, their hangars brimmed with their blood lusting crews.
              Edvasho tossed his head, he would have to look out for Orshpa. Unlike Xentar the Kalu sub leader had never truly accepted his command. Edvasho smashed a Kalu out of his way as he headed for the guns, he would find a way into this damned station.
              His Primes followed him towards the massive cannons that left spots on their sensors, killing them with the light output. Swarms were turned away and decimated by these guns, yet they too had fallen. Edvasho knew that one side’s strength could also be their weakness, something that he was going to put to the test.
              
              
              Chapter A nasty surprise.
              “Star Warriors are landing their troops,” Sensor called out.
              “They're raking the hell out of our guns!” Tactical yelled out, the swarms of fighters were landing right on the larger cannons, their lasers boring into the massive weapons. Others were being hit from multiple lasers, the weapons and defences of Rosho were getting quickly ripped away.
              “Fighters are coming in,” Fighter command said.
              Missiles were let loose into the largest swarms that were piling out of the star destroyer's. The actual ships were targeted as well. Tens of them erupted as the small but powerful missiles cracked their hulls and got inside.
              There was a thousand fighters on the Syndicate side, the Kalu had at least twenty times that in space. Rail guns and plasma guns fired as the fighters ran through the Kalu formation. Their targets switched to ships that were trying to land on Rosho. If the Syndicate fighters could stem the flow then the powered armor wearing Syndicate forces could get some relief.
              Kalu swarms turned from their main tasks, coming to face the fighters. It would still take them time before they reached their intended target. While the Kalu fighters were good at hitting a stationary target like a weapon system, they were terrible at hitting anything that was moving, they used their massive firepower to hopefully hit their target with at least a few lasers. At range their lasers were spread out and useless, other fighters dancing through their invisible beams, firing lasers and missiles into the Kalu.
              Star- Destroyers and Star Warriors that had been headed to Rosho were raked by fighters as they passed from above and behind them, not facing their forward facing weapon systems.
              Ships streamed atmosphere, others exploded, and some went dead, hitting Rosho as they were unable to regain control. The Kalu forces, eager to get on Rosho, were pressed in close, dangerously close in space terms. Dead ships, or those that had lost part of their engines and careened off, more often than not, hit their allied Kalu ships. Or the debris from a ship exploding, pelted another ship close by.
              Lifendi looked over the information as if he was observing a war game in a simulation.
              Now the Kalu have their turn. The two forces fighters now engaged one another directly, both of them converging on one another.
              Lasers met missiles and an array of weaponry. The ships plowed into one another, icons that signified the different groups disappeared as casualties racked up. Syndicate fighters thundered into the swarms, not releasing their triggers as they threw everything at the massive formations of Kalu. They disappeared into the swarms, many of them not coming out. Their power systems overloading either intentionally or not as Swarms were illuminated from inside.
              Syndicate fighters fought to evade the swarms, finding the sides of the Kalu formation worse than the front for weapons fire.
              They raked the swarms, many of the Syndicate fighters running into lasers, or being hit by the mass of incoming fire.
              Then the fighters passed one another, the swarms braked as hard as they could, reforming and turning so that they might chase the Syndicate fighters that were now on top of Rosho. At the speeds they were travelling they only had a short period of time to rake the Kalu fighters that covered Rosho.
              The Syndicate fighters, now a fraction of their original force hit the Kalu with everything but missiles. Missiles this close to Rosho would damage more than they would help. They grouped together as they headed for the surrounding Kalu ships. They had fully engulfed Rosho and the fighters had too much momentum to stop themselves from not rushing over the Kalu.
              Fighters were deploying, the fighters aimed their fire at long distance to hit the Star-Destroyers fighter bays and the escaping ships. It would take a half minute for the first rounds to land, the time decreasing as the fighters got closer.
              Kalu warriors fired lasers, it seemed that the Kalu were out of missiles thankfully.
              The fighters dodged and weaved, but still a number of them fell to the Kalu.
              It went on for a time, small swarms formed, accelerating for the oncoming fighters. They were nothing compared to the swarms the Syndicate fighters had just contended with. Weapons fire smashed into them, the swarms in groups of no more than ten when they crossed the Syndicate fighters. There were none left as they reached the end of the Syndicate's formations. The Syndicate had lost twenty five of their number in the engagement.
              The Kalu ships kept firing as the syndicate fighters continued their dance to evade the weapons fire.
              The fighters cleared the Kalu ships, turning and firing their engines to begin their braking, loosing missiles right up the unarmored engines of the Kalu ships.
              Even braking hard, the Syndicate fighters built up inertia carried them out of range quickly.
              The Kalu swarms which had used their nuclear acceleration system with their natural drive to turn back towards the fighters. It was clear what their objective was.
              Fresh fighters from the closest star destroyers joined their swarms. The swarms’ numbers were close to the original swarms that had engaged the Syndicate fighters.
              Lifendi plotted the fastest route from the Kalu fighters’ position to his own fighters.
              He sent the map to his tactical officer. The officer was getting everything he could out of his people, and more than what they thought themselves capable of. Lifendi was thankful he was able to at least get some of his command staff on Rosho.
              “Fire missiles into those Fighter hunter swarms when they get close,” Lifendi, seeing the tactical commanders screen change and he slowed his rate of orders, contemplating the sight in front of him.
              The fighters had done better than even Lifendi had thought possible, but their casualties were equally astounding.
              Tactical was bellowing on their microphone, weapons fire converged on one point, it cleared the swarms, giving the missiles bays in that area clear space.
              The swarms crossed Rosho, heading straight for the Syndicate fighters that were still organizing. Instead Rosho fired fifty missiles directly at the swarms.
              The Kalu didn't have time to react as warheads designed to kill Dreadnoughts smashed into the sides of their swarms. Kalu fighters just disappeared, it was like some creature had taken a bite of their formation.
              Missile after missile hit the Kalu that had been centred on the Syndicate fighters.
              Thousands of fighters perished.
              “Get me those fighters’ comms,” Lifendi said, it was about time someone got them sorted out.
              “You’re on sir,” A comms officer replied.
              “Alright you bastards, you wouldn't be fighter pilots if you didn't have a damn death wish! We've cleared the way, it's time to show those damned Destroyers and warriors how the Syndicate will use every damned dirty trick we have to win! Get your shit together and crush these Kalu fuckers!” Lifendi said with anger that made him want to be those fighters, to press the attack upon the enemy.
              He looked to his display, seeing what else he could do to assist the fighters, draw the fire from them and hurt the Kalu as much as possible.
              “Get me any ships that are still manned,” The line crackled to life, his connection to anything outside of Rosho was being wiped away as fighters took down communications relays on the surface.
              “Our fighters are going to charge the Kalu ships. Now is the time to rush them and put as much damned hurt on them as we can. Hit them with everything that you have,” Lifendi said. Ships responded, they looked like water ships of old, Kalu ships attached to their armored sides like limpets as they rushed towards the nearest Kalu ships. It was uncoordinated and messy as the ships charged outwards at the surrounding sphere of Kalu.
              The Syndicate fighters flew off in five groups, right behind the Kalu ships. The ships hadn't turned to face them, showing how little they thought of the fighters.
              The fighters were low on ammunition but they made their reaction mass and ammunition count. They hammered engines with rail cannons and plasma, the engines, so close to the power cores, ended in explosions as the reactor's shielding was breached. The fighters hunted down the Kalu savagely. They had taken out tens of ships before some of the Kalu started to move their ships to attack. Kalu fighters swarmed their own craft, covering their brothers as they joined their number. Missiles were reserved for these groups.
              Swarms converged from other parts of the Kalu Sphere, they headed for the Syndicate fighters. They were now operating independently or in groups less than four. This made it harder for the swarms to strike them down quickly, having to move from one spread out individual group to another.
              The ships that were dealing with their own boarders moved as fast as was possible towards the Kalu. Their engines were weak due to the damage they'd taken, internally or from the earlier engagement. Now they weren't engaged by Kalu ships as got into weapons range. Their cannons that were still operational blazed as they laid into the Kalu sphere.
              Ships fell, the Kalu moved, but either because of their honour, or the fact that their forces were aboard the ships that attacked they tried to land on them, instead of firing back.
              “Take this to the black with you!” One Captain bellowed over an open channel as he linked all of his computers again. Lifendi saw alarms ring out over all channels, an AI had formed. The alarms went silent. That only happened if the AI had been contained, or it was already formed.
              AI's were formed when enough computing power had been interlinked and given enough complex commands that problems needed that massive computing power to solve those issues. In solving those issues the computing power combined and created something capable of thinking of non-linear patterns and start thinking of sorting out problems that it came with. It searched for information and fought for its very survival.
              Batteries that had been quiet on the Dreadnought came to life as the AI's processors churned out thoughts in the millions per second and realized that for it to find out more, it needed to get clear of the threats around it.
              “We have AI creation event,” A comms officer said.
              “Hopefully the damned inorganic can do some good,” Lifendi growled. The AI controlled ship seemed to have sorted out shields and propulsion as well, the ship powering away from the Kalu as shields took incoming fire and missiles. Unleashing its own weaponry without any real co-ordination.
              
              ***
              
              “Commander, an AI has been generated in Rosho system,” Devastahli said, his voice hard and filled with purpose.
              Commander Whorst looked to the holographic image of Devastahli which was turned to him, even though Whorst couldn't see Dev's eyes, he felt his every expression being watched.
              “Get me Commander Cheerleader, and Dev, I do not know how much this could possibly mean to you, but I cannot risk War Station,” he said, though clearly not finished as he talked over Devastahli's attempt to talk. “Though I will see if she will free Light Runner and Covesa to greet your new family member,” Whorst's eyes bored into Dev, AI and human staring at one another. There was a trust there, and a hope.
              “Commander Cheerleader is online,”
              “Whorst, what is it?” Cheerleader asked awake, but still groggy, apparently the fleet commander had been sleeping.
              “An AI has been created in Rosho system. I am asking if Light Runner would be freed to enter the system and communicate with the AI?” Whorst said, knowing it was better to tell her why he was calling her, instead of apologizing for waking her. There was a few tense moments before she replied.
              “Do it, they are not to engage in battle at all, make sure that the Relays are open in-case they need that to communicate with the new AI,” she said, her tones crisp and authoritative.
              Whorst looked to Dev who nodded slightly.
              “Thank you commander, I will see to it,”
              “Next time, please have the AI's contact me directly, while this is a member of their race, this fleet is made up of many. Running off to attempt to save one at the possibility of losing thousands is unacceptable,” It was clear who that point was intended for. Devastahli might be one of the most powerful known creation, yet even his holographic representation seemed to cringe at the promise in those words. Commanders in the Free Fleet were not to be crossed, nor was the code of the Free Fleet.
              
              ***
              
              Commander Smith watched as Rosho was pummelled and swarmed. He had rooted for the Syndicate fighters as they threw themselves at their attackers.
              Now he watched in shock as the newly created AI's ship spewed atmosphere, it looked to have opened all of its airlocks. Weapons came alive each of them hitting a Kalu ship. Gunners were good at their job, but the Dreadnought was pin-point accurate, ships rolled away, exploding or damaged as the Dreadnought's batteries blazed, PDS were focused into a single beam, actually gouging into Kalu ships, missiles flew free, and the Dreadnought slowed its progress.
              The Carrier Light Runner transited into the system.
              Smith watched as the bandwidth on the FTL relay plummeted.
              There was a few minutes of the Dreadnought's targeting changing as it found weaknesses in the Kalu ship's design.
              Alerts fired off as a Battle Carrier went AI, then a Destroyer. The captains of the ships, knowing that they were going to die, turned their ships into AI's maybe the y hoped the AI's would be able to save them. Maybe they wanted to hurt the Kalu as much as damned possible, maybe they'd just simply given up.
              The FTL relay was fully taxed out as Light Runner shunted information to the AI's.
              Smith remembered a little bit in a class on AI familiarization he'd undertaken before going aboard War-Station.
              AI's at their creation sucked up all the knowledge possible. The faster that information was available, the faster they could become fully aware, instead of continuing on their original processes and commands they had been given.
              Smith opened a line with Light Runner and Covesa that resided within it.
              “Could you use us as relay stations to get information around the Kalu formations?”
              “Yes, do it,” Covesa said, as if she was holding an unbearable weight while others looked on, not lending a hand.
              Smith changed channels.
              “Position your ships around the Kalu formation, we're going to directly link Light Runner to these ships,” Smith said. Jump fighter's plotted their points, moving in order of jump. It was the easiest way to control the Jump fighter and not have collisions. A way to look at it was an American football playbook. The Jump fighter each designated an area that they could jump into, like a coverage zone. Each Jump fighter had a coverage zone so that they didn't run into one another. Then there was position specific plays, like runs. Each Jump fighter would pick a place where they were going, according to their assigned number. So the first would pick a place, jump, second would check their place wasn't the same as the first, and then jump and so on.
              With the first Jump fighter's there had been a huge issue of converging. All of them had been MEF fighters, all of them wanted to come in on the perfect angle and run. The institution of a football-like playbook for their manoeuvres simplified the hell out of things.
              Jump fighter's had got damned quick at it as well. The ships accelerated or jumped close to their intended position. It took nearly an hour to get into position, another Destroyer had gone AI in that time. Even though that was fast as all hell, Smith knew that getting Light Runner linked was essential.
              Smith checked that everyone was in position, flicking over to Light Runner's comms.
              “Good here,” A laser beam which had to have been sent a good five minutes ago touched the Jump fighter's that were close to Light Runner, information passed through the linked ships like synapses firing through a human's body.
              “I guess this is what an AI's umbilical cord is,” Smith said.
              “You would be correct in that analogy Commander Smith,” Covesa said five minutes later, as Smith remembered his comm with her was still open. He couldn't help but think she sounded as a mother would after giving birth.
              “Well come on Gal you've got some kiddos to sort out!” Smith grinned inside his helmet, hoping to inspire her to push, once again.
              “No rest in this fleet!” she said a few minutes later, time lag making the conversation painfully slow as her voice turned metallic as it was clear she was increasing her output.
              There was nothing that Smith could do there and hope that his people's efforts would help one AI try to help the newborn of her kind.
              The destruction the AI's were visiting upon the Kalu was something to behold. Ships of every kind were reaching the Kalu, their captain's connecting every system they had together, in order to bring their no longer manned weapon systems online.
              Smith knew that the situation must have been dire inside those ships. He remembered the videos and stories from those that had engaged the Kalu in hand to hand in the fighting in Heija system.
              It wasn't inconceivable that there was just the command crew and a few holdouts left. The Kalu didn’t care for power systems or shutting off the ship, they gutted the ships of personnel. The only time they destroyed power systems was when it was between them and their prey.
              Smith didn't lie to himself, he felt slightly sorry for the Syndicate, they had no idea what would descend on them. He didn't think that they didn't deserve it, but there was still a part of him that reached out to them, knowing the hell that they were going through.
              Karma is a bitch. He thought coldly, remembering a sister he didn't talk about, he found out later that she had stood with the beginning of the Free Fleet, when it had been a thing of armory meetings and whispers. She had been killed with the battle for Parnmal.
              She had been his little sister and the Syndicate had killed her out of their greed.
              “Well Sis I got them for you, now we just have to deal with the black's own demons,” he said quietly, looking at the damned Kalu.
              The Kalu had been reduced to half of their number. That was no small feat. Though it was still only half of their number, there were hundreds of ships pressing home their attack. That number didn't even begin to include the number of Kalu fighters.
              
              Chapter Rosho, a rock against the Kalu Sea
              
              Edvasho had seen little of the fighter battle happening outside of Rosho. All he knew was that instead of pressing all of his forces forwards. Orshpa had kept most of his forces back, only sending some of the warriors and fighters to aid in taking the station. Edvasho saw as ships were destroyed from being so far from battle, the fighters getting behind them and raking them as if they were some kind of farmers!
              It had taken longer than Edvasho had hoped to get to the base of the guns, multiple smaller weapon systems had cut down many of the horde with him.
              He didn't stop moving as he got to the base of a planetary cannon, it was massive, and 50 veteran Kalu could go around the base with comfortable space on either side.
              Edvasho didn't think of much but getting the cowards and tricksters that resided inside of the station. His claws ripped into the cannons armor, leaving grooves in it. He kept going, the cannons plating then innards started to drift away from the station. Edvasho would yet close with this enemy.
              
              ***
              
              “They've breached Rosho!”
              “Get Units moving to the breach, put it on screen,” Lifendi snapped, he was in his element, he didn't know if it was because he had gone beyond sleep. He knew what awaited him at the end of this all, he would soon have all the rest he wanted, for now he would live, live like he had never lived before.
              The main screen moved to highlight a battery of planetary cannons.
              Seems like there was a weakness in our armor, our guns.
              “Have our forces move so that they are ready to support gun crews. I want all gun crews in armor,” Lifendi was confused by the calm surety that filled his voice.
              At the end, when the outcome is clear, mishaps become a much smaller issue.
              Alarms went off as the Kalu pierced the base of the planetary cannon, tens of them went flying away as pressurized gasses were pulled into the void of space. The bodies of gunners followed that gas out as the massive cannon tilted slightly, it was a painful few seconds before the cannon's last restraining supports were either cut by the Kalu in their race into Rosho, or the pressures of the gun crew’s air. The cannon tumbled free of the station, taking Kalu and whatever had been kept in place by it.
              The area behind the cannon quickly ran out of air as gun crew members fired at the Kalu that rushed in through the new breach. There was only a token force left now, most hadn't been wearing their suits as it made it harder to use the cannons.
              “Operate the Cannons on remotes,” Lifendi ordered. Tactical averted their eyes from the main screen, passing orders to get those cannons online and firing still.
              Each of those rounds could rip through a Star Destroyer, Lifendi was not going to have them sit idle if he could help it.
              “Have our people put breaches on the doors leading out of that compartment, we'll use the pressurized air to our advantage. All weapons are cleared for use,” Lifendi said. That kind of order was rare to hear, especially with some of the modified weapons that certain Syndicate members used.
              The communications officer grinned ferally, passing on the information as they pulled out a plasma pistol, changing out power cells and the barrel.
              The way the officer's hands moved made Lifendi wonder what the creature had been doing before they decided on being a communications officer.
              The Kalu over ran the surviving gun crew members in minutes, pulling them apart with their claws and fangs.
              There had to be hundreds moving across the surface to the new breach, other groups were trying to get through other weapons mounts, more than one gun crew chief had ordered some armored personnel to clear his guns. Most had survived so far. The Kalu fighters were falling away, turning towards the other ships, not because they had cleared all of Rosho's weapons, but because shooting at Rosho was as likely to kill the tens of thousands of Kalu, as it was to hit the actual station.
              Lifendi had no doubt they would be back, he had a plan to get them back after all. He looked at one of his numerous consoles, checking the status of the shields.
              “I want those damned ships, screw the fighters, if they have nowhere to get fuel then they're fucked,” Lifendi said, casting a glance to his own fighters, their numbers were now down to less than a hundred, they had done their job and then some. It seemed that every ship that made it to the Kalu Sphere had gone AI. Eight ships still survived, they had claimed at least twenty times their number of kills. A shiver went down Lifendi's spine as he thanked the dark he hadn't ever faced an AI.
              The Kalu had come with one hell of a fleet, but now there was only two thousand ships left around Rosho. Lifendi had bled four thousand ships. There was still many times that number of Kalu fighters, but their number had been hammered down in the thousands.
              Rosho still belched weapons fire from its still operational and not at all inconsiderable batteries. Kalu ships fell to this fire as fighters ran from swarms attacking or strafing as many Kalu ship's backsides before the swarms caught them. The AI controlled ships were pounded as they were a sea of fire, they stumbled and staggered, every single weapon they had firing, lines of fire lancing out at their enemy ships. Swarms now descended on these ships, Freed from Rosho, and reinforced by fighters that had refueled or been repaired enough to continue flying. Every Fighter had been deployed now, they moved to join with swarms or created their own as they hunted down their targets doggedly.
              Lifendi looked to the Free Fleet ships in the system, there was a Carrier moving closer to Rosho and its Kalu forces, the damned jump fighters encircled the Kalu for some unknown reason.
              Lifendi traced lines between the jump-ships and back to the carrier.
              “They're sending messages through tight beam. To the newly created AI's?” He said under his breath, surprised at the conclusion he'd come to.
              Why would they try to communicate with AI's? He cast his mind back to the rumors he had heard. There had been some about the Free Fleet working with AI's. He tapped his arms that must have been the reason. The Free Fleet were working with AI's they were trying to recruit these ones, or maybe give them the information to kill more Kalu.
              It's not as if it's going to matter much to you. He said, that odd comforting and humorous tilt to his thoughts surprising him. “What are you gonna do? Not much you can do,” he said under his breath, if anyone had been looking at him they would have seen the sparkle of humour that passed through his eyes before he looked at his screens.
              He had a couple of days by his estimate, his guns needed to be fixed up, his people were engaged in fights inside Rosho, he saw as the doors to the breached planetary defence cannon battery blew out, Kalu going flying as modified charges followed them. Plasma scoured the area, more charges going further into the Kalu mass that was attempting to pass through their fallen brethren’s remainders.
              Silent explosions smashed into them, turning them into obstacles for those behind them.
              Now it was time for those damned shields.
              He stood, the noise making everyone look over as he marched to the shields command console, the shield officer moved out of Lifendi's way.
              “Alright, the shields aren't going to hold for long, Tactical I want you to get as many weapon systems as you can, back online and firing. Communications I want the powered armored Syndicate members to get out on the surface and clear the areas around those damned guns,” Lifendi said, cat calls of confirmation came back as each person issued orders to those they needed to.
              “Shields coming online in three minutes,” Lifendi said, a timer appearing on the main screen, he stretched his fingers, looking down at the shields console.
              He ran through reports, changed outputs and convergences, coverage areas changed and predicted outputs climbed up as he continued his modifications.
              “Ready?” Lifendi asked, his hands floating over the controls, the major adjustments were complete.
              “Good on tactical,”
              “Good on powered members”
              “Good on Shields,” Lifendi said, shunting power from power plants big enough to power Earth for years. The power plants fed him power as shields snapped into existence. Guns rammed backwards, their working parts open to their gunners as they rushed to get the weapons at full functionality.
              Kalu were mangled as they found themselves were a shield appeared. Kalu, unable to stop themselves were ripped apart by the magnetic forces of the shielding.
              These shields were made to take fortified bunker breakers, A few hundred Kalu running into them was like the rain off of an umbrella. The Kalu ships running into them were a different matter. While Lifendi had made a two tier defence with his most powerful shields protecting his weapons, he had his smaller shield generators project their field over a much larger area, making a shield over the batteries shields. They ripped Star Warriors and Destroyers apart, the shields shaking them apart on a molecular level.
              Ships that had been coming in to land, like the Kalu warriors on the surface of Rosho, found themselves running into a wall.
              The Kalu didn't react for some time, then the first lasers stabbed out, raking the shields. The rest seemed to understand, following up with their own lasers.
              “Tactical I want that damned Star-destroyer!” Lifendi yelled, his hands flying over his controls, reinforcing his shields, giving them everything that he could find to give them.
              Syndicates in powered armor opened up with their weapons as they got clear of the doors and hidden accesses, smashing into the Kalu that had been smashing Rosho's guns to gain entry.
              The Kalu took a few moments to understand what was going on. The Syndicates array of weaponry and liberal use of different and especially effective explosive ordinance kept them at bay as their own numbers increased on the surface.
              Lifendi shut down a sector's outer shields, putting the power into other shields in the area, and the under shields protecting the guns.
              The Kalu weren't firing on the under shields yet, there was still a number of Kalu inside. Fighters darted in, ramming themselves into the shields, Kalu warriors did the same. The under shields wouldn't take much under that kind of onslaught.
              Weapon systems were coming online quickly, reaching out at the Kalu ships that fired into Rosho's defences.
              Lifendi glanced upwards, the first breach at the planetary cannons was striking deeper into Rosho. There was now 14 other breaches, being big enough for a Kalu to get in, or a flood of them. A number of the airlocks and their tricks had also fallen.
              Lifendi grinned in a way that was everything but kind and humorous.
              Welcome to Rosho, and your deaths. He said mentally, looking back to his shields as he and the rest of the shield officers and personnel fought to give the batteries and Powered armor wearing people on the surface more time.
              The corridors of Rosho had been sown with traps of all kinds, Lifendi had let his people and their twisted imaginations go wild. Not even he knew the full extent of the booby traps.
              More cannons returned to their readiness positions, announcing their return to service by belching their deadly projectiles at their Kalu enemy.
              “Three outer shields lost in the north.
              “Two west,”
              “Five East,”
              “One South,” The shield officers said in business-like tones. They didn't have time to panic, they were like firefighters putting out twenty blazes at once, they didn't have the time to feel and care. That kind of pause could mean that they couldn't get to all of their fires.
              “That's what I like to hear!” Lifendi said, unable to keep the pride out of his voice, at that softness and praise, it seemed his officers worked even harder.



