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Prologue
Lady Fairgate looked over the jewel of what had been the Union. The planet was called Worshun. It rested in Quarst the third system colonized by the first race, the Dovark. It no longer glittered, but waited in gray and black solitude.
“It is confirmed.” Captain Lifendi, her most trusted Captain said. Trust was something that was hard to find in the Syndicate. Lady Fairgate had molded the Syndicate together, forcing pirate captains, smugglers, mobs and crime lords bow to her.
Now it looked like she might face the same issues the Union had.
“Are you sure?” It was rare she asked twice. Lifendi didn’t hesitate in case he might offend her.
“Yes, my Lady.”
Fairgate wanted to lash out at the holo-screen in front of her. She thought of the thrill she would gain from destroying it. Instead, she nodded slightly.
“Very well, I want that new slave planet. I don’t care if the station’s half built, enforce recruitment through any means necessary. With those weak Kuruvians dying off on their home world. The Sarenmenti without a home system and original birthing creches, we need a new race.” She was rambling and she knew it. She reined herself, turning to Lifendi who looked at her knees.
“Have Nancy move to the new slave system, Sol. I don’t want anyone from this sector doing it. They might connect the dots. Use reliable sourcing in that sector.”
“My Lady.” He bowed slightly, pausing.
“What is it?” She asked mildly. If it was anyone else she would’ve been tempted to have them flayed. Lifendi however, had earned his place.
“There are rumors that the Planner has been spotted as well.” He said as Lady Fairgate hissed.
“That damned meddling AI!” Her fists went purple with pressure.
Lifendi lowered his eyes.
Smart man.  She thought as she reigned in her emotions.
“Go to the line. Report anything unusual to me. If they come you are to return to me. Take only those loyal.” She said as Lifendi bowed.
“My Lady.” He turned and left as she turned back to look on the defiled planet below her.
I defeated the PDF, destroyed races and made planets obey my every command. I will not go silently into the night. Though one always has somewhere to go. It looks like this new slave system will be mine.
Her eyes focused on Worshun.
They thought I was unworthy. Now I rule their entire Union. I will destroy anyone that gets in my way.

Chapter Rude Awakening
 
I woke to my face, making an impression in the floor.    My body followed as I rolled over slowly. The floor was slightly rubberized. But it made little difference as I felt the dull pain of new bruises. Slowly I tried to push myself up with my right arm. I exhaled through my teeth as I turned my head to see my shoulder; finding four inches of a katana sticking out of it.
 
Fuck. So that wasn’t a dream.  I thought to myself as I used my left to pick myself up. My hair hung down covering half of my face. I usually kept it tied back, but it had come free as usual. I flicked and blew the black mess out of the way and looked at the others in the room who was looking at me, from the eight year olds to one or two twenty year olds. I was of average height and a leaner build than the kids that looked to be eighteen like myself. I could see their fear, most of the kids actually crying and the older ones trying to control their fear. I didn’t know why they were looking at me, but I knew I didn’t want to deal with their fear as well as my own. 
 
One boy not even ten years old tugged on my arm “what do we do?” Clearly confused, his eyes burning into mine. I couldn’t bear to look into them too long
 
“How should I know? I’ve never done this before.” I said to the floor.
 
 
“You’re Salchar; my daddy says there’s nothing you can’t win!” His lip began to tremble as his eyes dampened.
 
“I play games kid, this isn’t a game.”
 
He burst into tears, causing more of the other kids to do the same.  Had to tell the kid the truth didn’t you asshole.  I thought.
 
I waaaant my mmmmmommy!” He hyperventilated as I walked to the nearest wall, making sure to not jar the blade in my shoulder. I sat down trying to not focus on the crying kids.
 
Way to go Salchar, you’ve been here 5 minutes and you’ve made the kids cry.
 
I risked another look up; the kids had all grouped in one corner, keeping away from the older looking teenagers who made smaller groups based on some unspoken similarities. Then there was one girl, quite fit from what I could see who also sat by herself, studying the room as I was. She turned as if sensing my gaze and I felt my blood run cold as I looked into my old enemy’s eyes.
 