              Lifendi found himself let out a whoop, this was one of the greatest games he had played, the game of life and death, each side smashing the other, his people coming together, actually working to save one another instead of themselves.
              Oh what we could have done if we worked together! Lifendi thought with amazement.
              “We're up to half strength!” Tactical said, as if he didn't truly believe it. Rosho had lost a hell of a lot of guns, but she had a damned insane amount of them. She might streak atmosphere, her shields might be failing once again and the Kalu inside her armor. Yet she was one hell of a bitch, even this wounded, this battered, she showed the Kalu exactly why she had been called the deadliest stations in existence.
              At one time she had been the headquarters for the Planetary defence Forces, she had degraded in many ways, yet she had garnered more weapons, more offensive abilities. All of which the gunners of Rosho were pounding into the original creators greatest enemies.
              It's odd to think that someone stood right where I am, that had probably fought these creatures so many decades ago. Lifendi cleared those thoughts, he neither had the time, nor the want to open the dark locker of thoughts that came with those what ifs.
              The Kalu had their act under control it seemed, they focused their fire onto one outer shield and then another. They started falling faster.
              “Concentrate on the under shields,” Lifendi said, cutting a few shield generators off as he reset their coverage, snapping them into existence as close to the inner shields before they would interfere with one another.
              It didn't take long for those to fall.
              “We've cleared the inner shields, forces falling back,” The communications officer said.
              Guns were going for all they were worth, some of the ones with less critical damage were looked to before going back to firing.
              “I think we've suitably pissed them off and shown them just how we Rosho can be as unforgiving as the black itself!” Lifendi said proudly.
              He looked to his shields officer, they were bent over a command console, sitting around idly would have been as bad for them as everyone else.
              Now there wasn't as many shields to manage Lifendi glanced up at the star chart. The AI controlled ships powered as fast as they could for the jump limits, their hulls wrecks. He had no remaining fighters and while most of his power armor wearing Syndicate members had done well, some had let the Kalu in, instead of clearing their guns. There were more breaches, but more guns were firing.
              “Southern battery four seems to have bagged that Star-destroyer for you Sir,” Tactical sounded thoroughly pleased with himself and his gun crew.
              “Give them my compliments Tactical,” Lifendi said, looking at the Destroyer which look as if someone had pounded its fighter bays up into its holding areas and command decks. Lifendi knew that those fighter bays had been ripped off by Rail cannon projectiles. That destroyer wasn't going anywhere.
              
              ***
              
              “Order the nearest Kalu ship to pick us up,” Orshpa demanded, this campaign had been a hellish one. Even he hadn't thought that this cursed station would take so many of his ships and fellow Kalu to defeat. As soon as it looked as if the Kalu were going to have some kind of advantage, these creatures pulled out a trick they had hidden.
              Orshpa raked his command deck in anger, his ships had been hit with three rail gun rounds, thankfully the cannons had been at their extreme ranges and angles. They had all hit the same area of his ship, ripping away his destroyer’s ability to hold fighters and his ships ability to move.
              Edvasho, following the silent clans be damned, honourable way of battle, charged with his forces through this equally damned station. He left cannons, power plants, shield generators and it seemed everything that could hurt Orshpa and what was left of the Fleet's ships.
              Thankfully Orshpa had seen to the training of the Kalu fighters, their work meant that the station's capabilities were much lower than their original strength. Though these cursed creatures kept repairing their systems just enough to get them firing again.
              “There are two Destroyers and a Star Warrior on their way,” Orshpa's talker said.
              Orshpa didn't even have to try to make up an excuse for Edvasho, the reasons he couldn't get to the damned station were pretty clear.
              Though this will be the last time that I fight under that damned Kalu. Now there will be no trickery, there will be no Ashota to tilt the fight. Orshpa said the name as if it was a curse inside his head.
              He let out a low rumbling growl.
              “Target those shields around their weapon systems, hit them with all we have left, pass onto the fighters that they are to leave nothing capable of so much as moving on that station's surface,” Orshpa's talker didn't even attempt to reply to his leader, the clearly hot blood lust making it clear to not draw any attention to oneself.
              When he was the rightful leader of the Kalu, then he would call forth the legions and ships he had built up as soon as Edvasho and Ashota were far away enough that even Ashota's dishonourable and treacherous ears and eyes couldn't reach them.
              Then Orshpa would have a war, a war that not even Edvasho or his pet Ashota could think of. Then he would show these creatures what a true Kalu leader was capable of.
              Orshpa took another angered look at the screen, the paths which now led into the station, the Kalu opened up new paths quickly now. Their trails looked like veins through rock. They were slow and steady, but it was clear to anyone that there would be one victor.
              Orshpa gave a satisfied noise at that, turning and heading to the rear of a command deck, sitting on the half of what remained of his star-destroyer wouldn't be the best for his health in a short time.
              The rest of the command crew followed shortly after, they wished to close with these tics embedded in rock, tricks and weapons. Though they also had a healthy understanding of what would happen to them if their leader thought that they weren't doing their duties to their best abilities.
              Dealing with battle was easier than the dark and deadly minds of Kalu leaders.
              
              ***
              
              The Intelligence department’s commander had finally decided to tell Cheerleader what the hell she and her team had found out from Lady Fairgate's slaves.
              “So what is it Quor?” Cheerleader said as the woman entered her office, waving the Intelligence commander's salute away.
              “Well we now have access to the entire Union FTL relays. Lady Fairgate had got most of them, but Resilient and War station had considerably more of it mapped out. Though they didn't have the new codes. Fairgate did, and her ex-slaves knew it. We're now connected to every system found by the Union,” The Intelligence commander said excitedly.
              “All of the Union?” Cheerleader asked, the program set up by Min Hae and then agreed on by Salchar, had connected most of the known inhabited planets together. There was still a number of places still without FTL communications. There was also systems that hadn't been contacted since the fall of the Union.
              “Well that and most of Kalu space. It looks like the PDF seeded a lot of relays into the systems so that their scout ships could report back, even if they didn't,” Quor's expression made it clear that most were not expected to come back from their missions.
              With the Kalu's abilities of acceleration it made sense that not many ships would be able to escape once detected. Their stealth abilities made it easy for them to spring a trap on any spies.
              Cheerleader leaned back her chair in thought, this was a great boon, though she wasn't the best person to understand the full abilities this extended reach would give the Free Fleet. A truly wicked smile crossed her lips.
              “Well I think it's about time that we surprised Min Hae for once,” she said, pushing herself out of her chair, Quor looked a bit apprehensive.
              “Oh come on, he doesn't bite-much,” Cheerleader said in response to Quor's hesitation.
              “Yes Commander,” Quor said, looking somewhat relieved.
              Cheerleader patted her on the shoulder as she walked out onto the bridge. Onur was off shift, meaning that Penelope was on.
              “Penelope, could you scan for Commander Bregend's FTL communications code,” Cheerleader said, Werv made to move out of her chair, Cheerleader waved him back into it as she leaned on the railing that broke the elevated positions of the commander and their second commander from the rest of the bridge.
              “Yes Commander,” Penelope said slowly, clearly not understanding why her commander wanted her to look for a FTL code that was deep in Kalu space. Though she was fresh off of her communication's course. One learned that Commanders, especially those that hung around Salchar, or had been part of the original twenty thousand that made up the Free Fleet, were damned crazy, in ways that usually paid off.
              The familiarly large form of Bregend filled the main screen, looking rather, confused. Almost as much as Penelope, he had at least more time trying to hide his thoughts. His confused look broke into his smile as he recognized the ship he was looking at, and a certain commander, looking like the proverbial cat that got the cream.
              “Cheerleader, it seems that I am at a loss,” he said.
              “Well you would be, being in the back end of the Kalu's yard,” Cheerleader said happily, dodging telling him just how in the hell she was connected to a FTL relay in Kalu space.
              “Just part of the job, are you going to skirt the point or tell me just why I am connected to a FTL relay in Kalu space?” He asked, raising an amused eyebrow, his mouth quirking in a smile.
              “If you could put the lovely Min Hae on, then I will let Quorn here explain,” Cheerleader said, as most eyes on the bridge, both Cheerleader's and Bregend's looked to the petite Sarenmenti that would have probably gone a brighter shade of red if her scales had allowed it.
              She didn't recoil away, but stood straighter at the attention.
              “Very well,” Bregend said, making it clear that he knew Cheerleader was making him wait, just to bug him.
              “Penelope, could you send Bregend an updated file on our current situation,” Cheerleader's playful tone fading away.
              “Yes Commander,” Penelope said, working on her orders.
              Min Hae's visage split the main screen.
              “This is a most, interesting surprise,” Min Hae said, his eyes and tone pointed. Cheerleader couldn't stop herself from grinning and winking at the two. Bregend rolling his eyes as Min Hae appeared to be rather amused.
              “Penelope's getting a file on what's gone on over here ready for you. In the meantime I will let Intelligence Commander Quorn explain how we can talk,” Cheerleader said.
              Min Hae talked off camera for a second as Cheerleader moved out of the way for Quorn who took her position at the railing.
              “Thank you commander,” Quorn said to Cheerleader, who tried to give her the most confident look she could.
              “Commanders, with the capture of Lady Fairgate..,”
              
              ***
              
              It took a few minutes for Quorn to tell both Commanders how she had found out the information, answer any questions she was able to, then Cheerleader had taken over in giving both of them a summary of all she thought relevant. Penelope had got her report off and sent it to the other commander's, they had reviewed it, each asking a flurry of questions to Cheerleader.
              “Now I've finished on what's happened here, what's going on in Kalu space?” Cheerleader asked, her cheery mood fading as Bregend and Min Hae's expressions became dark.
              “Min Hae I think it would be best if you explain it,” Bregend said.
              “Thank you Bregend,” Min Hae said, settling into his seat, looking as if he was trying to figure out where to start.
              Best to start at the beginning.
              “We made the trip into Kalu controlled space without issue, mostly to Ashota's information,” He felt his face turn hard as he remembered those first scans.
              “Though it looks that even Ashota has not been the most informed on what has been going on. It seems that Orshpa, Edvasho's sub-leader is poised to take over the Kalu clans. His personal clans have taken over every inhabited system and started building ships. There are training camps on every planet for not just battle aged males. Females and even the children are being trained in the ways of war. Though children for the Kalu is an odd concept, they are younger than normal, though no less driven or adult in mind. This is something Orshpa has exploited. He has also banned fighting pits, this usually kills many of the Kalu in fights for supremacy. He has seen from Edvasho that having his people not fight and kill on another helps his numbers in battle, and their cohesion.
              He has focused on Star-destroyers, moving away from star-warriors. He still has those but they are for strict capturing and planetary fighting measures. He has trained his Kalu fighters to not only pilot, but also fight hand to hand.
              We left sensor platforms in every system that we looked in on. Though with our newly connected FTL relays I think that I'm going to dispatch some of my Jump fighter's to link the platforms onto the early warning systems.
              Right now we are in the peaceful Kalu system. There is no space industry, but according to our sensors, the structures on the planet support possibly billions of Kalu, their buildings are also not the caves and low dwellings of the normal Kalu, it looks as if they have built true, if odd looking, sky scrapers and towers.
              There are Nine Star Destroyers and thirty-three Star-warriors watching the planet. They have turned to engage us, thankfully none have tried to run for the jump limit. They all seem intent on engaging us in battle. Since we're now linked it will mean that you can pass on these recordings to the Research and Development team and the other commanders,” Min Hae said, Gogs' fingers started tapping away at his console, directly linking the information from the other ships to Cheerleader. Though probably not the information of Min Hae's own ship.
              Min Hae saw Bregend talking to his second in command.
              “We're an hour from engagement,” Bregend said, his face and body tensing up in preparation for the oncoming engagement.
              “Understood,” Cheerleader said, an understanding light entering his eyes.
              “Keep the feed live, but clear the main screen please,” Min Hae said to Chrys. He tapped a pre-set comms channel, getting his second in command, Baldabuh.
             “How are we looking?” Min Hae asked, Bregend had sent out his second request for readiness for battle.
             “All weapons and systems are operational,” Baldabuh said in that stony voice of his.
             Min Hae knew his second in command was with Cheerleader's fleet, watching the destruction of the last Syndicate holdout. At least he would now be able to see it through the Union's old network.
             “Very well,” Min Hae said, reporting readiness back to Bregend. The two Battle-Carriers and one carrier had launched their fighters, the Star-destroyers were holding their forces still. They probably thought that it was best to launch them when they were at higher speeds, right amongst the enemy.
             Bregend hadn't tried to hide his presence as he entered the system, he wanted the Kalu to see him. As soon as they had, they had begun their acceleration. Soon the Kalu would need to decelerate, they were straining their ships and bodies to the limit at this point.
             Time seemed to crawl down until there was ten minutes before the fleets crossed one another.
             “Launch missiles,” Bregend's order was broadcasted to the Free Fleet, they were formed up in an angled horseshoe, the leading edge below the triangular Kalu formation, the rear edge spread up and back from the forward Kalu ships.
             The lower rank and mid-rank launched a half-barrage of missiles. They swarmed out towards the Kalu. The Kalu's seemed to flush all of their missiles, hundreds filled the space between fleets. Inter-linked Free Fleet PDS system's tracers created lines of destruction as millions of rounds tracked down missiles.
             The Kalu's lasers raked shields, they had no fire plan. With enough lasers on one target they could have taken a shield down, hell with enough time they could have taken the shields down. Bregend's Commanders were not going to give them the chance as they rotated their ships, spreading the damage over a larger area.
             The Free Fleet missiles reached their set second stage. The casing dropped away as independent missiles lurched free. A swarm comparable to the Kalu's missiles, but with smaller warheads rushed towards their targets. Kalu fighters started rushing out into space but it was too late. The Kalu leader had been too confident in his own ships. There must have been a rough three hundred fighters that had cleared their star-destroyers as the missiles struck. Their smaller profile made them harder hit, plus not all of them needed to ram a ship to inflict massive damage.
             The laser modified missiles seemed to disintegrate, not in an explosion, but invisible power. Their nuclear power was converted and focused, driving damned incredible amounts of power into their targets. They smashed through Kalu armor for the few seconds of power the missiles were capable of. Tens of these invisible beams struck Kalu ships. Then the true missiles hit.
             These weren't experimental, Felix, Silly and LaRe had gone over recordings and information from across the fleet. They had talked to tactical commanders, ship commanders and gunners. Then they had talked to helms people and navigators.
             Missiles hit the engines and one side. Fourteen ships were taken out by the explosive forces that ripped them apart.
             A further six were ripped apart as supports failed from the excessive forces they had been submitted to. They tumbled and careened off in pieces, atmosphere, fighters and Kalu thrown free of their ships.
             The Kalu's extreme speed was one hell of a weakness if one could exploit it. At the Kalu's limit they could exert three gravities on themselves. Their ship was under much more stress. If enough force was applied to say the sides, then that tilt, could rip the ship apart as beams not used to handling that kind of direct force, were put under strain.
             The Kalu missile barrage had been whittled down by the massed and effective PDS fire. Still there was just under a hundred missiles bearing down on the fleet when they struck. Shields were hammered and then depleted. Reactive armor exploded, sending high velocity shards and debris at incoming missiles, pre-emptively detonating them, and directing their force away from the Free Fleet ships. One Destroyer caught a missile in the teeth, armor buckled and systems went down. Still the Destroyer held its position. Thirty seven people had died in that minor explosion, seventeen were wounded.
             Still better than most of our engagements. Min Hae thought, trying to quantify the loss, knowing that he would hate himself for that statement later. For now he had to divert his attention as A corvette moved out of position, it didn't have the armor of the destroyer and seemed to have been hit in its forward guns, that made it effectively useless and with a crew as small as a corvette's, they were combat ineffective dealing with their dead and injured.
             Min Hae's eyes were stuck to the main screen as the five hundred Kalu fighters, in three swarms that ranged across the Free Fleet formation, entered into the MEF fighter's range.
             The Kalu fighter's lasers had caught a few MEF's but the casualties had been minimal.
             Rail cannons left tracer trails as they smashed into the Kalu formations. Missiles were fired as fast as it took for them to rotate out of the MEF's internal storage, there was no shortage of targets. The Kalu fighters seemed to meet a wall of destruction. They were thrown into disarray by the massed firepower of coordinated enemy fighter wings.
             Then the fighters were through one another, wing commanders pulled their formations back together with the practised speed and efficiency that the MEF's had become famed for.
             No longer a rag tag bunch of ex-slaves are we. Min Hae thought with more than a little triumph in his voice.
             The wing of Jump fighter's now made their appearance, made to shock and confuse the Kalu, hopefully buying their fellow fighter pilots the time to close with the Kalu formation.
             Their dual plasma cannons fired charged shots into the Kalu ships, missiles poured out, pounding the ships, the Destroyers were their main targets. Two of the remaining five destroyers went dead. The Jump fighter's fired their cannons, firing normal rounds instead of the super-charged plasma rounds they had opened up with.
             “Ready spinal cannons,” Bregend said. The Spinal cannons were the biggest cannons on a Free Fleet ship, they ranged from small planetary cannons, to full on planetary cannons that Rosho and Parnmal sprouted like hedgehogs. Some that saw the way that Min Hae looked at his screen would undoubtedly draw more than one connection to the spymaster's nickname as the Merchertevak.
             The Jump fighter's jumped out, their victim's hulls streaming fire, offering those that had expected their ships to protect them from space. Now being offered by that ship, to the endless maw of the black.
             The fighter's hit quick and fast, they raked ships with fire, with missiles and then they were through the formation.
             Of the Forty Two ships that had rose to attack the Free Fleet, Seventeen remained. Now a hundred and fifty fighters came to grips with the Free Fleet's PDS and concentrated barrage of missiles.
             The Kalu fighter's lasers raked shields and armor. Their numbers dropped as they came along the sides of the Free Fleet ships. Rail cannons shook as rounds spat from them. A handful of Kalu fighters were left when they cleared the Free Fleet ships.
             The Spinal cannons were already firing before they did. They sent massive rounds crashing through the Kalu ships. Broadsides came into range, cannons fired as fast as they could, the fire power piled into the Kalu forces was incredible.
             The Kalu didn't just take it. Their own lasers had been hitting the Free Fleet at range. Their missiles, fighters and near constant fire had taken down shields. A Battle-carrier sent out alerts, ships using their new propulsion system to close on the battle carrier and provide support as the Battle-carrier deployed its own bombs, using them to break without having to turn around.
             Kalu ships were ripped apart by the sheer force of the spinal cannons as they entered the Free Fleet horse shoe. Broadsides expanded on the spinal cannons initial damage. Power plants gave way, rounds, caused horrific damage as they turned the ship's armor into shrapnel. Engines and life support died.
             The Free Fleet ships didn't stop, there was an anger within them. They weren't just fighting this battle, it was clear that they were getting their own back for how the Kalu had smashed the Free Fleet in their first engagement. It was from the videos they'd seen of Rosho just hours ago.
             The Kalu scared these men and women.
             “Cease fire,” Bregend's voice rolled out over the Fleet-wide comms channel as rail cannons went silent.
             The Kalu drifted in their dead hulls.
             “Gogs, send a recording of the battle to every ship in the Free Fleet,”
             “Commander,” he said, confirming his orders but there was also a note of question in his voice.
             “The Kalu are like any enemy, they can be destroyed. Something that our people need to be reminded of,” Min Hae said.
              Gogs made a noise of agreement, understanding where Min Hae was going with this. He had been the one to process the information before it got to his commander's screens.
             “Min Hae, I think it's time we had that Kalu of yours have a look around. My sensors are confirming that there doesn't seem to be any weapons on the planet's surface. I'm going to wait a bit before I order our people into orbit however,” Bregend drawled, making it clear that he hated the idea of being a stationary target. At least with the new drive upgrades, courtesy of Felix copying the Kalu, getting moving again wouldn't be that hard. That concept was still hard to digest when speed means surviving, or closing with the enemy, not having it was nearly negligent to most commanders.
             “I will see to it commander,” Min Hae said, his channel to Baldabuh still open. “Baldabuh..,”
             “Bring the prisoner, I heard,” Baldabuh said, anticipating his commander's request and question.
             “I was just hoping you weren't reading my mind,” Min Hae said appreciatively, Baldabuh made a noise somewhere between a grunt and a snort.
             “Trust me when I say, I would never wish to be in that head of yours,” he said jokingly. Min Hae couldn't stop a peal of laughter escaping his laughter.
             “Very well, see you in a bit then,” Min Hae said, Baldabuh let out some non-committal noise as he cut the channel.
             “Well then I think I will leave it to you, it looks like Rosho's cannons are going down,” Cheerleader's voice came over the main comms, her tone brisk and business-like.
             Min Hae looked over to Gogs, indicating to the screen with a sideways nod. Cheerleader appeared on the main screen moments later.
             “Good luck to you and yours Cheerleader,” Min Hae said, holding her eyes.
             “Ah, we don't need luck with the amount of damned crazy we have running around this fleet!” She said, a grin appeared, if only slightly forced.
             “Hopefully we can stop any reinforcements getting to you,” Bregend said.
             “Much appreciated,” Cheerleader didn't have to force the relieved look on her face.
             “Talk soon,” Bregend said, throwing a two-finger salute out, Cheerleader and Min Hae reciprocated, the channel going dead. Min Hae looked out on to the prison planet of the Kalu that had desired to live in peace instead of waging a war that had killed billions and only left each side weaker than they had been entering the war.
             The tell-tale noises of Ashota's chair coming closer made Min Hae look at the Kalu as he entered. Edvasho had been a figure head. Ashota had given him power through his love for his battle-brother. That love had been twisted by other's that made Edvasho think the best thing was to free Ashota from his frail body, going back on traditions and killing him.
             Ashota might have thought that way when he went off to fight in the great Kalu-Union war. Now he knew that while he had lost the abilities of his natural body, he had gained something much more powerful, the power of his mind. Min Hae had spent years studying creatures now. He saw that strength in Ashota's eyes. Underestimating him was the worst thing the Kalu did.
             Min Hae still didn't trust Ashota, but he did see that if they could work together, then Ashota was going to be one hell of an ally.
             “Show him the planet,” Min Hae said, Chrys changed the screen, Ashota leaned forward in his seat, studying everything. Baldabuh stood to the side of Ashota, holding a rail pistol, one could never be too safe.
             “I would assume that you would like to talk to them?” Ashota asked, his chair turning so he could look to Min Hae.
             “There are no signatures of communications systems able of passing through the atmosphere,” Min Hae pointed out.
             “Right now there isn't, if we send a transmission on all frequencies with the right codes then they will know it is okay to start up their communications systems,” Ashota said.
             Min Hae weighed the possibilities.
             “Gogs, see to it,” he said finally, typing out a quick message to Bregend, informing him of what Ashota was going to do.
             Ashota talked into a microphone, relaying code words, Min Hae trusted that Gogs would run an analysis on it to see if he could break it. He also trusted that Ashota would probably never use the same code again.
             Nothing happened for a while.
             “We're getting an incoming transmission, activity on the planet has changed,” Gogs said, forwarding images from the planet. To have enough activity to gather the attention of Gogs, this far from the planet did not instill confidence.
             “Council leader Ashota, this is leader Kalvin, preparations are underway. Thank you brother,” The Kalu said with feeling, Min Hae's stomach dropped as he pressed a control to connect him to Bregend.
             “Prepare for attack, I'm not sure what is going on but I don't have a good feeling,” Min Hae said.
             “Understood,” Bregend said, cutting the channel as he began barking orders to his command staff.
             Baldabuh, had a restraining hand on Ashota as Min Hae's eyes fell on him.
             “What did you tell him?”
             “I told him that the time has come for the Independent Kalu to cut out the disease which has become our race,” Ashota said, his disgust clear when talking about his race.
             “Commander, look,” Gogs said, his voice filled with confusion quickly turning to understanding.
             The Skyscrapers which seemed to dominate the planet, were moving. More than that, they were flying.
             “The Kalu had never seen a skyscraper before, but you had, Edvasho had. Though Edvasho had no want to see the peaceful planet of Kalu, he couldn't see that your sky scrapers were actually ships,” Min Hae said, his eyes not leaving Ashota's.
             “Very well, you are more than you seem,” Ashota said.
             “What is your prerogative Council leader?” Min Hae asked.
             “To look out for my people, and wipe out the scourge of violence and destruction that the rest of my race have dedicated themselves to,” Ashota said simply.
             “What machinations do you have towards us?” Min Hae asked as Baldabuh and another crew-member secured Ashota's chair to the wall and made it inoperable to him.
             “I hope that we can become allies, but precautions have to be made for the survival of the independents,” Ashota's eyes blazed with, purpose and belief.
             It was then that Min Hae realized that Ashota was completely devoted to his people.
             “So you call yourselves Independents?” Min Hae asked.
             “Yes,” Ashota said slowly, as if he was trying to figure out what angle Min Hae was using. Min Hae simply nodded, letting Ashota stew as he watched towers and sky-scrapers lifting off of the planet.
             The first ship-towers had made it to space. They were cigar shaped, their lower sections being hidden in the ground. Sections of the tower moved, while these ships were an unknown danger, Min Hae thought them rather, beautiful. They were like the modern towers of earth, they looked to be made of glass and chrome. They twinkled as their intricate designs were bathed in un-filtered sun-light.
             They were at clear odds with the Kalu Star-warriors and Destroyers, where as those machines had been made with almost painful similarities. These ships had been made with affection, with care. They weren't just ships, they were homes.
             Min Hae's eyes went wide as he looked at Ashota with new clarity.
             “An exodus,” Min Hae half-whispered, there was no missing Ashota's flinch. Min Hae laughed, admiring the ships in a whole new light.
             “Fighting the Kalu right now is a damned impossibility. So you did the next best thing, you built ships to carry you far away, to somewhere that you could look to building lives, and a fleet to beat them,” Ashota's face became dark, his eyes like faraway stars in the cold of space.
             Min Hae stabbed Bregend's channel open.
             “They're voyager ships,” Min Hae said, his brain still reeling. “The Independents knew that they couldn't defeat the Kalu in their current state, so they made ships to carry themselves to a system where they could build up a military, a force that could take on the Kalu,”
             “Safe all weapons,” Bregend barked to his command staff. “So what are we going to do Min Hae?” Bregend asked, clearly unsure of how to proceed.
             “Well I think we might ask if their council leader would be willing to put some words in for us, so that we might actually have a talk with them. If they still want to leave, they leave. Hopefully they can give us enough information to hurt the hell out of the Kalu. If nothing else it's a win for them. Either we destroy the Kalu and they're safe wherever they go. Or we're destroyed and they can avenge us and they get their council leader back,” Min Hae said.
             “It sounds like you have a plan. I'll follow your lead,” Bregend said. Min Hae nodded his thanks, Bregend had been a commander for multiple fleets even though he was still quite junior. Though the fact that he was willing to follow someone else, instead of trying to forge ahead and prove himself, spoke to how he had matured.
             “Thank you commander, hopefully it will just be a lot of talking,”
             “Ah, then they won't even know what hit them when the commander of the Intelligence department is on the job,” Bregend said, looking darned confident.
             “Thank you Commander,” Min Hae sighed, these commanders seemed way to damned excited for everything.
             Cheerleader was right about the amount of crazy we have running around here!
             “Well if you don't mind I would rather like to keep my identity hidden, if only for appearances,” Min Hae watched as Bregend's eyes said all.
             “Very well, I'll be your mouth piece,” Jackass, I wanted to get to my battle reports, not being some damned emissary! Bregend’s eyes seemed to say. Min Hae felt the corners of his mouth trying to pull into a smile.
             Twenty minutes later, Bregend was broadcasting on all channels to the independent Kalu.
             “My name is commander Bregend of the Free Fleet. I wish to talk to the council of independents. I want to see what we can do about working together to eliminate the true Kalu threat. We also look to return council leader Ashota to your care. Thank you,” Bregend cut the channel, the main screen resolving just to his face.
             “How was that Min Hae?” Bregend asked.
             “I have a feeling that we'll see soon enough,” Min Hae said, looking to Ashota. The Kalu was staring at the screen, obviously thinking.
              
             ***
              
              Ashota was, annoyed. He had fully expected to lose his life in trying to get the independents free of the Kalu oversight. While they had been able to do a vast number of things even with the Kalu orbiting their planet. They had been severely limited. They cared for one another in a way that normal Kalu would never understand. Normal Kalu adhered to strict guidelines on what they were allowed to do and what not, traditions governed them.
             Independent's had led to the Kalu getting to the stars, they had led to better weapons. All of their pursuits had been in an attempt to get the majority of the Kalu to realize what was around them. Some had seen the only way for the Kalu to become independents was to conquer all, and at the end of that, then they would have to think, or die out.
             Independents were chaotic, they argued, they had ideas, they acted on impulses not driven by anger, or natural fighting habits. The Independent's thought about more than just themselves. They didn't see females as just creatures to supply more warriors and breeders. Each Kalu had value, it seemed that they placed a lot of value in Ashota. He was flattered as he was pissed. They should have just left, he would see if these Free Fleet creatures had any ability to destroy the Kalu. Now they were putting all of the Independents at risk.
             Ashota had made it clear that Min Hae was coming, it gave him a hostage something that Min Hae knew as soon as the words had come out of Ashota's lips. Min Hae might have been silently cursing him, but he'd agreed, so had Bregend.
             Now Ashota watched as Bregend's shuttle landed at Verslva's airlock.
             Min Hae pushed Ashota aboard. The shuttle released from the ship. Bregend was even bigger in person than over a view screen. He moved in his powered armor as if he was born inside its mass.
             “Good to see you Min Hae,” he said the two of them coming together in a crash of armor and smiles.
             “You too brother,” Min Hae replied, they beamed at one another with the expressions Ashota had shared with Edvasho and his other battle-brothers. These men had gone through battles and war together. They might not be related by blood, but they were every part the brothers. Ashota felt anger and jealousy well inside of him, Edvasho's betrayal while not unforeseen, still hurt.
             Min Hae secured Ashota as he and Bregend grabbed two seats facing one another and strapped in.
             “So whose idea was it to create a council?” Bregend asked, though the man was large, actually bigger than some Avarians, there was no missing the calculating look in his eyes.
             The Free Fleet had shown time and time again that they did not have idiots in their ranks. Bregend had to have done much more than be the strongest man around to get and hold his position.
             “Mine,” Ashota said, not seeing how it could do any harm.
             Bregend nodded to himself as Min Hae watched the exchange.
             “Why did you give Edvasho the plans for the Star-destroyer?” There was a hard edge to Bregend's voice, but he was clearly interested as to Ashota's motivations.
             “I had to, I wanted to see how well it would operate, I however told him to train his people to follow their instincts, this makes the fighters effective when engaging ground forces, but against ships, they present a massive target and are so tight together that explosives act as if they were in atmosphere, throwing swarms into disarray, easy picking for properly trained fighters,” Ashota said.
             “Why did you have to?” Bregend asked again, it was clear that he knew Ashota was not telling the entire story.
             “I didn't think that another Kalu would be as smart as putting agents near me. Orshpa was, he came to me, asking me of my plans on star-destroyers. He obviously saw their abilities as a boon. I said that I was still developing them and would release them to Edvasho.
             He didn't accept my reasoning, but he didn't care, he went to Edvasho asking if he knew, trying to drive us apart. It probably worked to some degree, as did the hundreds of other things that Orshpa, Xentar and other Kalu brought to Edvasho's attention,” Ashota's voice was becoming harder and his thoughts confusing as he stopped, taking a breath and focusing on the original question. “Orshpa used my plans to train his people to be fighters. He used it on the final clans that hadn't come under Edvasho's control. Probably because it made him look more like their leader than Edvasho, something that he is bound to use sooner rather than later. I brought my information to Edvasho and he started building the star-destroyer's giving the control and training to Orshpa as he was already working on them,” Ashota said.
             “So Orshpa trained all of the Star-destroyers?” Bregend asked, his eyes intent.
             “That is correct,” Ashota said.
             Bregend and Min Hae shared a look, yet neither said anything, pulling out their data pads, clearly messaging one another in silence for the rest of the journey.
             “We will be arriving in ten minutes,” One of the pilots said.
             “Thanks Jalo,” Bregend said, standing. Min Hae did the same, they clamped on their helmets and checked one another over. They didn't have weapons, but a Commando in armor was damned effective. Ashota had seen a few times where Syndicate prisoners had attacked their Commando watchers.
             Commandos were highly trained and deadly. A prisoner wouldn't attack a Commando twice.
             The Syndicates that became Commandos were essentially retrained, there was little similar between their Syndicate comrades when they were finally branded Commandos.
             The Free Fleet encouraged people to grow, there was yelling and swearing, but there was a focus on working with one another, rather than breaking the weakest ones. Commandos weren't the biggest people strapped into powered armor. They were creatures that could think on their feet, and knew their powered armor as a second skin. Ashota hadn't missed how easy Min Hae changed from being in a standard vac-suit to powered armor, Bregend was the same way.
             To survive what the two of them had, they probably felt more comfortable in armor, than in their own skin.
             Ashota remembered his old armor, parts of it were still embedded in his body. He missed the freedom it had given him, the power. Now he lived inside his broken body, with only his mind.
             Unreasonable anger at Min Hae and Bregend rose in his mind. He forced it down, the familiar anger at those that had the gifts he had lost. He needed to focus now, not be too angry to be of any use.
             It wasn't long before his own chair and its vacuum rated covering were fitted.
             The shuttle locked onto one of the Independent's tower ships, its airlock cycling as Min Hae moved Ashota's chair.
             “You should really think about starting a regeneration program, we pulled ours from the Syndicate and the Union, but it means that we can get people as badly hurt as you, back up and running,” Min Hae said, as if he could read Ashota's mind, or to throw him off.
             Ashota didn't say anything, trying to put that comment aside, yet his thoughts of the freedom he had when he had been actually able to control his body ran through his mind.
             Maybe I can convince the Independents to run for it. I'm more use here, plus if they give me a body... His mind trailed off. Either he got a new body, he didn't and still helped end the traditional Kalu, or he died.
             Not such a hard decision when it comes down to it, what do I want more, the chance to get back what I have lost and watch as the Kalu burn, or die knowing that the Free Fleet are going to do everything they can to make sure the bastards burn.
             He wasn't in love with the Free Fleet, nor did he feel a true loyalty to them. Yet if he could use them for his own reasons, he wasn't against the idea, it could be a rather, beneficial, agreement.
             He would need time to think on this, and he wasn't going to let these two know what he was thinking before the meeting.
             The airlock into the Independent's ship cycled. Two armed Kalu warriors waited on either side. These ones had rail cannons on their backs instead of the standard lasers.
             It looks like war-leader Kalvin has been quite active. Ashota thought to himself, casting sideways glances at the Kalu armor, it looked almost identical to normal Kalu armor, yet it had more forward facing armor, the new weapons, and what looked like launchers on the Kalu's backs.
             There was probably more changes underneath but Ashota put that to the back of his mind.
             The Kalu guards dipped their heads even as their rail guns remained trained on Min Hae and Bregend.
             Ashota reciprocated the sign of respect, not going as low, as was due his station.
             “The council will see you,” One of the guards said through their speakers.
             The other indicated for them to move with their weapons.
             They moved through a large hangar, Ashota had to stop himself from pouting as Deltai made her way directly to him, her personal guard's weapons were trained on Min Hae and Bregend as well.
             “Seem to like pointing guns at people,” Bregend said, half annoyed, half bored.
             Ashota spared his armor a sideways glance, even though he couldn't see the man inside the armor, he could tell that despite everything, Bregend was calm, much calmer than Ashota would have been in his position.
             Those kinds of thoughts, and thoughts in general were washed away as Deltai reached his chair. She was one of the most beautiful creature's Ashota had ever seen, though he knew his place. No one was going to mate with a cripple, no matter how far the Kalu Independent's had come, it wasn't far enough.
             While Deltai was beautiful, she was also damned smart being the Kalu independent's planner, she had her hand in every project the Independents were working.
             “What the hell did I tell you about traipsing across space looking for more enemies?” She barked, her eyes fiery.
             Ashota, felt warmth fill him at the pain in her voice.
             “Why, you miss me?” He teased.
             Her eyes thinned and Ashota remembered his vulnerable position, yet he couldn't stop shaking his head in mischief.
             She let out a half snort/sigh.
             “There is no winning with you Ashota,” she said, calming down. “Who are these?” She asked, indicating to Min Hae and Bregend with her nose.
             “This is Commander Bregend of the fleet you see in our system, and sub-leader of Salchar. This one is the commander of the Free Fleet spies and another sub-leader of Salchar,” Ashota used his own nose to indicate to his two hosts.
             “Ma'am,” Bregend said, Min Hae jut simply nodded before taking a knee and fiddling with something on Ashota's chair.
             It came to life, Ashota checked his controls and found that he had full functionality again.
             “Well council leader, the other council members are ready and eager to know what you have learnt in your time away from us,” Ashota held Deltai's eyes for a second, looking away in anger.
             Do not think of things you cannot have. He chastised himself.
             “Very well,” Ashota said, using his chair to navigate to the conference room. He knew the designs of these ships intimately. While they were different in a few ways between ships, there weren't that many changes.
             “Are we ready for link up and acceleration?” Ashota asked absently as they walked.
             “We are, navigation is going to be using route Beta that our scouts plotted,” Deltai said.
             Then there was no time for talking as Ashota entered the conference room, the other council members were all present via vid-screen. Ashota had made it clear that having a clear line of succession, and with those successors being on different ships was key to the Independents moving, even if they lost a number of council leaders.
             Ashota rolled into his location at the head of the table. Bregend and Min Hae were waved into seats by their guard detail. Two guns trained on them at all times.
             “So who is this Free Fleet?” Kalvin asked, not one for small-talk. Neither was Ashota.
             “I will start with my entering what was Union controlled space,”
              
              ***
              
              “...That is how I ended up in Min Hae's care and here. I admit that I deceived them in thinking we would band with them. At the time I had no want for us to join our forces with theirs. Now however, I have been swayed. If Min Hae will have me, then I will apply any and all skills I have to helping the Free Fleet in destroying, or at least wounding the Kalu traditionalists,”
             Ashota didn't miss how Min Hae's helmet turned in his direction slightly.
             “I can think of a number of ways we could put your skills to work, though I think that kind of information should remain between us,” Min Hae said.
             “That is not your decision to make,” Deltai said hotly, Ashota could see the pain in his eyes. He knew that they were close friends, he had never pressed for more than that, knowing he was unworthy of her.
             “Being an independent it is completely my choice,” he said, a little heat entering his voice.
             “Of course you don't listen to others and do whatever in the hell you want again,” She barked at him.
             “If you are going to have a quarrel of mates, may you have it when we are not having a meeting?” Kalvin growled. The grizzled Kalu's remaining eye looked to both Deltai and Ashota. Deltai looked away, ashamed. Ashota anger was spiked, Kalvin hadn't meant to remind him of his limitations, but he had anyway.
             “I agree with Ashota however. Myself and any volunteers from the Independent army will join you. There are still a number of our people within the traditionalist's ranks. A number of my people, and myself did not feel it was right to leave them there as we made good on our escape. We will still send the fleet to its designated home, but adults that are not essential to the setup of the Independent's will be given the choice to remain here and fight if they desire,” Kalvin said, his eye moving to Min Hae and Bregend as he seemed to judge them. Both of the human's seemed to straighten and lean forward at the perceived challenge.
             “If you are right about the Free Fleet then they will be worthy allies,” Kalvin said.
             “I think that it would be best if we discuss a few things privately before we continue on,” A council leader that had been quiet so far said, her eyes boring into Ashota and Kalvin.
             “Very well, guards, please escort Commander's Min Hae and Bregend outside. Please get us some refreshments,” Ashota said, feeling that this would take some time.
              
              ***
              
              “Well that was better than I expected,” Bregend said over a private channel to Min Hae.
             “Hopefully we can get a few Independent's to help out. Thankfully our training programs are coming to fruition. We'll have fully manned ships for the first time ever with our next two rounds of trainees graduating this month and next,” Min Hae said.
             “The next group will be another four months, and I have the feeling we're going to need the numbers,” Bregend's voice dull talking about implied casualties. It was a hard reality, but one that a commander had to realize. People were going to die under their command. They could do everything possible and people would still die, this was war and it was far from bloodless.
             Bregend sat back, the two of them sitting in silence as he went over reports.
             Never ending damned paperwork. He said, happy for once to get his mind focused on the mundane paperwork.
              
              ***
              
              “The council is ready for you,” One of the guards said, they original ones had been rotated out some time ago, this was the third pair.
             Bregend and Min Hae proceeded into the council chambers.
             “There are volunteers from every sector that wish to ally themselves with the Free Fleet. Many want to be allied with the Free Fleet, while others wish to join the Free Fleet,”
             “How many battle capable ships are you pledging?” Bregend asked.
             “None,” Kalvin said.
             “We're going to have to get them some damned ships, having them on our ships is going to be, odd, for the crew,” Bregend said, picking his words with care as he talked to Min Hae.
             “I think we can share our plans with them. If the Kalu Traditionalists had people among their ranks I think they would have destroyed their ships before they were able to leave the planet,” Min Hae said, they needed the trust of the independent's having their conversation's on private channels was not going to bolster their relationship.
             Got to know when to play your hand, and hold it close to your chest. Bregend thought, not sure how Min Hae could live in the world of grey and shades of the intelligence department.
             Bregend pulled off his helmet and leaned on the conference table, it groaned under the strain as he looked at the council leaders.
             Let's see if we can't forge an alliance with these independents. Think of the Sarenmenti, they didn't know what the hell they were doing before we told them about the realities of the planetary defence force. Bregend thought of his fellow Sarenmenti commanders and Free Fleet personnel, while they were working to rebuild their race on AIH, they still made up a large amount of the Free Fleet. They were fighters as the Kalu were. If Bregend could give them tools to fight their oppressors, then they could be damned effective.
              