This day keeps getting better. Why couldn’t I just be playing against her back on earth instead of being in this damned conscripted army!  I growled as I looked away from Yasu Ono, the blade mistress and my nemesis.
 
She looked at me with her flawless skin and model worthy face and body which had been honed through rigorous training. Her hair was kept in a braid which hung over her shoulder, framing her face and its Japanese features.
 
I looked to see a tube descend from the ceiling and another person drop out of it with a groan. They too had found the floor face first. I moved to go help them.
 
Now when I mean nemesis I don’t mean ha ha you’re my nemesis, I mean downright hated my existence and everything I did she seemed to be disgusted with. I was an orphan in America, gaming from a young age and being picked up later on by the Korean team Mecha Tail. When I climbed to the leader boards of a few games. She was the heir to the biggest gaming corporation in the world, and her father had personally designed Mecha Assault One and Two. Mecha Tail became my family as we became the world champions of MAO. When MAT came out it was a physical response system, meaning someone acted out in the real world and it was translated into the game. Yasu who had trained to be a fighter her entire life gathered a group and took over the scene as I was gone.
 
She was asked in an interview what she thought of MT and myself and she had said how talking about a group as dishonorable as mine would only sully her reputation.
 
MT was made up of Monk, Psychotic Cheerleader, Iron Bok Soo, and myself, Salchar. We were closer than blood relatives and we came back with a storm, much to the apparent disgust of Yasu and her team Samurai’s Revenge with Stone warrior, the Sato sisters and herself the blade mistress. We were just about to fight for the title of champion when something had happened. I massaged my head as I tried to make it remember what had happened.
 
I closed my eyes as I cleared up my still scrambled head.
 
I was about to play against Yasu Ono’s team, Samurai’s Revenge, in the world Mecha Assault Two championships in Korea. Mecha Tail and I were just taking the stage after Samurai’s Revenge when the monitors throughout the stadium changed to a purple tinged humanoid. It had webbed hands, gills and clear eyelids which didn’t move, the words came from an unknown source, due to its lack of a mouth.
 
“Population two, four nine five, you have been called up for service. Recruitment will now begin.”
 
That was all the alien said, leaving me stunned as the monitors cleared. The roof exploded as boxes rushed down to grab people. People screamed in panic running whichever way they thought was the safest. A box darted for the stage as I ducked and rolled, a section of the stage behind my splintering.
 
“Lei!” I yelled, the minor player had a thing for swords and brought his lucky sword with him wherever he went. Without thinking he turned opening his duffel bag and threw me his sword. We were like family, and ours was in danger. The other members of MT were already rushing forward to protect the others. I cut off the data cables that would translate my movements into in-game data as I turned to Monk who was ripping them off as quickly as possible.
 
I saw another box dart forward over Iron Bok Soo who was having a harder time disconnecting the feeds from his wheelchair. I jumped, the katana connecting with the meter thick cord.
 
“Fuckers!” I heard from inside the box.
 
The cord went taught, as I hit it with the Katana. Two things happened, the katana broke and the box sailed up into the air.
 
“Shiiiiit!” I whipped my head to the side, my own momentum carrying me forward as the tip of the Katana came back towards my head.    Adrenaline pumping I didn’t know where the blade had gone until I turned to look back at where the box had been. Finding a five inch long section of Katana in my shoulder.
 
“Lucky sword, my ass.” I hissed, throwing the hilt and what remained of the useless sword away. Another two box-like grabbers snagged Cheerleader and Monk as I tried to get to them. The rest of Mecha Tail turned, rushing outside as if to find some other way to get to the boxes.
The entire arena was chaos as boxes darted down, closing around their prey and hauling them up to a ship. I could see tens of them through the holes in the arena. There was no getting away from these bastards.
 
 
“Well come on you fuckers! Take my family you better take me.” I ground out as I stood up as a box snaked to me. I was suspended in the air as the box snapped around me, yanking up and away. I never felt as helpless as I was suspended without the ability to touch the floor or the walls. I felt like a plush toy in an arcade machine as I heard gas from above me. I struggled to move, to get anywhere as I felt consciousness slipping away.
 