              ***
              
              Ashota felt something change in Bregend's eyes. His face became hard as he looked upon the council, before, behind closed doors the council had challenged Ashota's belief that the Free Fleet was made up of great warriors.
             He saw as every Kalu in the room and on the vid screens prickled with battle hormones.
             “We need to start hitting yards as fast as possible. If Orshpa is at Rosho then he will make sure that Edvasho stays there. Then he's going to bring all the damned ships he has, right down on the Free Fleet's planets. If he follows the tactics he's been telling us,” Bregend moved his head to indicate Ashota. “Then we're going to be facing a war on all fronts. We need to deprive him of as many numbers as possible, and the ability to make more ships. We might have to push our schedule so we're hitting the yards before our reinforcements come. Now we have the relay we can split and hit them with squads instead of having to hit them as one unit, and be at a set system to meet up with the secondary fleet,” Bregend shrugged, waiting to hear Min Hae's thoughts.
             “I agree, good old guerilla tactics. If we could get the independents on our side then we could maybe take some of the Kalu's ships arming ourselves, taking away from the Kalu. They could conduct raids as they're Kalu. While we hit every damned system we can think of. If a system is too big then we hit other systems until there are enough ships around to smash the system, or at least run their building capabilities into the ground,” Min Hae said thoughtfully, raising an eyebrow to Bregend who nodded his agreement.
             “Alright, has anyone got anything else to say?” Bregend said, opening the floor to everyone in the conference. All of them looked to be trying to hide their states of shock. Kalvin looked rather amused.
             “I believe that is a good plan, I think that we have much to offer one another. Kalvin said, Ashota had the distinct feeling that Kalvin wasn't just talking about military power.
             Ashota toyed with the idea of having the independent's working together,
             “Sounds like we have a plan. Let's go bag us some Kalu ships,” Bregend said with a lopsided grin. He sat back, tapping out a message on his data pad.
             Ashota hid his shock, the two had worked together to come to make a plan of what they were going to do. There hadn't been a drawn out argument over the person's plan and then character. There didn't need to be a fight. There was also no bickering over who had come up with the best ideas and such.
             The Independents took time to do everything, they fought over the right way to do things almost constantly. They weren't Kalu, but they weren't free of all the limitations that the Kalu placed on one another.
              
              Chapter A change in management
              
              The cannons were gone, the Kalu had ripped most of them apart. Thousands of the bastards surged through his Rosho. Hundreds still waited just out of reach.
             Five of the AI ships had survived the Kalu ships and jumped out. The Free Fleet battle carrier had as well. The Jump fighter's watched as Rosho fell.
             Lifendi knew that his time was closer than ever, but Rosho hadn't gone lightly, it had smashed the Kalu fleet. They had broken it, and drained it of its ships. Fighters hadn't had enough destroyers to refuel and rearm had flown into weapons systems and shields. Even Lifendi couldn't rouse the shields anymore. They were well and truly dead.
             “Synch all weapons systems,” Lifendi said, looking at the internal scanners. The Kalu were still being held up by booby traps, but there was too many of them and not nearly enough booby traps to stop all of them.
             Tactical didn't even wait, releasing all lockouts as computer systems worked together as they were never supposed to.
             “We have AI formation. Sensors said, the fatigue clear in their voice. They were past caring about what happened, all of them had been awake for at least a week and a half, fighting to keep Rosho in the fight.
             “Well that's that then,” Lifendi said, standing and stretching as much as his powered armor would let him
             “By the black I smell bad,” he said, getting a few laughs out of his command crew. They had been thrown together, doing all they could to stay alive. They all knew what the outcome would be and in their own odd way, they had bonded with one another.
             “Damn,” Sensor's said as they put the space-map of Rosho and the surrounding area up. Weapons systems belched fire and hell into anything in range. All of the computer systems and some sensor links of the command centre had been separated from the rest of the systems as Tactical had cross-linked nearly every other system on the station.
             Rosho, like some damned berserker was rocked with lasers, fighters smashing into its weapons and it kept firing. Rosho in that moment was something more than just a station. It was a living a breathing thing, it was a symbol, the Kalu had smashed the station and the Syndicate that lived aboard it, but still they had held on, they hadn't given up and they had made the Kalu pay.
             “Comms, open me a channel. A grin that would have made the communications officer recoil in fear once, now spread across their face.
             “Yes Sir!” they said, opening every damned channel they could.
             “This is Captain Lord Lifendi of the Syndicate, of Rosho! Today Rosho will fall,” Explosions rocked even the massive station as weapon systems were destroyed with explosive results.
             “But we will not be forgotten, we will not walk into the black without company! We have guided legions of Kalu to their demise, watch us. Bear witness to the fall of Rosho. The Kalu can be beaten and they will. We might be creatures of different planets, of different beliefs, we might be criminals and we might be soldiers, but we are beings that search for life,” Lifendi pointed at the screen, directly at the camera.
             “It is up to you to fight!” Lifendi laughed to himself, letting it roll out of his mouth. As more explosions rocked the station as the last guns went silent. He could hear as the portable cannons outside of the command centre started firing.
             Lifendi took his seat.
             “It's your turn Salchar, show these fuckers just what the creatures of the Union can do,” With that, Lifendi pressed the command button that he had prepared so very long ago.
              
              ***
              
              Kelu watched as Rosho was smashed into submission, listened to Lifendi's final words.
             No matter what he had done in his life, his people had fought to the bitter end, they might have lived as criminals, but they died as soldiers.
             Kelu felt pride in his chest, he had felt disgusted at being part of the Syndicate at one point, but now that was washed away.
             They had been bastards, criminals, slavers and the most despicable kinds of scum. Yet they had gone up against the Kalu, against their will and they had fought with everything they had. They would answer for their crimes in the black and while they would be hated, and despised. Kelu felt pride for them, he would still be cursed for being a member of the Syndicate, and at times he would hate the things the Syndicate had done. Yet for that illogical moment, emotions carried him as he thought of when he had joined the Syndicate, how blinded he had been by their massive ships, the possibilities of what he could do.
             Now the Free Fleet was his home, they had given him purpose, they had put him back on that path of possibilities, yet the Syndicate had molded him into the adult he was.
             Rosho seemed to shake, then come apart as multiple explosions rocked the station.
             “It appears that the Power plants are being overloaded on purpose,” Sensors said, sensing the question before it was ever ushered.  Debris drifted away from the station, its surface too thick in most places for most explosions to make it to the surface. Holes in the surface where weapons, docks and airlocks had been, blew out in a spectacular manner.
             “All ships, this is Commander Cheerleader, ready for immediate wormhole transition. Battle-stations,” she said, her voice like liquid nitrogen as Kelu felt a grin, not to dissimilar to Lifendi's own, grow across his face.
             “You heard the Commander!” Kelu said, causing a few people to jump.
             He looked over the combined fleets of Cheerleader and Boot. They were two times bigger than the fleet he had taken to Parnmal, with actual upgraded warships, and then there was War-station.
             The massive mobile station's shields flashed into existence as it went through check's massive batteries extended and then stored again. The patrolling wings returned to their home as ships that had been waiting for weeks bared their teeth and prepared to close on the Kalu.
             It's about time we got our hands dirty. Kelu said, thinking of the Human saying.
             “We're ready across the board,” Kelu's second in command, Urlow said, Kelu's old communications officer.
             The kid was smart and capable, something he'd proved in the battle for Parnmal.
             “Interesting isn't it that fate has led us to this,” Kelu said conversationally.
             “What way?” Urlow asked, his face turned to his reports, he after all had to deal with all of the issues of the ship as Kelu dealt with seeing the overall plan that Cheerleader created was followed, and keep his people away.
             “We have come to the end of the Syndicate's control, and we stand on the precipice of our first engagement with the Kalu, side by side with the people we terrorized, fighting for the same goal,” Kelu said.
             “The Universe moves in mysterious ways,” Urlow said, looking to Kelu. “Plus the foods a lot better, and they can actually make you take a shower, seriously I thought you didn't know water existed when you were captain,” Urlow admonished, showing signs of humour.
             “Har, har,” Kelu said, his own face betraying his, lighter feelings, turning to the main screen as he looked at the ships lined up in their formations.
             It's about time we tried out these new Rail Cannons out on something more than target practice.
              
              ***
              
              Orshpa looked at Rosho as sections were thrown free and chunks spun off.
              Edvasho is dead. He thought a smile that only he could feel and no one could see, spread across his face.
              See what just charging into battle will get you war leader? The last two words making a disgusting noise even in his head.
              “Sub-leader Darsoo, inform all Kalu of Edvasho's death, as per clan rules I am elevated to war-leader. We will proceed to Xentar to pass on the news. I want ships dispatched back to Kalu controlled space in order to bring up our reserve forces,” Orshpa, looked into Darsoo's eyes.
              “All of our reserve forces,” Orshpa said, Darsoo nodding knowingly, he was part of Orshpa's personal clan and completely loyal to his leader.
              Now Orshpa would have a real war. One that did not rely on taking one planet at a time. He would be the demons of old, visiting their wrath down upon their onto these creature's planets. His clan ancestors would ride with his star-warriors and Destroyer's. He would scourge these creatures’ planets with the full might of all the clans.
              “Yes war leader,” Darsoo said, he, and all the command staff bowing to Orshpa. He gnashed his teeth together, finally he would have all the might of the Kalu behind him.
              “What is our fleet's numbers?” He asked, ending the moment, there was work to be done.
              “There are fifty star-destroyer's left, three hundred star-warriors and forty three thousand Kalu fighters War leader,” A seer said.
              “Rally our forces and make sure they are ready to rally our people to battle. Make it clear that we are not pulling back, merely gathering the forces we need to entirely crush these creatures and that we will not deny any Kalu from joining us,” Orshpa said, knowing how to play on the mindset Edvasho had ingrained into the Kalu.
              
              ***
              
              “It looks like it's time to get to work ladies, gents and the rest of you,” Smith said, reading a transmission from Cheerleader as he pressed play on his newest play list.
              “I want those Destroyers,” he said, flight plans coming in hard and fast as a guitar started playing in his ear and over the comms channels.
              “Livin' easy
Lovin' free
Season ticket on a one way ride “
              Smith drained a capacitor, using the power to generate a wormhole, using the sensor platforms across Rosho he was able to pick his emergence point with damned good accuracy.
              “Takin' everythin' in my stride
Don't need reason
Don't need rhyme
Ain't nothin' that I'd rather do
Goin' down
Party time
My friends are gonna be there too “
              Smith muttered the songs' lyrics as he emerged from his wormhole, stabilized his Jump fighter, powering his drives and shooting nuclear bombs out of his back end. He rode the explosion, adding to his nearly non-existent acceleration. The bombs came out in sequence, each of them giving his craft a directed explosion as he came into missile range of his first Destroyer.
              “This is Roman Candle one, lighting the fuse,” he said to his pilots as he armed and sent his missile's flying at the Destroyer.
              “I'm on the highway to hell
On the highway to hell
Highway to hell
I'm on the highway to hell”
              The missiles were the bomb-pumped variants. They released their invisible beams of destruction on the Destroyer, piercing through multiple decks and causing explosive decompression.
              “Here come the bastards,” Julxar said as fighters that had been heading towards the destroyer's or were on them, started to turn towards the new threat the jump fighter's presented.
              “Thankfully they left the door open,” Smith said, selecting multi-head missiles, firing them right at the Destroyers fighter bays as he used a bank of capacitors to supercharge his rail gun, he unleashed a barrage of plasma bolts at the fighter bay he hadn't targeted with his missiles.
              “Time to move,” he said, more to himself than anything as another Jump-fighter's bomb-pumped lasers raked the same Destroyer.
              Smith plotted a wormhole, using a capacitor's charge to create the wormhole, he updated his new co-ordinates and his new intended target as his jump ship projected a wormhole.
              “Nobody's gonna mess me around
Hey, Satan
Payin' my dues
Playin' in a rockin' band
Hey, mamma
Look at me
I'm on the way to the promised land” Smith murmured along with the song's lyrics, the last words coming out in a grunt as his jump-ship caught the wormhole, Smith using it, his bomb generated acceleration, his thrusters and drive, slowing him and turning him in violent g forces.
              As soon as it started it was done and he was careening towards his next target.
              “Woo hoo! That is what I am talking about!” Smith yelled, he would have jumped up if he was in a MEF, but the jump-fighter's jelly cockpit which had kept him alive in that last turn stopped him.
              Adrenaline and wake-up that had kept him alert buzzed through his system as he selected his rail guns, he was down to three capacitors at full charge, and good ole rail cannons would be fine for the beleaguered Star-destroyer in front of him. Rounds streaked out from his craft, catching the light of Rosho system's sun. The Destroyer was too big and too slow to get out of the way, though the fact it was piloted by Kalu Traditionalists was probably its downfall. It turned into the oncoming jump-fighter, the rounds hammering its forward sections.
              “Don't stop me
I'm on the highway to hell
On the highway to hell
I'm on the highway to hell
On the highway to hell”  
              Smith grinned like a shark.
              “Well, if they're giving me such a nice opportunity, I should take it,” he said, firing his laser-missiles directly at the Kalu Destroyer. Laser's tried to catch him as he used the incredible manoeuvrability of the jump fighter to its limits. They didn't even care to shoot at the missiles as all four channelled their payload right down the already weakened frontal armor of the Star-destroyer.
              The first two lasers hammered the armor into oblivion, the third added to that destruction. The fourth, hit where the second laser had struck.
              “And it was juuuust right,” Smith said, the laser penetrated the armor, driving deep into the Destroyer.
              “Course correction,” Smith said, seeing another target and plotting course changes, thankfully he wouldn't need to do any high g course changes on this one.
              He submitted his path, putting on more speed to get clear of the destroyer and its surrounding star-warriors.
              The destroyer he'd just raked with four missiles buckled and then broke apart in a flash of light.
              “Seems you got that one's power plant commander,” Someone commented.
              “Best aim in the game,” Smith laughed. “Keep those course corrections coming in, we won't be the only one's messing about with the Kalu for long,” Smith said, casting an eye to his constantly updating chart of his people and their jump fighters.
              They had taken out five Destroyers, wounded fifteen, and they were just starting. To an outside eye it was chaos, to Smith it was the greatest show in the universe. Jump fighters hit Destroyers from one direction, using their agility and devastating weapon systems to fly in, hit their targets and fly away as another jumper came in from another direction.
              Death by a thousand cuts, well rents, and damned big ones.
              Smith checked the report on the first Destroyer he had hit. It was fighting with only its armament, none of the Kalu fighters could get in or out of the bays.
              Smith's face went hard as his screen popped an alert up, three jump fighters had fallen so far.
              “Tighten it up people, as soon as you're down to one capacitor, or twenty percent ammunition, pull back to your designated rally points,” Smith reminded them, knowing that a number of them were going to push for more time on target.
              While Jumpers packed one hell of a punch that came at a cost. They ate through ammunition and power at an alarming rate when they were in combat.
              Smith was coming in on a Destroyer that had just been hit by three Jumpers already, a group of fighters were swarming around the ship to come at Smith. He started inputting commands for wormhole generation as well as basic commands, he knew what hell he was going to put on his body.
              Better to hurt than be dead. He thought, charging his rail cannons, firing plasma right up the Kalu Destroyer's back end, alarms rang as he depleted his capacitor's his rail cannons fired their normal rounds.
              “Take this your fuckers,” Smith said, firing three of his four remaining multi-missiles at the swarms directed towards him. His last two remaining laser-missiles followed them.
              Smith initiated his braking-wormhole plan, his Jumper flipped, its drive going to max as it shot out double charged bombs to slow his momentum.
              Smith fought to stay conscious as his jumper created a wormhole, the jumper shook violently, causing Smith to pass out.
              He gasped, looking to his star-map, seeing the Carrier Rolund waiting.
              Jumpers were transiting near the carrier, heading straight for it. A few jumpers were already emerging, plotting their routes and jumping back into the fray.
              Smith powered his drive and headed for resupply, forwarding his information across.
              He looked over his displays and overall information feed. Cheerleader and Boot were just about to join into the fray.
              
              ***
              
              “Transition complete ship reports coming in,” Werv said beside Cheerleader, his head bent over the incoming reports.
              “Boot's carriers have brought the largest concentrations of Kalu forces under fire and are deploying their fighters and bombers,” Jorvut said from his sensor pit.
              “Very well, we shall follow engagement plan Rodeo,” Cheerleader said, looking to her star maps, her voice and expression like granite. The joking carefree Cheerleader was replaced by the true commander that had learnt under Salchar and been trained in the bloody battles with the Syndicate.
              The three solid formations split without issue, turning into search and destroy squadrons.
              Her fleet had transited into the system damned close in terms of space, but it would still be a matter of hours before they closed in on the Kalu formations.
              The Jumpers were doing what they did best, bringing havoc and chaos down on their enemy. The fifty destroyers and their fighters were doing everything possible to crush the jump fighters, but they were too fast, too unpredictable for the Kalu to handle. They had got about seven fighters, but the fighters had left at least ten destroyer's lifeless.
              The fighters concentrated on Star-destroyer's far from the Free Fleet formations as MEF's and brand new bombers joined the fight.
              Good luck Boot. Cheerleader said, looking at the targets that separate squadrons had designated and going over reports of ship issues. With a fleet this size there was bound to be some.
              Thankfully none of them were critical, yet.
              
              ***
              
              Commander Boot transited into the system, Cheerleader's forward elements passing through their own wormholes.
              “Tactical, would you please announce our presence to these Kalu bastards,” Boot said conversationally, knowing full well his words would be passed around at almost the same speed as his true orders.
              “It would be my pleasure commander,” Tactical said, pressing a command for all tactical commanders and gunners on the twenty seven corvettes, thirteen destroyers, eight Battle cruisers five Battle-carriers, two true carriers and one super-carrier that made up Commander Boot's fleet.
              “Gunners do what you do best!” He barked, pressing another button which fired a pre-set barrage in every direction, the missiles adjusting onto their targets in flight as the carrier's cannons were run out, firing at almost the same second they were declared as ready.
              Fighters and Bombers that had been clamped to the carrier's exterior, released their clamps.
              Their deployment took a matter of seconds instead of hours.
              Fighter commanders worked together to guide their wings onto targets as Boot watched, as the shocked Kalu were greeted by a wall of nuclear blasts and composite metal rounds. For a minute his prim and proper mask fell as his manipulators moved in calculated glee.
              “That'll show those Kalu fuckers,” He murmured, not seeing Tactical's own Avarian grin as he passed on his commander's words, knowing full well the effect it would have on the gunners and pilots as they hammered the Kalu which had been some terrible nightmare.
              The new bombers fired a barrage of missiles as they closed with the enemy, there was a bomber to every wing, all of them loaded with laser missile's targeted at star destroyers.
              MEF's battled Kalu fighters, deploying their new multi-warhead missiles, or splitters as some had come to call it.
              The Kalu fighters were thrown apart, in their attempts to swarm back together, they were run down by coordinated fighter wings.
              Cheerleader's squadrons were now bringing the Kalu under fire, cannons released their gunner's anger on the Kalu, Star Warriors staggered like drunkards as rounds ripped through them. Main cannons blared their defiance, tearing into the thickest armor and exploding, ripping sections of Destroyer apart.
              “Nav, it does seem that our targets are thinning. If you and sensor's find us a new hunting ground it would be much appreciated,” Boot said in his usual calm tone, restraining himself from jumping up and whooping. A commander must keep up appearances after all.
              “Yes Commander Boot!” Helm sounded as if they had been given a damned present instead of a demanding task that they were only too pleased to complete.
              Boot allowed his manipulators to twitch, a feeling of knowing that this was where he was meant to be, and that this was what he was meant to do filling him with purpose and drive.
              He revelled in hard decisions and issues, not because he liked them, but because he knew he would take them all on to protect his people.
              
              ***
              
              Orshpa ripped the banister in front of him apart and into a console.
              “We make for Xentar,” He barked to his people, even though it was clear that the majority of the Kalu fleet were engaging these silent clans be damned Free Fleet.
              “What do we tell them?” Darsoo said, knowing full well that not many Kalu would want to leave a battle other than for a damned good reason.
              Orshpa paused before answering, knowing that Darsoo was asking not to challenge, but rather look out for his war-leader.
              “We must tell Xentar and our people of this Free Fleet's betrayal. Otherwise we will be cursed as we become the silent clans own. Cowards and the dishonourable will use our traditions against us in this battle. We must tell others so that they are not also tricked by these creatures,” Orshpa's voice rose to an almost blood-crazed yell.
              Darsoo and Orshpa made eye contact, Darsoo looking away quickly, Orshpa made a noise in his throat that made Darsoo look up into his war-leader's eyes.
              Orshpa tilted his head slightly, indicating his understanding of Darsoo's devotion and ability to think when he had not, and the promise that he would be rewarded for his insight.
              Darsoo quickly lowered his eyes in reverence to his war-leader.
              Orshpa made another growling noise that told Darsoo he was effectively dismissed.
              Darsoo got on the talker-Kalu who passed the word to the fleet. As well as orders to form up and head for the jump limit through the Free Fleet's ships.
              Turning and running from their guns would have been tantamount to Orshpa committing suicide. By running through the Free Fleet's position, it at least showed their willingness to fight. Something that a new War-leader needed to prove immediately. Having Kalu thinking that their war-leader cared more for their lives than attacking the enemy. It didn't put a war leader in the best position.
              It took time and Orshpa having to talk to a few of the Kalu ship-leaders to get his people moving, but they did, Forty Star Warriors lost to the black, an just twenty two star destroyers remained.
              “Full acceleration,” Orshpa said as most of his Kalu had answered his call.
              The enemy groups were closing in on the Kalu mess, their rail cannons fired, ships turning to bring fresh batteries into position as the last cannon batteries checked their weapons.
              The Kalu's lasers weren't in the kind of massed fired that could penetrate the ship's shields, especially in the manner that the Free Fleet ships moved to cover one another, sharing the damage over multiple shields and crafts.
              It spoke of damned good discipline, communication and command.
              Bombs were deployed, pushing the Kalu through the enemy formation faster and faster. Fighter's and newly armed bombers launched their payloads into the oncoming Kalu ships. Orshpa watched with dark satisfaction as lasers caught some of those damned ships out. His own fighters were largely useless, as combat had cut them down, and the destroyers’ numbers were so low that many fighters were going to be left for dead. Those fighters were using themselves as piloted missiles against the Free Fleet ships. Some of them got through the scathing PDS fire, crashing into shields, a few overpowering those invisible barriers and striking the ship underneath and taking it out of commission, most of them permanently.
              Then the Kalu's passage seemed to slow.
              “What is going on?” Orshpa barked as readings started coming in and seers started roaring at one another.
              “They're using an acceleration system similar to our own. They're breaking themselves using it and keeping us in range. We will clear their guns but it will take longer,” A seer said.
              The sooner this Free Fleet is wiped out, the better. Orshpa thought darkly. Knowing that while the Free Fleet mounted weapons on every side. The Kalu didn't mount weapons on any side other than their front, and had weaker armor on their sides.
              The rear armor was only for acceleration. Something that the Free Fleet seemed to have picked up as cannons targeted this rear armor. Cracking it before Kalu leaders could realize what was going on and stop their accelerating bombs from deploying. Instead of accelerating the ships, the bombs used the weakened armor as shrapnel as the by-products of nuclear bombs spread through the internal areas.
              Orshpa winced as his star-destroyer groaned and shook with impacts. The decking shuddering as the craft continued through the mayhem.
              Eighteen star Destroyers and two hundred and twenty seven Star Warriors remained.
              “Get those fighters secured and ready a wormhole plan,” Orshpa said, disgust with the outcome as his first action as war leader of the combined clans, clear.
              “Wormhole emergence straight ahead,” A seer said.
              “Damn them and their damned ability to rise out of the black like damned silent spirits!” Orshpa's words acid. Finally looking up at the main screen.
              How, by the silent clans, can that move? He thought as cannons fired.
              
              
              ***
              
              “Alright Commander Whorst, your turn,” Commander Cheerleader said.
              “Helm, Nav, you heard the commander. Tactical I want those reports. Fighter Command, final checks,” Commander Whorst said, the area around his upper body became a sphere of holographically projected windows.
              “We have flight and wormhole plan commander,” Nav said as the Helm was inputting it.
              “Very good,” Commander Whorst said, he had been the commander of the Free Fleet forces surrounding Earth. While he did like the challenge that it had given him, he had wanted to do more with his skills. That came in the shape of war-station. The station was too big to be commanded by most ship commanders. But a man that had been a ship commander when the Free Fleet was humans, Kuruvians and Sarenmenti just out of slavery and then taken on the second biggest concentration of personnel and biggest ship building and production system. Well he might just have what it took to take on war station.
              “Batteries one through four, and four through eight are operational, all tubes and PDS report readiness,” Tactical reported snappishly.
              “Very good Frankeuw. Arfo, could you get me Commander Takahashi?” Whorst said to his communications commander.
              “Yes sir,” She said Whorst moving from one window that made up the sphere around him, to another.
              It does seem like those command and control games weren't such a waste of time Mum. He thought proudly, whizzing through information, passing down orders and making sure that his massive mobile station was ready to go.
              “Commander Takahashi is online,” Arfo said.
              “Thank you,” Whorst said, seeing the way Arfo's Sarenmenti tail twitched.
              It does seem that a British accent does have that affect. He thought, amused by his own thoughts as he opened the channel to Takahashi by grabbing the window, stretching his hand out and pulling it towards him.
              “Takahashi how are our Commandos looking?” Whorst said, shifting to less vital reports and Shrift's reports on power systems and shield generator limits.
              “Like the Kalu are going to have a bad day,” Takahashi said, Salchar had warned Whorst to keep a close eye on the Commander, while there was no love lost between Takahashi and Salchar. Stone warrior, as his Commandos called him, was a damned good commander, his fighting skills were also something to be seen.
              “That's what I like to hear commander,” Whorst said, a smile reaching his lips, even as his eyes darted between the different snippets at his hands.
              “We are ready for immediate wormhole generation on your command sir,” Peck said from Helm, all of his arms poised over controls.
              “I will look to my commandos Commander Whorst,” Takahashi said.
              “Very well commander,” Whorst said, cutting the channel.
              “Alright Devastahli, you ready to get your lumbering ass in gear?”
              “I thought you would never ask,” Devastahli said in his deep voice which turned to a growl with minimal effort.
              “Peck, if you please?”
              “Certainly commander,” Peck said as banks of capacitors drained to rip a hole through the fabric of space and bend it to the will of mere mortals.
              Whorst saw Dev's hologram turn to face the main screen, there was no chair, or slouching in his form anymore. Now he stood erect, a savage looking pole-arm in hand, four red orbs visible under his cloak.
              Whorst looked at Dev's arm, it was mottled and greyed with reflective metallic parts. Much like War station's hull.
              Dev looked to him, cocking his head in a most human nature. The AI's seemed to grasp and mimic another creature's body language the fastest.
              Whorst simply smiled, shaking his head and looking to the front screen.
              We might live in dangerous and terrible times, but there is no denying they have been the most wondrous and brilliant times of my life. He admitted as the wormhole stabilized and war-station entered the massive wormhole's event horizon, and came out of the other side.
              The Kalu fleet was straight ahead of War station as it emerged.
              “Dallaho, get those shields up, Frankeuw I believe I am seeing what your people might call a target rich environment. Would you be able to see if they can't do something about that?” Whorst said, some of Boot's sensibilities had rubbed off on him, or maybe the other way around with the time they had been two of the highest ranking commanders other than Silly in Sol system.
              “I thought you would never ask Commander,” Frankeuw said, taking a breath.
              “Alright you damned gun monkeys! Let's see if we can't give these Kalu a Free Fleet makeover!” He said.
              “Shields are fully operational commander,” Dallaho said.
              “Sensors are fully linked with FTL relays and sensor buoys, no change,” Zal said, his proper name was Zallavackashnofrarobopulus, the hell if anyone other than an Ershoe would be able to pronounce that.
              “Thank you,” Whorst said lightly, checking the flurry of reports from Shrift, it would be a damned long time to charge that capacitor again, but the power plants were already at max, charging it and ready to switch over to weapons.
              It seemed as if the gunners had read his mind, as every cannon that was facing the oncoming Kalu, fired as one. A wall of rounds crashed into the oncoming Kalu, it seemed that the shock of War-leader had made even the Kalu pause.
              Then the Kalu lashed out with lasers as rounds, from the size of a human's forearm, to that of a dumpster smashed its way through their ships.
              The ships seemed to accelerate faster, keen to make contact with War station.
              “Fighters are providing close support,” The Fighter commander said, the colors of her holographic display reflecting on her face as she dared not to look away.
              “Thank you Folla,” Whorst said, his eyes following the Kalu ships as they fired lasers into the massive planetary shields.
              “We are at eighty three percent in forward shields. Helm, request that we pivot five degrees to bring top shields to spread the weapons fire,”
              “Understood, shifting five degrees slant forward,” Peck said, thrusters the size of Destroyer's engines fired, the entire mass of the station tilting as batteries were rotated out, new ones were rotated in, mainly the more powerful and larger batteries that ran along War-station's spine.
              Whorst let a hungry look cross his face.
              It's about time we showed you what we're capable of.
              War-station and the Kalu fleet crossed one another, Cannons heat shrouds left a haze as round after round was sent flying at the Kalu.
              Kalu fighters headed for war-station's shields were engaged by the station's own fresh fighters. Rail guns and lasers flashed in that not so small battle, multi-warhead missiles leaving more than one Kalu swarm in chaos.
              War-station's shields flashed with impacts as Kalu ships fell again and again, the station's cannons pounding the hell out of the Kalu as if to make sure they were dead.
              Then it was over as the Kalu moved past.
              “Helm bring weapons to bear on the departing fleet, might as well give them a parting gift,”
              “Yes commander!” Peck said, clearly happy as he turned the lower sections of the station to face the departing Kalu. The station lumbered around as cannon fire continued to rain hell down on the fleeing Kalu.
              “Zal, enemy numbers if you please?” Whorst said, seeing that the Kalu fighters were being mopped up by PDS and MEF's quickly.
              “Ten destroyers and seventy nine Star Warriors remaining,” Zal said, pride ringing through his voice.
              “Well then Tactical, it does look like your people are pretty damned good shots,” Whorst said with a proud smile. He and his command team had been together only a few months, yet they were operating together like one well-oiled machine. Which was war-station was going to need to keep it moving and combat effective.
              “Arfo, request new orders from Commander Cheerleader. I want reports from every department at your earliest convenience,” Whorst's tone dipped, making 'earliest convenience' sound a lot like, 'right damned now'.
              Whorst pressed a button dedicated to connecting him with Shrift.
              “Alright, how are we looking?”
              “Like we're still only a damned third complete. Though all of our systems are holding up mostly. Power relays in some places came close to overloading, but we shut down power, we need to have those secondary relays all across the station. Currently only about half of the station's systems have at least secondary backups to keep them operational, or switch off to,” Shrift said, his tone pointed.
              “I know, you've told me, and I will get you as much damned help as I can, but as long as we are even a third effective, we've just shown, that still makes us pretty damned effective,” Whorst said, trying to get his chief engineer to look on the bright side.
              “Don't you be trying to butter me up Commander. Some of us have real work to deal with, instead of that damned dizzy sphere thing you seem to enjoy so much,” Shrift said, his disgust for the holographic sphere was legendary, he hated it. He'd come on the command deck once, seeing Whorst use the thing, and complaining of feeling like he was in a human drying machine, had retreated and never returned.
              “Very well, it is your job to be annoyed when things aren't complete I guess,” Whorst sighed.
              “Yes it is, a chiefs work is never done, especially when it takes ten minutes by lift to get from one side of the damned thing he's in charge of, to the other side!” Shrift admonished, but Whorst had learnt to tell when his engineer's complaints were also points of pride.
              Anyone that knew the work that Shrift had put into getting war-station to this point, could understand the Kuruvian's pride. It was one hell of an undertaking, and Shrift was damned well exceeding all of others expectations, though never his own it seemed.
              “Alright. Alright, I'll let you get back to it commander, I'll inform Takahashi to release the people he can to you. Though tonight I want everyone to have a night off. We've been going hard for nearly two months now, and we just hammered the piss out of the Kalu. I think blowing off some steam would be a good idea,” Whorst emphasized the last four words.
              “Very well, I will see to letting my people free,” Shrift sounded as if pained to let work fall by the wayside. Though he knew, as well as anyone else, the pressures and stresses that his people had been under.
              “Very good. I look forward to seeing you at the bar,” Whorst, cut the channel with a smile on his face. Salchar had made sure that there was a bar on every ship. As long as people didn't get belligerent, having a few drinks couldn't hurt, especially with a detox that would clear any toxins out of a person's system.
              Being far from home, or constant fighting, wore on a person, having a place to relax was pretty much necessary for the crew to relax.
              Whorst read the now incoming reports. He lost track of time until Zal announced the Kalu were opening a wormhole.
              We may have won a battle, but it took Rosho station and too many lives to get there. Whorst knew that this was but the beginning of a war the likes of which had not been seen in generations.
              With those sobering thoughts he turned back to his work.
              
              Chapter Hit them hard and hit them fast
              
              Bregend had not been sitting back as the Independent's sorted out their fighting forces. Jump ships had been sent to every system they could get to on their fuel and capacitors, launching sensor missiles that used the newly found FTL relays to feedback constant data to Bregend and Min Hae.
              The Kalu territory was spread over thirty six star systems. Of those thirty six, seven were habitable, and only four other systems had been detected building ships and having stations for Kalu to live on.
              All of the four dead systems were under the control of Orshpa's clan.
              Ashota had divulged information from his independent agents. Orshpa was clearly going to make a play for leader, and without Edvasho having Ashota in his corner, it wasn't that hard to think that he would win.
              Bregend and his Commanders had hashed out a plan to hit Orshpa's clans first. If the Independent's came then they could hopefully wrangle some warships from the Kalu traditionalists. Then Min Hae and Ashota's war of deceit would begin.
              Who's getting ahead of themselves? Bregend thought as he sat on his command chair, his fleet was readying itself for wormhole generation.
              Many of the Free Fleet had made it clear about their feelings on the Kalu. Bregend understood it, and he felt a slight animosity towards them.
              That was until Min Hae pointed out that the Sarenmenti, and the reformed syndicate members that made up the Free Fleet were no different. Hell these one's had been stranded on a planet because they had fought for change, instead of having change forced upon them.
              Bregend had pointed out those same facts to his crew's with a little more tack. His people had to have made the choice to join the Free Fleet just as he had.
              It had lessened the grumbling and dark stares, but it was still there. Bregend just hoped that a real battle might get his people and the Independent's on level footing.
              “We are ready for wormhole entry,” Wilma said from her position at the helm.
              “Then let’s get going,” Bregend said as his fleet followed his ship. He looked around the bridge, everyone was ready and waiting in their powered armor, tension clear in the air.
              Bregend looked over to his chief engineer Rous, who was studying his console intimately.
              Bregend let out a hot breath of air, remembering his engineer’s sighs and arguments as Bregend had copied a tactic right out of Salchar's handbook. Much to the annoyance of his chief.
              After all a ship was not supposed to have nearly half of its weight attached to his exterior! The corners of Bregend's lips quivered, unable to not think of the admonishment coming from his chief's lips.
              They entered the wormhole, emerging on the other side. Using the sensor missiles Wilma and the other Helms had been able to easily make a jump point that wasn't reliant on the stable jump limits.



              Which must have been a bit of a shock for the Kalu on the other side as a fleet emerged just two light seconds from their two dockyards.
              “Accelerating,” Wilma said as soon as they had cleared the wormhole, there was no need for shields, they would overload with what was blocking them.
              “Asteroid covering is holding,” Rous said, with a confidence that Bregend had to be appreciative of. No matter how impossible Rous thought something was, he would try it out until he would bet his young on it.
              “Very well, strike force one, continue as planned. Begin maximum acceleration. Strike force two, ready insertion into dockyard two,” Bregend said.
              The two ship yards were split into a star-warrior yard and a star-destroyer yard.
              There was nearly twelve thousand ships in the system, the largest concentration of ships in any Kalu system that Bregend's jump ships had been able to spread their missiles through. Yet only fifty or so were manned, and all of them were star-warriors.
              The sensor missiles had faithfully shown how the Star Warrior teams of ten rotated on patrols of their system. That had been surprising, no other clan except Orshpa's had ships even manned.
              The Kalu used their ships to get to battle, however they loved open spaces, the cramped interior of the Star Warriors and destroyers were only suffered when travelling to battle. No Kalu wanted to be on their damned ships more than they had to.
              So the Kalu had needed to find a place to store all of those ships while they trained and readied themselves for battle. They attached them to their shipyards, and then to one another, making the yards look like some odd modern art piece of identical ships stacked and protruding from one another.
              Which was why Bregend had ordered his fleet to attached asteroids to their exteriors.
              He had studied every battle Salchar had gone through, and a good number of Kalu-Union battles.
              All of his missiles might make a dent in the nearly nine thousand Star Warriors.
              Yet if he sent objects as large as a Star Warrior, powered with his new acceleration system. Well it could cause on hell of a headache.
              That same acceleration system went into overdrive, bombs coming out faster and faster as destroyers accelerated as fast as MEF fighters.
              Bregend grunted as the extra gravities wore on his body. Thankfully all types of gravity training, especially dealing in high gravity environment's had always been a core subject to Free Fleet personnel training.
              Bregend's body, with a bit of medical assistance and his battle suit, was able to handle gravities that Earth fighter pilots had endured, and be able to function and move.
              Though that didn't mean the extra gravities weren't annoying and tiring to deal with.
              The Star Warriors that were on patrol wouldn't see them for another twenty minutes. Three Star Warriors were powering up, that Bregend could see. Talking was becoming a chore so alerts were sent from each station.
              I wonder how long it will be before they start changing their tactics? Bregend thought, hoping that he would be able to have all of his targets in one vulnerable location again.
              “We're within launch range,” Tactical grunted more than said.
              Bregend waited, his hand on the command button that would release tethers and fire thrusters across all ships.
              He waited, his ships moving faster and faster, the braking limit appeared as he touched the button. Cables flew free as thrusters pushed the asteroid shards clear of their ships.
              Helm's fired forwards thrusters, cancelling all forward acceleration, and relieving some of the pressure.
              The asteroids headed towards the shipyard and its ships like deadly daggers of metal and rock.
              The fleet turned and used their engines to brake, their crews feeling the weight of giants lifted from their bodies as a more bearable number of gravities settled on them.
              Bregend was watching the asteroids, they maintained their imparted velocity, most of them tumbling due to the thrusters.
              They crashed into the yard, Star Warrior's tethers broke as ships flew free. Explosions ripped at the yard as it was pulled apart, the forces of the asteroid's impact causing it to break and shudder. It was unbelievable as ships exploded, others flew free and the yard came apart like a dandelion against a strong breeze.
              The three ships that had gone active were crushed, ripped apart or removed from existence by the explosive endings of their fellow craft.
              “I want shuttles moving to those Star Warriors closest, and were tossed free in the first impact. I have a feeling our Kalu Independents are going to need some craft to help us out,” Bregend said, breaking the silence that had descended on the Bridge, everyone's eyes glued to the destruction they had brought onto the Kalu's ships. Decades of work had just been destroyed in a matter of seconds. Thousands of ships had been destroyed or were tumbling across space.
              “The jump ships are engaging the patrol. Three ships are already down. The others are immobile,” Kyle said.
              “How is the second strike-force doing?” Bregend said, while the Star Warriors were a damned pain, the Star destroyers had showed their true effectiveness even if they had been given the wrong tactics book.
              While it would be awesome to have the Independent's in control of those ships and allied with the Free Fleet.
              But Min Hae knew that, he was not going to let a Star-destroyer leave that yard under Kalu traditionalist control.
              Bregend didn't have the new bombers with his fleet yet, but hopefully when Boot and Whorst joined him, that would change.
              They would be in Kalu space in five days, till then, Bregend was going to hit as many damned Kalu yards as he could.
              While the Kalu didn't seem to have FTL communications, Bregend knew that what could go wrong, would probably do so.
              Word would get out one way or another, so Bregend had made Wake-up available to everyone, they were going to need it in the coming week.
              Min Hae's ships weren't covered in asteroids but fighters and shuttles. They had launched as soon as they were free of their wormhole, sending thirteen thousand Kalu and four thousand Free Fleet personnel hurtling towards the Star-destroyer yards.
              In fifteen minutes they would land.
              
              ***
              
              Jesse Simiah was technically the commander of Bregend's ship's commandos. Yet now instead of being aboard his ship, he, and three quarters of his commandos were packed onto a shuttle with three times their number of Kalu readying themselves for battle.
              “Landing in five,” The pilot said.
              Simiah looked over his star-map. He was also technically in charge of all the commandos that were to attack the star-destroyer yard.
              Fat chance of that. He thought, battle in space was fought by squads and platoons. Battles were usually fought with large distances between groups of soldiers. The people on the spot had to make a decision and go with it most of the time. Commanders basically told their people what their basic objectives were and maybe other information they saw, or knew. The rest was up to the commandos, which was why Jesse was damned happy that Salchar, Henry and Bok Soo made it clear that they were not going to skimp on training. No matter amount of Commandos they wished they could have active, they would only pass commandos, nothing more, and never anything less.
              Which was why, instead of communicating to all of his sub-commanders, he left them to sort themselves out. They knew what their job was and all of them had memorized the Star Destroyers and yards layout to the deck plating.
              “Coming in hot!” The shuttle pilot said with some relish, they were technically the first force to ever board a Kalu vessel.
              The airlock made noises to say it was sealed before its software hammered the internal airlocks open and Commandos rushed through. Forces split, Independent's rushed out, using the curved walls to turn themselves.
              The Commandos entered the hangar, Jesse looking at the row upon row of Kalu fighters. They ran the length of the ship, rotating racks tens deep down the length of the behemoth.
              “We have captured this ship, my warriors are moving to the next ship,” The warrior leader Fali said in Simiah's ear.
              “Very well,” Simiah said, watching as the Kalu Independent's rushed out, only fifty staying to get the craft moving.
              “Back to the shuttle, we're onto the next one,” He said, watching as Min Hae and his fleet fired buckling cables into the station, rail cannons and PDS hit the thrusters and engines that kept the station from drifting, the Free Fleet ships, accelerated along the drift path of the yard, using their own engines at full to even impart some kind of momentum. It would take some time, but it was possible.
              Jesse was on his seventh destroyer when he ran into a traditionalist crew. There was eighty of them getting into fighters when Lofua, an Avarian heavy gunner, felt like saying hello with his rain cannon.
              “I think they won't be earning any frequent flyer miles today,” Jesse said, Lofua gave him a very Avarian grin as he rolled his eyes-in a very commanderly way of course.
              Eighty seven Star Destroyers were underway before the first Kalu fighters started deploying from traditionalist ships.
              MEF's made short work of them.
              “Take a rest,” Jesse said, his people were exhausted from jumping from ship to ship in an attempt to secure as many as possible of the enemies weapons.
              He watched the massive main screen, the star-destroyer's active sensors showed what was going on outside as he drank from his water tube.
              “About time they showed up,” Someone grumbled.
              A wormhole appeared as dozens of Kalu Independent ships emerged and headed for the yard.
              Jesse shook his head, three more destroyer's had released themselves from their mooring and were powering towards the rally point.
              Strike force two had spent the last while making sure that nothing would hit the Kalu station, where millions of Traditionalists watched their war machines being turned to uselessness, their enemy out of their grasp.
              The Hundred or so star-warriors on the station were powering for Bregend's ships, lasers and missiles fired Shields flashed, and rail cannons answered, the Kalu were too close and their acceleration already too high to turn as rail gun rounds ripped them apart. Missiles were met with PDS fire, only one Corvette was hit, its shields gone as it rotated out from the front battle lines.
              “I guess we just took a Kalu system,” Someone said.
              The Kalu on the Star-warrior yard had been probably killed, those in the patrol had been ambushed by jump ships and the few ships actually attached to the station would not survive Bregend's strike force.
              The Star-destroyer station looked to be mostly taken, the resistance was minimal, and the Independents were having a field day.
              “Jesus, we just stole two thousand Kalu Destroyers with less than fifty ships,” Ola, the card shark of Bregend's ship. Jessie didn't need to see his eyes to know they were twinkling with that ship bounty.
              The Free Fleet used an old system of ship capture. If a crew took a ship, then they would get a percent of the cost of the ship. While it wasn't much, a star ship was a damned expensive machine. A few star ships and someone would be set for retirement.
              It was a little known fact, the wealth of an individual in the Free Fleet.
              The originals had more than enough to settle anywhere they liked, rather comfortably. With the newest acquiring of Star-destroyer's Jessie wasn't going to be surprised if that net worth wasn't going to increase.
              We just have to get them into Union space somehow. He thought, wondering just how in the hell they would be able to pull that one off.
              There was also a number of Star Warriors littered through the system. It would be time consuming in the extreme to get all the functional ones together.
              Jesse wished they could have all been destroyed, or captured, but there was just too damned many of them.
              Kalu Independents were swarming over the Star-destroyers, getting into the yard they were attached to, and rushing for command centres.
              “This is Min Hae. I want a complete scan of that ship yard, Bregend gives us four hours until he can be within the vicinity. If we know how these stations are built, hopefully we can make our attacks even more effective. Move it Commandos, got a lot more work to do!” Min Hae said, cutting the channel as Jessie stood.
              “Sensors to max, teams of four. Quick but safe, I don't want to find out there are more Kalu hiding out the hard way,” Jessie's voice stern, making sure his point got across. “Move out people,”
              This is going to be one hell of a blitzkrieg if we pull it off.
              