Well, that explains a few things.  I thought as I tried to get rid of the fuzzy feeling I had. The majority of the children and even a few of the adults were crying. Being an Orphan I was used to being thrown around and having to adapt. Instead of focusing on them and what was going on I went to what I knew, I looked around the bright white featureless room. There were no doors, windows, seats or even an indication of where I’d come from, just plain flat white.
 
I looked at the katana in my shoulder.  Wounded  I mentally added to my situation.
 
The ceiling opened and a box, identical to the one that had grabbed me ejected a blonde man.
 
“Sounvabitch!” He said, windmilling till he hit the floor. I winced, the man grunting as he turned himself over.
 
“Ow.” He said simply.
 
“You okay?” I asked the blonde man that was looking at the ceiling in annoyance.
 
“Not my best day.” He said, picking himself up. Seeing the fragment of katana in my shoulder.
 
“Looks like it was better than yours though.”
 
The katana was starting to hurt like almighty hell—the adrenaline was apparently wearing off.
 
“Remind me not to buy Japanese.” I growled, my faith in old sword making techniques sorely lacking. Once you have half of one in your shoulder, they don’t look so hot.
 
“Yeah.” He said as realization sparked in his eyes.
 
“You’re, Salchar!”
 
“Yes.” My celebrity training took over as I masked my feelings of pain. Replacing it with a confident smile, looking over the people in the room again. All of them were stunned and looking for direction. I was already thinking as I realized the man was still talking.
 
“I watch your games, you’re awesome!”
 
“Why thank you.”
 
“Best to pull the sucker out.” He said, nodding as I felt my face go pale.  It already hurt like hell getting it lodged in my shoulder, pulling It out doesn’t sound much better.  I thought.
 
“I’m not sure if that’s the best idea.” I said hesitantly, not sure about the guy who wanted to play doctor on me. That had fallen on his head, and I’d met a minute ago.
 
“Ah, it’ll be fine.”
 
He went to work examining the blade and the wound. He quickly fished out a small first aid kit from his pants that seemed to have more pockets than sense.
 
“I’m Rick, air force reservist.” He said.
 
“Well, I think you…” I growled as he yanked the katana out. I hadn’t seen his hand snake behind my back as I grunted in pain as he grinned.
 
“See, easy.” His smile still there as I could only shake my head at his undeterred playfulness.
 
He quickly sprayed antiseptic and put a bandage on my shoulder, securing it.
 
Disinfectant is fricking painful! Smells like Russian vodka.
 
“Good.” He checked his handy work before he laid on the floor. Facing the ceiling, obviously tired from his work.
 
“You’ll live; you need to move it as little as possible and let nature take its course.”
 
“Goody.” I said sourly, my arm now throbbing in pain.
 
“Plus, you’ve got a souvenir.” He grinned as he handed me the five inch piece of the blade.
 
“Thaanks.” I drawled, grinning at Rick.
 
“Well, my mom always told me I was the best at getting gifts.” He said as I chuffed a laugh. Realizing that it was becoming harder to breathe. A hum filled the room as the air became thicker and harder to breathe as my entire body became heavier.
 
I started coughing from the air, which made me hyperventilate in an attempt to get more air. I started to panic before I forced those thoughts from my head.
 
They could’ve killed you on the ground, now get the fuck up, time to buck up, or shut up.  I fought my body, forcing myself to breathe through my teeth as I looked around the room, the others occupying it having similar troubles as myself, most panicking and collapsing into unconsciousness.
 
My eyes, nose, mouth and even my skin gained an itchy burning sensation. I tried to ignore it as best as possible, the wound in my shoulder like the worst mosquito bite I’d ever had. I buried my nails into my hand to resist scratching it.
 
The ceiling opened as three more people were dumped unceremoniously onto the floor around me.
 
I heard them almost immediately hyperventilating.
 
“Control your breathing, short breaths or you’ll pass out.” I said
 
They took my advice, getting their bodies under control as I slowly got to my feet, my head thumping from the lack of oxygen.
 
“Thanks.” One said from the ground as I was rethinking my thought to stand up.
 
“No problem.”  I ground out. Talking and standing made my head swim. I was breathing heavily by the time I was upright.
 