              Chapter A new war-leader
              
              Orshpa entered Heija system for the first time. It wasn't hard to spot Heija actual, the Free Fleet and Kalu orbiting it from opposite sides as the light display inside the atmosphere reaching even his sensors at the jump limit.
              “Relay to Xentar my status as war-leader as well as orders to destroy the Free Fleet on the surface of the planet and join with our fleet so that we might gather all the ships of our clans, to avenge Edvasho and destroy these dishonourable pests,” Orshpa said, his armor carried new scars and burns from parts of the bridge falling on him and exploding under the damned Free Fleet station's fire.
              A talker started relaying the message as Orshpa nursed his rage.
              We will show them what we will do to their fleets and their people, starting with this planet. Orshpa thought, containing his blood rage in the knowledge of what new found hell he would bring down on these creatures in their homes and on their planets.
              He would bring the black silence of space to these creatures removing them and their race from the light.
              
              ***
              
              Xentar rushed from cover to cover, firing his lasers as he did. His enemy was a conniving one, using traps, explosives and bombs from above to kill his Kalu warriors. But he had plenty of Kalu in reserve and it would be but a matter of time before he broke through their lines and brought victory in Edvasho's name.
              His communications beeped as one of his talker's wanted his attention.
              He didn't want to answer the talker, instead continuing to fight these Commandos. Though it would only be of the utmost importance.
              “Talk,” Xentar ground out.
              “Orshpa and the remains of his fleet have emerged. He has declared himself war leader and orders us to attack the Free Fleet with everything we have. They betrayed Edvasho's trust, creating dishonourable stories to be repeated to those clans that follow us,” The talker was at least smart enough to say what the hell would interrupt Xentar's fight as fast as possible.
              Xentar's already blood-crazed state heightened.
              “We shall make this planet their graves, rip their ships from the sky and crush them with our full might on the ground,” Xentar said, his channel open to all of the Kalu.
              “We will make this planet a pyre to our war leader Edvasho!” He yelled, Kalu whose battle hormones sung with his words re-doubled their efforts as Xentar dg his claws into the ground and drove himself into a gallop. He ran faster and faster, turning the outcrop he had used as cover.
              “Edvasho! Edvasho!” He roared, cries of “Xentar! Xentar!” Coming back as Kalu moved like a sea of black against the Free Fleet lines.
              Xentar didn't see as every Star-Destroyer with fighters still in their hangars, released their eager fighters, like flies from a carcass. Star-warriors fired missiles at the Free Fleet ships, some accelerating for the Free Fleet formation, others dropping towards the ground, creating and artificial night with their numbers.
              
              ***
              
              “Salchar!” Krom said, actually shaking me as Yasu beside me groaned in annoyance, pushing my groggy form away.
              “What?” I said, my body still trying to figure out what being awake meant.
              A noise halfway between a whining noise and groan rose from Yasu's sleeping form. A sleepy smile grew on my face as I remembered the noises from the night before.
              “Battle has come master, the Kalu come with all their number and attack our ships as they attack our lines. We are being pushed back. The people need you,” Krom said.
              “Power my HAPA,” I said, my tone dull as my face forgot the smile of moments before, instead feeling like it was chiselled from granite as I stood. Being embarrassed about my nakedness was a moot point, action was called for, and I had seen enough naked bodies for a lifetime.
              Krom gave Krom gave Yasu and me our battle suits.
              “Will do commander, I'm going to get some more ammo,” Krom said, bowing to both me, and Yasu who was now awake.
              I looked to my wife, both of our faces hard.
              “Wake-up?” She said, swinging out of bed in her own naked form.
              “Yes,” I said, grabbing two ampules from my bedside, then pausing before I threw it, admiring my wife's figure. Who cocked her hip, and pointed to her face. Her eyes seemed to say really? A part of my granite features broke as I shrugged.
              Well what did you expect? I thought, she shook her head as if understanding my own thoughts. I tossed her an ampule and her battle suit.
              She caught both as we dressed in silence, sealing our battle suits and putting the ampule into our forearm mounted medical unit.  I pulled two medical packs and gave them to Yasu, turning as she fitted one to my back.
              Her arms held me tightly as if impressing the moment in her memory.
              I kissed her cheek and smelt her familiar sent.
              Then we released one another as she handed me her medical pack and I took off the one on her back and replaced it.
              She turned, our eyes saying everything we could think of.
              “I love you,” I said, I didn't say it much, but I meant it every time. It was not a saying that I thought should be thrown around all the time. Right now there were so many things I wanted to say to her, yet there was so many things I didn't know how to say at that moment. Words were a poor way to express my feelings.
              “I love you too,” She said, smiling as her eyes filled with water. There were no words I had to express how I wished to wipe away those tears and never see them. All I could do was wrap her in a hug as if my arms and body could somehow stop the emotions raging in both of us to stop.
              Unbidden tears filled my eyes as I stopped myself from shaking.
              Then we pulled apart, looking at one another.
              “I'll see you soon,” She said, standing on her tip toes as I bent down and we kissed.
              It was painfully short, my lips aching for more as her hands found mine and we looked into one another's eyes, squeezing one another's hands before I turned and walked out of the room.
              “Alright Shreesht what's happening?” I said, flooding my system with wake-up as any tiredness fled my body.
              Part of my mind wandered back to Yasu, but I had thousands of people to look after, all of them with people that they had left to fight this war, or were leaving right now to man their powered armor, HAPA's and systems.
              “Here is the newest reports from Rick. He has opened up on the Kalu.
              
              ***
              
              Rick and Marleen had been on the Bridge of Resilient when reports of a wormhole came in.
              Rick had been sitting in the secondary seat for Tactical, he looked to his wife, squeezing her hand as he moved to Salchar's seat.
              “Sensor's confirm those ship's identities,” Rick said.
              “They confirm the profile sent by Cheerleader and Boot,”
              “Communications watch, sound battle stations please. Marleen prepare missile salvo along pre-set targets. Make sure all gunnery watches are ready as their full crew get into position,” Rick said, looking to Marleen.
              This is it. He thought, his eyes reflecting that as she looked back to him.
              I know my love. Her eyes filled with fire as a grin that he had seen in all too many sparring matches with his wife.
              They'd better watch out. She turned to her station as Rick felt a spark of amusement and pride inside.
              Yup, that's what I'm married to, and wouldn't have it any other way.
              He thought, activating his screens ships going from half watches to full readiness with practised efficiency.
              “Kalu ships are re-orientating themselves,” Sensors called out.
              “Shields up,” Rick said as people that had been off duty started rolling through the Bridge's doors, talking to those that had been on watch to be in the loop before they took over.
              “We have a massive outburst of Kalu fighter's more than before,” Sensors called out.
              “Marleen, execute missile Salvo, guns are cleared,” Rick said as missiles burst from the fleet, headed for per-designated targets for the most effect.
              Star Destroyers without the time to bring their weapons to bear were ripped apart, Cannons that had been manned by watch crews were rammed into ready positions as Gunners started pounding on the Kalu.
              “Alright ladies and gents it's about time we got into this flight. I want every fighter that we have in the sky,” PDS systems opened up on the fighters that were headed directly for the fleet. Kalu ships dove for the surface of Heija.
              “Ready all Commandos on board to be ready to repel boarders,” Rick said as Star-warriors made their targets clear as their bomb-pumped drives kicked off.
              “Nav I want us in the best position to use all of our guns,” Rick kept the orders flying as the command crew worked like hells own workers as the fleet, like some kind of half-asleep Dragon came to life in flame and death.
              “Changing to laser missiles and splitters,” Marleen said, more and more of the regular missiles getting shot down.
              “They are targeting sensor platforms,” Walf said, there was no panic in his voice, just the calm voice of someone that expected everything to go wrong to do so.
              “Some sensor missiles tactical, we want to be able to see the bastards’ burn,” Rick said.
              “Yes sir!” Marleen said parts of the star-map that had become wire frames were cleared up in a few moments.
              “New positions to bring the most weaponry to bear sent to your console,”
              “Pass it on Ben, I trust you to not put us in a black hole,” Rick said, allowing a glimmer of a smile on his lips.
              “Yes sir,” Ben said, his tone at odds with his commanders as he saw to getting the fleet shifted into position.
              “Destroyer Vagabond has taken severe shield damage, they are rolling to interpose extra shields, but they are under heavy contact by Kalu fighters. They're practically right next to a Star Destroyer,” Walf said.
              “Well Marleen I sense a new target for your guns,” Rick said.
              “Vort, tell Heston his biggest priority is those damned Destroyer's the one's with fighters and closest to us are the biggest priority. Marleen could you get some laser missiles on those dear?”
              “Certainly,” She said, Rick could see the amused head shake she gave at his slip-up as she tapped away at her controls.
              “All helms confirm receipt, Fleet ready for movement,” Milra said.
              “Well Helm, I see no time better than the present,” Rick said back, watching the star-map as he talked. Mere minutes ago it had been a place of calm, now it was a true battlefield, Kalu and Free Fleet formations hammering one another with lasers and missiles with abandon.
              The Kalu were so tightly packed that they weren't able to bring all their weapons, or missiles to bear. Something that Rick was thankful for. The first wave of missiles had struck down forty seven Star-Destroyer's. Each missile had been picked out for precision, hitting the weakest parts of the star-destroyer's and the one's that had been filled with Kalu fighters.
              Though it didn't seem to have much affect by the number of fighters that were now streaming out of the damned two to three hundred Destroyer's remaining.
              Thankfully half of them were empty, and half of the number leaving the destroyers were headed for Heija.
              “Vort, the ground..,” Rick started to say.
              “...has been fully appraised of the situation and is reacting as necessary,” Vort said, cutting off his commander. Not many would have done so, but Vort and Rick had known one another for a number of ears, and battles now.
              Rounds started flying from the ships on the surface of Heija, missile tubes released their payloads as they too added their weight to their brothers and sisters onslaught above.
              “That's what I'm talking about Lifendi,” Rick said making a fist and pumping it slightly in victory. Foshunti might have a small squadron on the surface of Heija, surrounded by Kalu, but still his crews were fighting with the perseverance that the Free Fleet was feared for.
              Laser-missiles struck Star-destroyer's engine's causing them to lose altitude. If it had been in the black of space then the Destroyers would have been fine, but now, so close to the atmosphere as the Kalu had wished to rush down and join the battle on the surface. The fighter's leaving the destroyers were thrown as atmosphere ripped at the ship, Heija pulling the destroyers down like a Rick would imagine a Kraken would.
              “Nice shooting Tactical, keep it up,” Rick said as more destroyer's engines were struck, the ships ripped apart by the laws of gravity and air friction.
              One smashed into a mountain range, the entire ship going up in a ball of plasma, and burning. Burning like no ship would in vacuum.
              Gunners changed their targets to ship's engines, it took some time for the ships to be claimed by gravity, but at least slowing the enemy at this point was a plus.
              Marleen stood at her station, missile salvos that had already been programmed in were flying free of the fleets tubes in synchronization.
              Gunners were leaning into their guns fully, the AI enhancements making one gun team as effective as four teams would have been.
              “Tactical, you may run down to the gunnery decks,” Rick said, knowing that she was of little difference up on the command deck for the immediate future. Also knowing that his gunner's accuracy, savagery and rate of fire took a jump up as their tactical commander wrangled and gun and got into hammering the enemy, clearing and firing like the best of them.
              As much as she liked being in the gun pits, she was a necessity on the bridge. Though as Salchar had let her loose, sometimes even following her down to gunnery. Rick was not going to challenge his commander's precedent. Or listen to the eventually reasoning Marleen had for being on the gunnery deck.
              “Aye, Aye commander!” she said, her eyes sparkling with excitement at the new challenge of her task. She snapped two fingers in his direction. Rick knew she was more at home kicking round feeds until they cooperated and slamming rails out and into place than on the bridge.
              “Seventy six percent shields,” Krat said, looking to Rick. “Once they get around the atmosphere and get a bead on us then we're going to get hammered,” He said, voicing what Rick already knew, and reminding him.
              “Well we best give them a smaller window. Milra, Ben,” He said, his voice snappish as both heads cracked around as Rick studied the main screen.
              “What would give us greater acceleration through the Kalu, I want us coming around the planet as fast as we can, then braking as we come across the Kalu formation. They've come this far,” Rick looked to them and the crew which were looking at him with looks of confusion.
              Charge the Kalu? Are you crazy? They seemed to say as Rick's thoughtful look stretched into something much more feral and hungry, much as a wolf might smile when its prey had walked into its domain. “I think it would only be fair to give them a full fleet broadside,”
              Those concerned looks from before turned into thoughtful looks for those that were still understanding what he was saying, others shook their heads, expressions of  Here we go again, a Free Fleet commander at it again. Tugging at their mouths or expressive modicums.
              Milra and Ben looked to one another, a silent look passing between them before they both turned to their consoles.
              Rick sat back in his chair, settling his face into a more official expression as he looked to the ground.
              He was sending constant reports to Salchar, now he received an order.
              About time we were getting the hell out of here anyway. Salchar's message said.
              “Ben, Milra, once we clear the Kalu formation I want us to dive into the atmosphere, we will provide support to the fleet on the ground and hopefully lure the rest of the Kalu onto the surface,” Rick said.
              “Certainly commander,” Ben said, as if the order was as normal as plotting a wormhole.
              Well even that was odd at one time. Rick remembered.
              “Resilient, I was wondering if we could re-purpose a few PDS to help out our gravity trapped fellows,” Rick said.
              “Certainly commander. I will forward a link to Bok Soo, if he requires support fire,” Resilient said in her calming motherly tones.
              “Thank you Resilient,” Rick said, throwing quick reports to Salchar as he watched the rest of the fleet manoeuvre.
              
              ***
              
              “You mother fucker!” I said as a Kalu jumped, grabbing my left cannon, a blast from my right left nothing but chunks.
              Another rushed up the berm, coming right for me. I pulled my hands off of the controls, pulling a shotgun from my right side.
              “Hello,” I said, pulling the trigger, the Kalu getting a blast of plasma in the face for its trouble. I cocked the shotgun, dropping it as the string it was attached to, kept it next to me and ready.
              “Need a reload,” Krom said, he was a whirl of blades, Cannons and Kalu. He used the HAPA as if it was an extension of himself, he didn't fight. He danced, the dance of the awakened in its element.
              I let go a guttural roar, my speakers making it a wall of sound that dominated even the Kalu's own war cries as I grabbed my cannon handles. Rounds spat from my cannons, Kalu movement was rewarded with a blast from my cannons.
              A beeping filled my helmet.
              “Reload!” I yelled the request, switching my right arm to a blade. I scanned the battlefield. Above MEF's and Kalu fighters clashed, PDS systems from the ships behind the lines crashed into the Kalu fighters. More PDS systems fired over the lines into the advancing Kalu, but there was too many of them.
              Rail cannons thumped rhythmically, their massive rounds smashing Heija's ground as if it was gods own anvil. The front lines were alight with weapons fire directed at the oncoming Kalu. Most of the lines were actually fighting hand to hand, the bluish green illuminating the dark holes, armor from both sides illuminated with the deadly light of plasmid weaponry.
              The battlefield the Kalu advanced on was an explosion of dirt and rocks as rounds landed from above, lines of rounds cut across it, yet still the black seething mass of Kalu warriors continued, racing on their four limbs to close with us. Their lasers flashed in the short bursts they were capable of.
              It was hell incarnate, a landscape of pure and unadulterated war.
              I shut my brain off, right now I wasn't Commander Salchar. I was the commando that would do whatever his CAMC told him to support his brothers and sisters.
              “Missiles,” I said, firing the last four missiles at a particularly large concentration of Kalu. My missile pods rotated back and I squeezed my left trigger, three Kalu that had turned towards Krom, Shreesht and my own pit, turned into bleeding armor. I used my plasmid blade like a bat, smashing it through a Kalu that leapt for Shreesht's left arm.
              I felt a laser strike my leg, I gritted my teeth in pain, moving out of the way of the laser, sending thousands of rounds at the lasers shooter. I raked the closest Kalu, my left arm beeping that it was nearly out, I switched it to a blade, jumping at the Kalu. They seemed intent on returning the gesture, jumping and targeting my sword arms. I punched my sword through a Kalu in a cross, the HAPA's power and the plasmid sword making short work of the creature as it slid off my right my left underhanded hook taking another Kalu's face off. A kick with my right foot caved A Kalu's side in and sent them flying. My kick left my back exposed. I pushed off of my right foot, swinging me to face the Kalu fully. I sensed more than saw the Kalu that had been going for my back. A left hook and my plasmid sword waited for them, their own momentum impaling them on my blade. I brought my left over to slash another, the carcass of the last coming off and smacking them backwards. I switched my right sword to a cannon, blasting the closest Kalu, giving myself some damned breathing room.
              “Reload here!” Shreesht yelled, he didn't have the time to change his cannon to a sword as he smacked a Kalu out of the air, riddling them with holes as they landed.
              I looked over at Krom, he was deep within the Kalu. My HUD showed his ammunition was out. I fired another burst at would be attackers. My left hand grabbed grenades in the opposite side of the shotgun I tossed them as far as my power armor enhanced would allow me. I turned my cannon onto the swarm around Krom, he was barely stopping the multiple attackers. The unnatural speed of an awakened keeping him alive. I fired my right cannon as my left rotated into place. Krom used his HAPA's strength, actually doing a damn back flip into the pit, he drove his sword into the ground stopping his momentum, slicing a Kalu in half, skewering another as my cannon fire smashed into the Kalu that had surrounded him.
              The reloading crew wasted no time now he was in at least some kind of cover. They rushed up to him, slapping feeders into his back, his swords rotated out as rounds were fed to his cannons.
              The two person reloading crew smacked the locks on the spent missile pods with hammers, the pods fell away as they lifted replacements into place.
              I turned back to my area. Fatigue had made my mind wander.
              “Well come on you fuckers, let's dance!” I said, I still had five percent ammunition left in my cannons, and my plasmid wasn't running out any time soon.
              My right rotated into a sword, I smacked a leaping Kalu down, my left sending a blast into another's mid riff. I sent another burst across the front lines. My rounds smashed into the Kalu fighting to get into the trenches, or were crowding to follow their own brethren down.
              “They're bringing everything down!” Someone yelled, I gave a glance to the sky, that pause, rewarding me with a Kalu biting my HAPA's foot, my sword cut them in half, I switched my right to a sword, the cannon now dry. Missiles streaked over my head, Krom looked to be ready once again.
              “Reload!” Shreesht called.
              “Salchar, get your arse back here, you're nearly out,”
              “Hah! Am I'm the only one that has been close to zero?” I barked as I started walking backwards over the Kalu that had gotten too close to my pit for comfort. The Kalu were a sea, they were smashed by boulders and rocks, even the cliffs of the front lines, but still a few made it past those cliffs.
              Krom's guns went live as he pushed back the front line in front of the pit I turned and jumped back into the pit, turning so the re-loaders to get to my ports and missile pods.
              Only the most proficient had survived this long, it was a damned hellish way to separate people.
              They got the pods on and the loader was hurling rounds into my internal storage as I switched to cannons and took over watching over my own arcs. I was supposed to be looking after the frontage of the pit as the other two looked after the lines on either side. The reality with the oncoming hell storm of Kalu, was we were just fighting for our survival at this point. My mind wandered to where Yasu was, or Bok Soo, or the hundreds of people I had come to know more than anyone than someone that hasn't fought alongside people for their very lives would understand.
              I took another glance at the sky, my HUD overlaying a wire grid so I could see the ships in orbit.
              Kalu ships descended like some artificial night. Free Fleet ships fired everything and anything that they had, hammering the Kalu. Kalu fighters were split into two groups, those attacking the Free Fleet ships, and those descending to press their attack on the surface.
              We needed something to give us the time to instigate operation 'get the fuck off of this rock'.
              While the fighting in orbit was severe, it was minimal. With time the Free Fleet could win. Rick had it well in hand. He hadn't been sitting up there and wasting his time away. He had taken out hundreds of ships, thousands had incurred damage. Star-destroyers had been the first targets. Rick seemed to be keeping track of those that had full fighter contingents and those that hadn't. His first attack had devastated them.
              The fighters that had been resting up for their next engagement had been well drilled. They had got amongst the Kalu and given them a new one. Their targets had been the destroyers as well.
              The Kalu in their disorganized assembly they had created out of their want to be on the planet as quick as possible, had made it practically impossible to have a mutual defence. The Kalu were mostly silent, for fear that they would hit one another instead of the enemy. Most were using their ships in an effort to crash into fighters. It was crazy and damned hard, but they still had around fifteen hundred ships in orbit, or descending.
              Kalu ships were split apart as the new multi-warhead missiles hit their varying targets. The Kalu's lack of shields put them at a marked disadvantage.
              They cracked, bled atmosphere, blossomed into fire balls and...
              Ships descending, all of them the same design, no shields, high powered power plants, filled with missiles and nuclear bombs to accelerate themselves. I turned my fire onto a swarm that seemed to have disengaged the fighters above. My rounds piercing the heavens, bringing a rain of Kalu fighters to the ground.
              I looked at the Kalu enemy, wire diagrams from sensor readings still filling my vision as I saw twenty or so Star Warriors land in the massive formation of Kalu ships.
              “Bok Soo, I have one hell of a bomb that could give us the time we need to get off this planet,” I said, my mind working.
              “You are damned insane man!” Bok Soo said.
              “I know! Makes it interesting. Resilient!” I yelled, my earpiece pinged that she was online.
              “Okay, so we're going to have to change our plan escape somewhat. It's going to be damned risky, but I think we can pull it off,” I said.
              “What do you need?” Resilient asked.
              “First, I need all of the Kalu on the planet, for that I need the fleet to come down to the planet. Come in behind the mountains, smash the Kalu on the front lines. We use the confusion to give the Commandos and ground forces enough time to get to the ships. We need to give the Kalu enough time to swarm the planet. When the Kalu are smacking on our armor we head for space, we hit their landed ships with whatever artillery we have. Those ships are bombs if we hit them in the right places. Resilient I want you and planner to work on the best way to entice all of the Kalu down based on your knowledge of them, then I want you to make a present firing solution to turn those ships into bombs, with atmosphere those ships turning into bombs is going to have a hell of a punch,” I said.
              “You're insane,” Resilient said, even though her tone was thoughtful. “I'll work on it and relay your plan to Rick,”
              “Thanks, and tell him good work with the Destroyers,” I said, being released by the re-loaders.
              “Certainly,” she said, cutting the channel, she had work to do after all.
              “How bad is it?” I asked Bok Soo. My attention was on the battlefield now, my cannons hadn't stopped firing since I had been reloading, there was little need to aim, my twin streams found Kalu wherever they went.
              “Bad,” His tone grave. “The left flank is gone, we're using constant shelling and pushing whatever ship personnel we can pull to fill the gap, we're out of reserves. We're fully committed, but so are the Kalu, the numbers we're dealing with are just too many for even our massed firepower. Thankfully the Kalu are basically only fighting us hand to hand, with there being so many of them it's hard for them to shoot their lasers without hitting their own people. Foshunti is personally seeing to the mountain guns getting reloaded, they're battered to hell as they are still in the Kalu's line of fire. The fighters are getting hammered by the swarms, but they've had enough time fighting them that they know what to expect,”
              Rounds from the heavens hammered across the battlefield, cutting fighter swarms and Kalu racing towards our line apart like some kind of knife. The rounds tracked back and forth, turning the cut through the Kalu, into a wall.
              “You beautiful bastard!” I said on a personal channel, overriding prompts.
              “Thought you might like that,” Rick said, obviously happy and relieved to hear my voice as I was to hear his.
              “A little rain from the heavens especially in this hell hole is more than welcome,” Bok Soo said, his grave stones cut with thanks towards Rick.
              “Ah well hopefully we can put this hell hole to our backs,” Rick said, his own tone become serious and dark. “Resilient has relied your plan, it's pretty... ambitious. But if we even do half of what you're hoping, I think we can take, if not whittle the remaining Kalu ships down,”
              “Good,” I said, the simple word flat and dull with old anger. Just as Yasu's own team Samurai's revenge had tried to use honourable ways against me. I was going to bring the unholy and terrible power of the dishonourable Murphy down on the Kalu.
              “I think it's time that we got the hell off of this rock,” I said, sending them both our escape plan.
              “I believe it is Commander,” Rick said, his tone vicious.
              “If I never see this planet again, I will be a happy man,” Bok Soo growled.
              I pressed a button connecting Lifendi to our call.
              “Alright Lifendi, we're getting the fuck off of Heija,”
              “Very well commander, I will see to my ships and their people. I have no doubt Bok Soo will keep me in the loop,” Foshunti said.
              “Good, in that case, I think we should create some room and get as many wounded sorted out as soon as possible. Shuttles would be the fastest I'm thinking,” I said.
              “I'll see to it commander,” Bok Soo said.
              “Good man. We have one hell of an operation to carry out, I don't want any fuck ups,” I said, my tone becoming hard, it wouldn't take much to turn our plan sour.
              Everyone greened up and I cut the channel, firing two missiles from my right into a mass of Kalu.
              Night was coming quickly, but artificial light from the heavens and weapons fire illuminated the hellish battlefield above and on Heija.
              The Free Fleet crossed the Kalu fleet, coming in at breakneck speeds, braking as they got amongst the Kalu, their broadsides unleashing hell as the Kalu fought to get a bead on my ships.
              Fighters fell on the Free Fleet ships, thousands of lines of light reaching out from the ships to hit the swarms with their terrible power.
              “Come on you beauties!” I said, pumping one cannon in the air in salute to the fleet which plowed through the fighters, cannon rounds sending Star Warriors and Destroyers into chaos, or down towards Heija. More than one had been ripped at by the forces of even Heija's thin atmosphere.
              The first ones to hit Heija had been too far away to feel much, now the ground was beginning to shake with every single one.
              “Ammo!” Krom called out, firing missiles into the Kalu which had thankfully slowed their pace. Not without some liberal help of the PDS raining their pre-timed fletchette rounds onto the damned creatures.
              Alerts came across my screen as a Kalu concentration had broken through the lines to my right.
              “Moving,” I said before Shreesht or Krom could. I took off with the odd ground eating slow lope of the HAPA. I lowered my cannons, freeing the missile pods, firing one multi from each. It flew over my people's heads and into the third or fourth line of Kalu trying to get into the trench system. Lasers sparked off of my armor as I moved, thankfully too fast for many of them to do much more than cut some hydraulic lines and, Shit, left cannons gonna be a bitch to use now. I grumbled, one of the main power lines getting a lucky hit of laser and shorting it out.
              Thankfully the firing mechanism, cannon and its ammunition feed looked to be still functional. I ran over a rise, turning sideways, braking myself with the HAPA's massive feet as my stabilized right cannon rose, a line of fletchette rounds spitting into the breach.
              Kalu were literally blasted backwards as I stopped moving and jumped into the trench. I tossed my left cannon onto the edge of the trench, firing it along with my left cannon, using my shoulder to move my stream of rounds as the edge of the trench acted as a pivot.
              A Kalu hit my back, its claws digging into my armor. I checked my map for a second and kicked the forward wall of the trench, I smacked into the back wall, reinforced with armor plating, crushing my Kalu backpack.
              I swung my left cannon like a flail, close arming a Kalu, with HAPA power. Gore went everywhere, the cannon's weight and the HAPA's force cracking the creature's armor and the skull underneath. Two more got a blast from my right cannon. The Kalu turned on me, forgetting the Commandos at their backs.
              I swung and flailed, not firing for fear of catching one of my people as Commando's roared into battle, their plasmid swords burying themselves in Kalu armor and flesh.  
              The battle of the trench had been won, but the Kalu didn't know that.
              I fired as I moved up to the front of the trench.
              “Come on commandos!” I roared, slapping down my left cannon and firing with that as well, my missile pods erupting in flame as missiles leapt free towards swarms of Kalu fighters in the sky, and their charging battle brothers on the ground.
              I moved and fired, anywhere the Kalu seemed to be making ground I brought the delay fire of the HAPA down on them. Requests lit up my HUD as I shifted fire, rounds streaming through my auto loaders as my rail cannons opened up their coolant ports, heat waves came off of the cannons to either side.
              There was no James Cook, no Salchar, and no Commander at that point. it was just a man fighting for the lives of those around him, as they fought for his.
              The ground seemed to erupt and shake.
              “Take cover!” Bok Soo barked. I had enough time to look up and see as the Free Fleet that had been in orbit had passed the Kalu formation, and dove into Heija's atmosphere, now they were coming in at an angle to the battlefield. The massive ships of the Free Fleet, my fleet rumbled louder than anything I have ever heard, it shook the marrow in my bones as PDS, cannons and even Commandos in the airlocks created thousands of streams of rounds.
              I got down as bigger rounds than the PDS' hit the battlefield. I was rocked backwards on my HAPA as dirt and stones rained down on my form.
              “The Kalu have taken the bait and are coming down in force,” Bok Soo said.
              “Well then it's about time we got on those shuttles and got the hell out of here!” I said.
              “Yes Commander!” Bok Soo said, even the bone weary fatigue of fighting on Heija for months couldn't stifle his excitement, or his pride. He and his Commandos had come to Heija, probably expecting to die, yet they had smashed the Kalu, bathing the world Heija with the hellish creature's blood and armor.
              They had rallied as we had come back for them. But they had still thought that they were going to die on this planet.
              Now, well now there was a chance to get off of this hell, and to take a hell of a lot of Kalu down.
              Well that was something that would sit well with any Commando.
              “All units this is Commander Salchar, begin movement to the ships. HAPA's will cover. Shuttles get your asses moving,” I said, pushing myself up as I stopped looking at the Free Fleet ship's that were now floating over the trench lines, clearing the skies of Kalu fighters and hitting the Star-warriors that were descending to add their weight to the Kalu on the ground, and landing on the actual floating ships. Shuttles came from those ships in a flood, landing on the front lines and loading up with Commandos.
              Everyone had been briefed on the plan, now it was working, people just followed their leaders and commanders, most of them shocked as they piled onto shuttles and headed towards their awaiting ships.
              I was up and moving to secondary lines through trenches, my mass taking up all of a trench as I took up the rear. A few Kalu followed but a couple of blasts killed even them.
              Damned cockroaches. I thought as I stopped at the secondary line, the HAPA's stood as a line, pushing back any Kalu that had followed as the second line assisted, their fire dwindling as they too turned and made for lines further back.
              “Holy shit,” Shreesht said, his words stunning me as I looked at where he was facing.
              Tens of Kalu Warriors had arrived every few minutes up till now. Eight hundred had landed as they had got word from the enemy ships. The six hundred remaining in orbit were all coming down now in a stream.
              The PDS of the fleet wasn't enough to keep what must have been over a hundred thousand Kalu at bay and try to slow the six hundred ships coming down.
              “All HAPA's mark sector and ready missiles, check for no overlaps. Green when ready,” I said, HAPA's coming back as missile pods moved into position.
              “Fire,” I said, HAPA's were hidden in missile propellant as warheads rushed towards the enemy.
              “Move it HAPA's!” Bok Soo said.
              The line dissolved laser's reaching us at even this distance. We didn't take the time to go through the trenches, there were no defending lines anymore, just three hundred meters to the grounded ships.
              Even though the lasers were faraway, and weak, there were a lot of them. Alarms quickly rose in volume as my rear armor took hits, I pressed on harder with my ground-lope as I saw A HAPA stumble I turned, braking as my legs wind milled, my HAPA almost horizontal as I turned.
              “Eject,” I yelled over my close area frequency.
              I saw the multi-missiles crash into the Kalu lines. They didn't even seem to stop as fresh Kalu leaped over their fallen, they were five hundred meters away and they were damned fast.
              I turned my attention onto the HAPA, the pilot was cutting themselves free of their harness. I reached out a cannon, braking as they freed themselves of their HAPA and grabbed onto it like it was a lifeline I wind milled my legs, using my other cannon to stay upright as I failed to take into account the extra weight of an armored commando.
              I grunted in my armor as I kept running, the laser hits much more powerful. As PDS went live as HAPA's cleared their line of fire.
              Four streams of rounds blasted past me, I looked up, my HUD connecting to the two's Identity tags.
              “Will you hurry up boss?” Shreesht said in a mildly annoyed voice. As he and Krom, turned and started running with me.
              Engines were firing all across the ship formations. The Kalu were just a few hundred meters from us now.
              I could feel the heat from the laser strikes now. One got my back, my legs faltering for a second as my HUD flashed warnings as pain lanced down my back, and I couldn't feel my legs anymore.
              I had just had my spine severed.
              I kept running, my neural implants that had made me scream in pain and terror, my first day being a recruit, now kept me alive as my armor was cut and sliced, my battle suit sealed over wounds as I could hear the Kalu behind me, not even needing to look at my HUD to see them.
              A pod was cut in half, hydraulics started failing as the last three of us ran through the first line of ships, Kalu ran at the airlocks, scraping at them to get in as ships started to rise. Commandos were yelling, firing behind Krom Shreesht, my tag along and myself as we ran to the second line of Battle cruisers and carriers,
              Just a hundred meters. I thought, another laser cutting into my ribs. It felt as if I was in vacuum, air seemed to rush out of me and try to escape my body as I kept running, my vision blurred and I stumbled.
              No I was getting this person home. That was my job, to get my hanger-on home. I grunted, coughing with the exertion, blood was in my lungs, I tried to fight the coughing attacks. Anger fueling me as my right hand dropped to the grenades waiting there. I thumbed them, the strength leaving me as I dropped them on the ground, running, always running. Then I felt as if I was lifted off of the ground.
              “Salchar!” Krom's angered, but oddly scared voice said barked.
              Why was he scared? He was never scared? Well there are Kalu behind you. I thought, I slapped a wakeup manual injector on my thigh, clarity came back, a little. Enough to see Krom and Shreesht throwing me, then jumping over me as other Commandos grabbed me. Kalu were at the door.
              I had to protect them. I grabbed the shotgun, coughing as I fired. I cocked and fired again as I felt someone cutting at my harness.
              It was getting hard to cock the shotgun as another Kalu got a face full of plasma.
              This is pretty good. No wonder Bok Soo likes them. I thought, lucidly as I fired again.
              I saw as Destroyers tilted, their engines to the ground as Kalu raced under them and towards the other ships.
              A Kalu was using me to climb up into the ship. I was out of rounds. I tried to club them, but my shotgun was tethered to my HAPA. A massive figure came from outside my vision, grabbing the Kalu and shoving a plasmid dagger into its head before throwing it out.
              He turned to me, I knew that armor.
              “Krom,” I said as I felt the harness come apart around me. I was dragged out of it by willing hands. My HAPA, unceremoniously kicked out of the Airlock, the airlock sealing behind it.
              I looked up, someone pulled my helmet off.
              “James! James!” She screamed, the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. I looked up as Yasu, smiling.
              Well some good things did come of being recruited. I thought, coughing racking my body as blood made its presence in my lungs known.
              Pain lanced through my entire being.
              I saw Krom's armor come into view, his shoulders moving people out of the way as I was lifted.
              “Shreesht, clear the way,” Krom's voice like granite as I felt myself moving.
              I was supposed to stay awake, but I'm tired, so tired, and it hurts. Goddamn lasers.
              Another spasm of pain flooded my upper body and darkness claimed me.
              
              
              Chapter Murhpy's minions.
              
              Xentar watched as the Free Fleet ships rose into the air, he had just missed the engines firing. They had killed thousands of Kalu as they melted the ground, and sent rocks, debris and air at the Kalu ranks, throwing them back and killing a number of them before they raced for the sky, the other ships joining them as they fired on his ships that had been descending and were now targeting their ships.
              “To the Star-warriors, we will hunt them down like the cowards they are!” Xentar said, word passing as he charged back through the ranks, butting Kalu out of the way as he rushed towards the collection of ships.
              
              ***
              “How are we looking Eddie?” Rick said, trying to keep the anxiousness out of his voice. Resilient had taken a pounding from the Kalu fleet which he was currently having a slug fest with. There was no manoeuvring or room for anything fancy other than their opening hits which had taken out the freshest Star-destroyer and star-warriors. It was his armor and guns against the Kalu's. Resilient's shields had bee wiped out a while ago.
              “We're on secondary relays at least, the power plants are holding stead somehow. We're moving guns from damned storage to bring more firepower to bear. Missiles tubes are getting royally messed up and I've ordered the evacuation of the outer decks. I suggest that we depressurize up to the third deck,” Eddie's voice deadly serious as Rick looked at his screens, seeing te angr red areas which seemed to take up the outer decks.
              “Do it,” Rick said, cutting the channel to Eddie, the Kuruvian was bad enough keeping Resilient together without needing Rick over his shoulder and Rick ad a ship and a fleet to fight.
              “Vort send out that alert that we're going to depressurize the three outer decks,”
              Removing the air from the decks meant that anyone that got a wound in the area would probably die, but it meant that things such as fires, explosive blow outs, and people being thrown out into space wouldn't happen. Rick just hoped that the injured were able to get out of those areas that weren't already open to space.
              “Fire any and all remaining missiles,” Rick said as Resilient shook with impacts, laser cannons plowed into her armor as Rick bared his teeth.
              “Fight your stations as best as you can people, don't wait for confirmation,” He said, giving an order that no military on Earth would give. He was giving control to the commanders that ran the ship. Shields that had bee stretched to fill his priorities ow covered areas atincreased strengt. Milra and Ben worked as if one organism, moving the ship and the fleet as Marleen barked orders into her earpiece with the gunnery deck. She took of, Prev and the rest of Tactical following her to the gun decks.
              “Taking over gunnery decks,” Resilient said in that metallic tone alerting Rick that she was using a hell of a lot of processing power.
              She blossomed in ravaging fire, she placed trust in the crew to keep her systems running and her safe as she did everything to fight for their lives.
              Rick pulled the workload off of In Sook, firing information from ship to ship. Commanders released control to their crews, letting them fight the ship.
              Each ship blossomed in fire, wrath and anger. They overstepped their abilities when they attacked the Kalu. They knew that, but they were angry, the kind of rage that made creatures yell into the black's face and ask for more.
              These creatures had been trampled more than once and that anger now took form in their defiance of the Kalu's fleet around Heija.
              The Fleet rose from the surface of Heija, streaming atmosphere their own cannons PDS and missiles adding to the fleet in orbit's fire.
              The Kalu waded through that fire and kept coming.
              Rick knew that the Kalu would eventually overrun them if they waited.
              It was time for their last remarks.
              The last ship exited atmosphere, powering for the jump-limit as fast as possible.
              “All ships, this is the COS, move to protect the fleet and head towards the jump limit. Resilient will cover. Gunners, I think we should give the Kalu Salchar's gift,” Rick watched as rail cannons paused and turned towards Heija, towards the star-warriors that were now being swarmed with Kalu, some starting their ascent towards the departing fleet.
              Those cannons seemed to fire as one, rounds heated up in atmosphere, gravity aiding them slightly as they rained down like hell's own hail.
              
              ***
              
              Foshunti let out a grunt as the acceleration lessened and he was able to fully breathe again.
              He looked at Heija as it fell behind him. Ships from the second fleet moved into position around his battered squadron.
              “Plot us a course to the nearest jump limit Nav,” Foshunti said, slumping in his seat. He would've taken wake-up if he wasn't past the maximum dosages and it had little effect on him.
              “Fifty percent across the board. Get some damned sleep and a detox people,” Foshunti said, sitting upright, his own voice hoarse.
              The reinforcing fleet fired at the Kalu Warriors and fighters that were coming after them, numbering in the tens, they were little compared to what Foshunti had fought the first time entering this system.
              The Star-destroyers were being weighed down by gravity and their own mass, still trying to get out of atmosphere and chase the second fleet which had cleared the planet.
              “We are getting a live feed from Resilient,” On screen,” Foshunti said, life returning to his body as he leaned forward, broadcast it to every ship,”
              “Already done,” Communications said.
              Foshunti nodded to himself as rounds which had to be from Planetary Rail cannons hurtled towards the junkyard looking arrangement of Kalu Star Warriors and random Star-destroyer.
              The forward elements of the Kalu that had chased the Free Fleet ships just made it to their ships as the rounds smashed them. The penetrator rounds exploded, cracking dozens of Star-warriors and an unlucky star-destroyer. Power plants lost containment as smaller rail cannons fired onto the mass.
              Dozens of reactors let go with the power of minuscule suns, they triggered other power plants to fail as fusion reactor after fusion reactor released the suns power that they mimicked. Sensors dialed back and out, some blacking out from the white destructive light, mushroom clouds warred with one another as the surface of the planet seemed to fight the Kalu.
              Ships that were in the atmosphere were thrown, some touched by nuclear explosions, other by the storms of fire and air pressure.
              Heija burned, like the hellish place it had become to the Free Fleet.
              Foshunti stood, two fingers snapping to his head, silently others on the bridge followed their commanders lead. Unknown to Foshunti, his image was now being broadcasted to every ship as they too saluted Heija.
              “Let you not go into the light peacefully, but go knowing that the full fury and love of the Free Fleet will be with you. May your fires burn ever brighter as we take on your promise, to banish the black and strive for the light,” Foshunti said the old prayer of the Personal Defence Force.
              “Strive for the light,” Others that knew the prayer responded.
              Foshunti let his hand dropped as he turned to his command screens, watching as Rick and his fleet put their acceleration systems to work.
              “How long until Rick reaches us?” Foshunti asked.
              “Thirty minutes,”
              “Thank you,” Foshunti said, falling into his seat.
              “Shake out the fleet into formation, I want PDS and weapons inter-linked. Any of the bastards that want to touch us will have to pay the fleet price,” Foshunti said, like a creature that had lived and breathed in savagery for so long that it had become a part of him.
              The Free fleet came into formation, any Kalu ship that came into range, tasting the fleet's rail canons.
              
              ***
              
              “Orshpa was unapproachable, not even Darsoo tried to talk to his War-leader who stood like some statue, watching the Free Fleet as they powered away from Heija.
              Three hundred thousand Kalu had been destroyed trying to overpower the Free Fleet, and in the Free Fleet's final surprise.
              “The Kalu in this system are to reform their forces and attack any planet they can find. Now we will wage this war how it was supposed to be fought. We will tear from them their weakest and bring their true forces to bear against ours, we will spread them thin and attack them everywhere they reside. Change our heading towards the jump limit. We will rally our fleets and our clans, and we will crush these creatures that have used trickery and deceit to wither our strength,” Orshpa physically shook with anger, as he continued to look at the main display.
              Darsoo saw that his war-leaders commands were carried out.
              Ashota had been right about one thing. We should have got more information before we came back to Union space. Orshpa thought with disgust.
              
              ***
              
              As soon as The Kalu fleet had fled Boot turned to his next objective, getting behind Kalu lines and letting his ships loose. It also seemed that Cheerleader didn't need War station to make sure Rosho was clear and send ships after the Kalu to make sure they didn't double back, or attack a protected system.
              So, not wanting to waste time, Boot had collected his fighters, moved around War-station and begun their journey. The Jump ships had however been sent ahead, which was why Commander Smith was now hailing a tired sounding Commander Bregend.
              “Good to see you Commander Smith,” Bregend said. He had just hit his third system, three Yards lay destroyed in the same way that he'd hit the first Kalu yards.
              “You too Commander Bregend,”
              “Get your people sorted out and then come see me for some...food,” Bregend said, a look of momentary confusion making Smith think that the Commander had actually forgotten what meal he was supposed to have next.
              “Certainly Commander,” Smith said, Bregend tapped a salute before the channel ended. Smith couldn't transmit video inside his jump ship, the jelly and the fact he was lying down would mean that someone could only see his helmeted head if there had been a camera.
              It was another few hours before Smith had got his shuttle aboard a Battle-Carrier, got showered and on a shuttle to Bregend's Dreadnought, it was one of the ships that had been salvaged from the fleet of mashed up ships Bregend had found, and then started rebuilding. A number of those ships were still being hauled off to the Free Fleet's yards to be upgraded or gutted. The Yard in the system made sure the ships were able to move and pushed them on. Being so close to the front lines there was no guarantee when the Kalu might show up and attack. Having fifty ships in partial fixes was less useful than having thirty already moved into Fleet controlled areas with more people and resources dedicated to them, instead of a myriad of ships.
              The shuttle settled in the Dreadnought's shuttle bay, the ramps lowering as materials and personnel were dropped off.
              Smith stepped off, seeing the mountain of a man that Bregend was, talking to a cargo master by their battle suit.
              Smith caught his eye as he made his way towards him.
              Bregend finished his conversation with the cargo master before turning to Smith.
              “It's good to see you Commander,” Bregend said, putting out a hand, cutting off Smith's Free Fleet styled salute.
              “You too commander,” Smith said, smoothly changing from his salute to offering his own hand. Bregend's hand, while powerful, was thankfully not tight as some larger men put a bit more effort in than was needed with shaking hands.
              “Well let’s get some food and talk about what plans I have for you and your jump ships,” Bregend said, turning and leading the way.
              Smith followed as Bregend raised his hand to a few people in acknowledgement, marshalling his thoughts before he talked.
              “We've been using our jump ships here to seed systems with sensor missiles, this is great in systems where we have FTL relays as we can have practically real-time information on what the Kalu are doing. In other systems we need a jump ship to grab the data from their sensor missiles and then bring it back to us. It's a bit longer but it keeps us in the loop. To date we've put Eighteen thousand Star-warriors and four thousand Star-destroyers out of action. This means that there are a damned large amount of pissed of Kalu in those systems that we have cleared of ships. Though we've barely made a dent, from our reports, the other systems, combined, have around forty thousand Star Warriors and sixteen thousand star-destroyers,” Smith's mind reeled with those numbers, but Bregend barely paused as he kept on talking.
              “It is our mission to make sure that as few of those ships as possible make it to the battlefield. Salchar's fleet and Foshunti's Squadron are just limping back towards Parnmal now. The way Ashota puts it, this war will not be like the battles from before. If this Orshpa wins, who owns most of the ships we've been hammering. He will hit every planet he can. The Kalu don't really have children as we know them. They're similar to say an antelope in that regard, well probably a wolf would be closer,” Bregend's tone thoughtful, before shrugging, his fatigue showing through in that moment.
              “Anyway, they're born and they can already walk. They can also understand on an instinctual level, what is going on. It is why they work so well as fighter pilots and have uncanny coordination on the battlefield. Talking and reasoning take, time to develop. Fighting is the first thing that they learn as they fight nearly constantly for their first year, and then they challenge others for mating rights, then leadership roles and such. Progression is learnt through fighting. Talking and articulating is only used by leaders as they are the ones that dictate what will happen within their clan, rather than just how to fight a battle,”
              “How is this important?” Smith said, trying to see if there was a point to Bregend's rambling.
              “Yes, sorry, high gravity maneuvers and wake-up can twist the mind some. Anyway, the Kalu have no real concept of children, they see other young that will be raised to fight them. Orshpa will see no problem in attacking any world and eliminating anyone on it, no matter who they are. There are no rules of engagement,” Bregend said, stopping and looking around to make sure no one could hear him before he turned to Smith.
              “This next system will be the last system before we hit manned ships, these will be clan home-worlds and systems transporting Kalu to the front lines. I'm going to need you to show my people to think like jump ship pilots. We're going to accelerate, go through the wormhole at speed, releasing our asteroids and then jump back out,” Bregend said.
              “Why do you need to transit into the system?” Smith asked as Bregend gave him a peculiar look.
              “Well...wait, could it survive?” Bregend held his elbow as he cupped his face in thought of a man that enjoyed figuring out a problem.
              He let out a huff of air.
              “Well aren't I just the smartest commander ever,” He growled, even his self-admonishment wasn't enough to dim the new light that had entered his eyes.
              “I only figured it out after some talking with Dev, coupled with my time spent in a jump ship,” Smith said, shrugging to show that he too wasn't the genius behind the plan, merely the one to suggest it.
              “Fine work that Smith,” Bregend said with a look of pride as he slapped Smith on the back. The force of his blow exercising Bregend's excitement, and nearly bowling Smith over.
              Smith stayed upright unable to get rid of the mischievous grin on his face.
              “Well we're going to have to change our tactics, talk to Nav and see how long we could keep a wormhole open and time dropping an almighty payload into it,” Bregend's eyes clouded in the expression of a man running through multiple scenarios through his mind.
              “Or putting the wormhole inside the yard,” Smith said quietly. His eyes admiring the ceiling before coming down to look at Bregend's thoughtful nod.
              “It seems that I should be the one listening,” Bregend said, looking to Smith in a new light. Even though Bregend was technically Smith's commander. He, like other commanders had learnt when to listen and when to talk, it was probably why they had so many damned insane ideas from all of the ideas they got from the lower ranks.
              “But food first!” Bregend said, as if remembering why they were talking in the hallway.
              “Why is it that I have a feeling we're going to be bent over a planning table as soon as we've drained the chefs of everything they've got?” Smith said with a wry grin.
              “Because I don't know a person in the Free Fleet that doesn't like real/ food. And because commanders must always be working on planning tables, if only to have others roll their eyes and wonder what crazy damned plan we've come up with,” Bregend said seriously as he walked towards the mess, his wink belying the seriousness of his voice.
              
              ***
              
              Min Hae stood on the command deck of a Star-destroyer. It was one of a fleet of four hundred ships. All of them manned by the Kalu Independent's.
              Ashota rested in his chair beside Min Hae. He had pledged himself to the Free Fleet, but he had been spending the majority of his time liaising with Kalvin and his warriors.
              They were better fighters than the Kalu Traditionalist's instead of just using their instincts, they were a trained force. They had tactics, which was why they were in the system Pofochura, it was home to the clan Chulari, a clan allied with Orshpa.
              Hopefully for not much longer. Min Hae thought as Independent's fighters started deploying into the swarm like formations of the Traditionalists.
              For Min Hae and Ashota's plan to work, Kalvin's forces had to act exactly like Kalu Traditionalists. Well at least like Orshpa's clan, which was why a pre-made message of Farova, one of Orshpa's leaders seemed to be talking to the Chulari clan.
              “For too long we have carried your carcass of useless and weak warriors. Orshpa has deigned to end your existence, so that only the strong may be part of the new great clan,” Farova's simulated creation tossed its head in disgust, as if talking to the Chulari stained him somehow.
              “We will grant you the last honour of falling before the Oltuli clan,” Farova said, the disgust clear on his Kaluian features as the channel was cut.
              “That should get a response,” Min Hae said, looking away from the main screen, it would be hours before the Chulari could respond.
              “That message alone would have incited a blood feud between the two clans,” Ashota said calmly.
              “The power of words is not something to be underestimated,” Min Hae said, raising his voice slightly so Kalvin could hear.
              He had wanted to use his new tactics and ships to bring battle onto the Kalu Traditionalists. Using them to incite blood feuds between the clans, rubbed him somewhat of the wrong way.
              Even he couldn't deny that if this went according to plan, it would cause a schism between the clans. Those that supported Edvasho would attack Orshpa, even if he came home and tried to prove that Edvasho died in battle, he wouldn't be listened to.
              Min Hae could see dark happiness in Ashota's eyes.
              Yes it is rather nice to use their own system against them. Min Hae thought savagely. Plus if Smith, Devastahli and Bregend's plans for wormholes worked...well Min Hae did love when Murphy's designs were for his enemies.
              
              ***
              
              Evelyn Sparks looked out from her office in Parnmal. Well looking out was a general term, she was looking as the vid screen display of space, which was a hundred meters of rock and armored plating away from her.
              She and some of her closest friends had been the first reporters attached with the Free Fleet. Since the Kalu had arrived and Salchar's first engagement with those forces, reporters had been unattached to those ships heading into combat.
              Losses were too high and the Free Fleet didn't want to have a dead reporter on their hands as people asked questions. They had a war to fight.
              Yet Evelyn made it clear that she and the team she had built around her would take on those risks if allowed. Monk had given her a gentle but firm no.
              It wasn't as if she didn't have enough content coming in from all over the known galaxy which was just begging to be reported.
              It was the fact that the people of the Free Fleet were the only thing stopping the Kalu from attacking civilized planets, and it seemed that no one had caught on to that yet.
              There seemed to be a general belief that the Free Fleet would deal with it while everyone else got to living on with their lives.
              The battles were in another system, away from people's home world’s they didn't affect trade routes and could be largely ignored.
              There had even been some that said the Free Fleet were making it up, so as to increase their taxes.
              Evelyn wanted to point out the fact that the Free Fleet's 'taxes' were barely making up the amount of resources the fleet had dedicated to every planet. Something that she made clear with graphs on all systems, the money and resources the Free Fleet had put in, against what that system had given back.
              Politicians kept on saying it was propaganda, but the people were not having it.
              They had been under the control of others for so long that a lot of politicians were realizing they had damned well better represent the people, or they would be removed from office.
              Evelyn didn't know if it had been the intention of Salchar, but the people loved the Free Fleet. It offered education through the newly created Awakened academy where the Avarian priests had largely renamed themselves teachers instead of priests. People from across the known galaxy went to Avar Interim Hermanti to learn at the academy, they were then offered positions across known space as researchers, teachers and within their field.
              Many went to Mars to get practical training with the massive facility that was growing on the red planet. Millions of trainees of all disciplines, from civilian to Free Fleet personnel attended the Free Fleet select trades school.
              The most educated people were thankful to the Free Fleet for opening their minds, the normal people were thankful for the jobs, training and feeling of security the Free Fleet offered them.
              Right now that wasn't the reason for the excited mood on Parnmal. The station had its own academy and select trade’s school, but it had been left free for today.
              It had last week as well, when Marhtu's sentence had been handed down by the council of Daestramus.
              He had faced a firing squad, Evelyn remembered the hatred in the eyes of those that Marhtu had made slaves as they watched as rounds ripped through the man that had tortured them into submission.
              The rest of the crowd had grimly watched, none of them saying anything. As soon as Marhtu security chief Narvu, who had been a customs officer and rallying point in the rebellion turned from his post as commander of the firing squad.
              “Today we finally end the shadow that Marhtu cast over our planet. Now we must work together to show the universe just how magnificent we as a people can be together. As Salchar has said, we must look to one another in these times, look to change the world and the universe to be something that we want to be in, to say that we are the change that made us great. As we will not forget the darkness that Marhtu left over us, we should not forget those that died in order for us to come back into the light,” He said, before turning to his firing squad, moving them out of the way as Marhtu's corpse was removed.
              Evelyn's camera woman showed her how many people were watching their feed of the proceedings, both of them looking to one another in shock.
              It seemed the entire known universe wanted to see Lady Fairgate's sentence carried out.
              It had been made clear that she had pretty much lost it when the Kalu came to Rosho, she looked half-dead as someone read out the main charges. The full list was damned long.
              She was escorted into the airlock like some zombie.
              A wicked smile passed over her lips as the door closed.
              “They'll come for you all! All of you! The Kalu will get you all, all of you. Yes,” Lady Fairgate said with a crazy gleam in her eye as the airlock sealed.
              Monk stepped up to the button, not even pausing as he pressed it and Lady Fairgate's face had a moment of panic before she, and the air in the airlock was evacuated in seconds, her body flying out into the black of space.
              So the time of the Syndicate ended.
              But whose time will it be next? The time of the Kalu? The Free Fleet? The people of the Union?
              “Shall we move to the interviews?” Her camera woman said, jostling her into reality, as she'd stared at the airlock. She wasn't the only one that had kept staring at the airlock, it was hard to believe the Syndicate was dead.
              Focus on the here and now Sparks! Time to find that story. She heard one of her first editor's say in her head as her face became harder.
              “I suppose we should,” Evelyn said, helping her camera woman store her gear.
              While the old Union was gone, planets were already picking three planetary governors. One to be on their planet, the other to be with planetary governors that worked with the other planetary governors on matters that pertained to them all, and the third to make sure that there wasn't a tie between the other two. All three would rotate through their offices after a selected time and then come up for re-election.
              Even though there hadn't been any official announcement that a new Union was going to be created. One of the governors was always on Parnmal.
              This station really has become the centre of civilized space. Or at least one side of the trading highway.
              Parnmal was the conduit of the corridor's (the nickname given to AIH Chaleel and Earth) products to the rest of known space, as well as on the opposite side of the Kuruvian Empire.
              Trade ran nearly straight from the Empire to Parnmal. Ships arrived on a nearly hourly basis from across jump limits. A system had been put in place so as to make sure that ships didn't wormhole into one another. Another system made sure that they didn't run into one another as they travelled to inspection stations and onto Parnmal actual.
              The Yard had grown from a single dock to five, mining had exploded as the yards ate up everything it could. Manufacturing had grown in a big way, making parts for the Free Fleet as well as merchants. Everything was bought and sold on Parnmal, with only a slight tax, something that everyone was willing to pay to trade there and be under the Free Fleet's protection.
              Even with the Kalu fighting, there was two constant squadrons that protected merchant freighters that travelled from Parnmal to the Kuruvian Empire. Over the sixty or so systems that contained planets and people that had survived the fall of the Union and the Syndicate after it, fifteen to twenty squadrons of three or more ships patrolled thirty nine systems that had signed the Free Fleet on as a protection force.
              More Free Fleet ships were being processed through the corridor and put into fighting order by the week. Lady Fairgate's home system was still sending ships to Parnmal and the other yards to be readied for the Fleet. Trainees were finishing off most of their training on the ships, stations and yards that they would be serving on until they got promoted or transferred to another position.
              “We live in interesting times,” Evelyn said, shrugging a pack onto her back, her camera woman grabbing another pack as they followed the last groups that were leaving the airlock behind.
              
              ***
              
              Felix pointed his data pad's camera at the floating mass of what had been the Lady Fairgate's personal carrier Elshurvum.
              Its interior was nothing like what it had been. Felix and his people had gutted it, it now had sixteen large nodules on its surface with a spire affixed to them. PDS sprouted from every single space there wasn't something in the way.
              The mass of weaponry had been replaced with places for rail cannons, the bays had remained the same on the outside. Inside they had the Free Fleet launch and recovery system.
              Storage had been practically removed as massive capacitors had been inserted. Five in total lined the carrier. Reactors had been pulled, and replaced with upgraded versions and added to.
              The biggest changes were to software.
              As the carrier was supposed to be dealing with massive gravitates, new command and control features that integrated with a user’s implants had been added.
              While people couldn't move physically, their nervous impulses could still be read and translated into real-time changes.
              “Well it looks like she's ready,” Silly said through Felix's earbud, Nancy's commander was on the other side of the camera, and one of the many people that had come up with the damned insane ideas that had gone into Hammer.
              “Its tests do agree within our set parameters,” LaRe said, Felix thought that he was going through his last teenage years as an AI. He was showing maturity, but sometimes he tried a bit too hard to seem actually mature.
              “She's a beaut,” Felix said happily. Pressing a button so the camera faced him and he saw Silly and LaRe looking back at him through the screen.
              “So you're serious about going to see what you can do with these Kalu carriers?” Silly asked. Min Hae had sent information on the massive shipyard and the Star-destroyers attached to it straight to Felix, with the offer to come on Hammer and get to work as soon as possible.
              “Yes I am, we both know that we are going to basically running our yards like mad to get out what we need now. My facilities here are already working to make a second version of Hammer.
              We need to get as many ships as we can working, as has always been the case. Now we can actually see the number of ships we're up against and unless we come up with something really damned impressive, we're going to be pulling everything we can together. Hell we might even have to cut some training times short in order to have the people that we need to man everything we can pull together,” Felix said.
              “I know,” Silly said, a light entering his eyes as his hands moved in a sign of interest and excitement. “Which is why I'm going with you. I can't very well have our chief Research and Development guy just thinking that he can man a station of that size and keep it running. I've already arranged transport for the other yards, Nelly, Nate and Parnmal's yards will all be supplying people in order to get these damned Destroyers up, running and working for us. The super-freighter has also been released to us, with a small squadron of warships,”
              Felix opened his mouth to argue and then promptly closed it. He had seen the scans of the yard and the ships, the sheer size of it was mind boggling, it was thirty kilometers long fifteen wide.
              It had been based off an asteroid which was mined out as a yard was built from the materials. As the ships had also been built as a single piece and not in the factory style that Felix's people would be using shortly and was being used to create the smaller ship types. There was a massive amount of room that was used in the beginning of making a Star-Destroyer that was later left empty and useless.
              Managing that by himself, the people and resources that would be needed.
              “Thank you Silly, it would be rather nice to actually work on a project in the flesh as it were, for once,” Felix said with a grin.
              “I will also be there in spirit, as it is linked to the FTL network. However the AI Dashunder has expressed an interest in being the station's administrative AI,” LaRe said.
              “Thank god for the FTL network, we'd be lost without your computing power,” Silly said, shaking his head, actual sadness in his expression even under the joke. Silly had been the one to get LaRe to join the Free Fleet, and had known him after a few months after he had formed on a Battlecruiser, a syndicate Captain's last resort, which is where LaRe took his name from.
              “I'll be in Sol in another three days, just need to get everything we can loaded on. Picking up the cannons in AIH..,”
              “We know we know,” Silly said, interrupting Felix.
              Felix nodded absently, realizing that of course they know everything, they made the plan with me!
              
              Chapter Awake
              
              Light intruded in on me as I winced, blinking faster as if it would make the pain of light at least piss off for a few more minutes. I heard something move around me.
              “About time you woke up,” Rick said, sounding damned tired.
              I just grunted as I tried to sit up.
              “Lie down you monkey, you've only barely been put back together,” Rick's tone stopped my movement as I settled back down.
              I tilted my head, finding him by the door. Yasu was to my side, asleep on top of my legs.
              “You've got a lot to deal with when you’re up,” Rick said a small smile appearing on his face.
              “Thankfully little of it is to do with the Fleet. Cheerleader is in commando of the patrols. Min Hae and Bregend have been pounding on the Kalu forces and ships.
              Whorst and Boot will get there shortly. We're moving back to Parnmal and the corridor to get our people some time with the shrinks, decompress and ready for the next engagement,” I could see the muscles in Rick's jaw tighten in anger.
              “Data pad?” I said, my throat hurt as it always did after waking in hospitals.
              Someone rammed a damn tube down my throat again. I thought in annoyance. There was no sensation quite like having a tube put down one's neck, or pulled out of it.
              “Not for now, for now she is going to need considerably more time,” Rick said, as if trying to give me a hint. A look of pride and happiness passed over his face, turning into a smile of relief, as if now, now it was over, for a bit.
              I saw the new lines of worry, those tired eyes which I saw every time I looked in a mirror.
              Yasu stirred on my lap, taking my attention as Rick let himself out of the curtained off area around my bed.
              Yasu blinked sleep away, looking up at me, the mental cogs turning before she launched herself at me, jumping on the bed and hugging me.
              “I thought you were gone, when they got you out of the HAPA you were so close to leaving me, to leaving us,” She said, tears falling from her face and falling on my neck and shoulder.
              “I'm okay,” I said gently as her grip tightened on me.
              It took her some time to stop her tears and release her vice-like grip on my frame.
              “So what was the damage?” I asked, semi-playfully. I needed to know if anything was going to affect me. Memories of how the hellfire had hurt my upper body but not hurt my lower body flashed through my mind.
              “Your legs will be a bit odd for a short time, you need to rebuild some muscle in your back to support your new spine and nerves. You shouldn't move at all, no sudden movements, just bed rest for a while,”
              That sounds good. I thought, mentally shaking my head.
              “Your lungs will be good, they were cut open. A lot of your stomach had to be grafted back together. So instead of running right into battle, you can concentrate on how we're going to raise our child,” She said, my head snapped to her, my eyes going alarmingly wide as time stopped, as well as my ability to breathe. I looked at her stomach, as if I would be able to tell that she was indeed correct.
              I looked from her stomach to her face, her tears of relief turning to ones of joy.
              “I think this is the first time I have seen you well and truly speechless,” She said, the most beautiful woman in the world, tears clouding her eyes as she flicked her hair out of her face. A laugh on her lips.
              I went against everything she had told me not to do as I wrapped my hands around her, dragging her back down.
              “I'm gonna be a dad,” I said into her ear, the disbelief clear in my voice.
              “I'm going to be a dad!” I said, the biggest smile stretching my face as pain, war, all of it disappeared.
              “I'M GOING TO BE A DAD!”
I yelled as loud as I could, laughing in joy as I held Yasu even tighter, she sat up on top of me, both of us just staring into one another's eyes.
              “We're going to be parents,” I said, almost breathlessly, as if it scared me as much as it exhilarated me.
              “Yes, yes we are,”
              “I think the entire med bay knows,” Krom said from behind the curtain around my bed.
              He and Shreesht opened the curtains to the entire med bay. Whoops, cheers, guttural grunts, chirps, clapping and all manner of noises greeted us as Yasu's face flushed, getting off of me.
              I wrapped a hand around her mid-riff pointing to her stomach.
              “I knocked her up for the second time!” I said, Yasu looking to me, her eyes thinning at the low jab, trying to stifle a smile of joy by pressing her lips together.
              The roar of the med bay of our Free Fleet family greeting what was to be another addition to their numbers, did more than any medical machine could do.
              I pulled Yasu to me, my arm reaching for her neck, I made to move but seeing what I meant to do. She bent down, kissing me, properly kissing me I might add! Which was only punctuated by the agreeing yells, catcalls and whistles from our spectators.
              Yasu and I opened our eyes as our lips parted, our eyes dancing as we looked at one another. No words can encompass what went between our eyes, love? Trust? Care? Hope? Excitement?
              All of it, everything in me wanted to hold onto her and never let go and I could see the same sentiment in her eyes.
              “I love you,” She said, in a whisper, as if saying it loudly would break that statement. That promise. That vulnerability.
              “I love you too,” I said back.
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