Every head turned to see a red alien step out of a hatch in the wall which shut seamlessly behind him. Barely any lines that would’ve showed the outline of the door were visible on the sheet metal looking wall.
 
“Get up!” He demanded, his guttural clicks turning into English and other languages. Two other identical aliens moved to the groups, yelling at us to get up and beating those that were too slow about it. I got up slowly as one came near me, hitting me in the stomach without warning. It was like being hit by a train as all my breath left me and I flopped to the ground, trying desperately to regain the air and control over breathing I’d lost.
 
“Faster recruit!” He bellowed—I had no ideas if they were male or female. He punched me in the face, making me see stars as I felt myself slipping into unconsciousness. I fought against it.
 
You’re Salchar, the kid that dominated Mecha Assault One and Two, you’re not going to pass out in front of these people.  I pushed myself up with sheer will until I was standing. More than one person had passed out. Two aliens seemed identical with the first went through the grouping of humans. Pulling people from the floor and forcing them into position.
 
Everyone was breathing heavily as our lungs fought for air, and we wanted to slump to the floor as everything seemed heavy. A few dropped, they were set upon by the two wandering aliens and forced to stand.
 
The kids weren’t the only ones crying as reality was sinking in. After a few got beatings, no one else fell down.
 
“Get into two lines facing me!” The first barked, swatting someone that had paused to get their breath dropping like a tree in the wind. Slowly but surely people were forced into a position with kicks, punches and yelling.
 
“You are the worst recruits I have seen in my entire service!” He barked as I studied him beneath hooded eyes. I couldn’t help myself-he was the first alien I’d ever seen in the flesh. He didn’t look anything like the one that had announced the Earth’s forced recruitment, other than his humanoid like stature.
 
He had two arms and legs, but that was where the similarities ended. His pupils were slit vertically, his skin brilliant red scales. His four separate jaws with razor sharp teeth moved in a distinctly non-human way, but still his voice came over as unaccented English, then Korean, Japanese and every language of the people in the room. All I could think was;  well someone was wrong about them being green.  As I continued to study him and the others in the room with an almost clinical view, seeing them and realizing the implications but not letting the emotional feedback cloud my judgment. As I found myself coming to terms with the alien presence in front of me. The one barking orders started talking again. His body was like a statue as his eyes looked us with as much disdain as someone would look upon mold.
 
“That said, it is my job to make you acceptable members of the Mecha Corps. From now until the end of recruit training I am God, what I say is law.” My name is Master of Arms Taleel, you will refer to me as sir. Understood?”
 
There was a stuttering of yes’ thrown in with a few sirs. The alien’s eyes seemed to darken. He lashed out at the nearest person, a small girl, no more than twelve years old, sending her sprawling.
 
“Do you understand?” His voice dripping with utter disdain as if dealing with us was as terrible as dealing with crap on his shoe.
 
It took fifteen times before he was satisfied, all of us, including me getting a fist to the stomach. My throat felt raw and itchy from yelling mixed with the atmosphere.
 
“Strip.” After a few seconds, no one moved.
 
“Help them.” Taleel said to the other two. I was near the front as Taleel without pre-empt let lose a fist into my stomach, I stayed standing barely as I fought for control over my breathing.
 
“Strip!”
 
I made a small pile of my belongings in front of me, the children bawling as they were forcefully removed from their clothing, and beaten for their perceived insolence.  You’re a coward Salchar.  I thought to myself as I stood there and looked at my clothes as children were beaten just feet away from me.
 
They should be playing games, out with their friends and watching TV, not being beaten into soldiers.  I ranted in the safety in my mind, shame filling my body. The two assistants took our clothes as Taleel talked.
 
“I am in charge of getting you implanted and able to fight with a Mecha and maybe be of some damned use at the end of this expensive trip paid for by the citizens of the free planets.” His voice ended in a growl.
 
“You are my squad, if you step out of line I will deal with you personally.” His eyes stopped roving across the room, locking with me as a shiver went down my spine.
 
“Now we will begin implantation.” He said in a voice that brooked no argument.
 
“What is implantation?” I asked my mouth working before my brain caught up to it.
 
He stalked right up to my face. “What did you say?” He looked  happy.
 
“What is…” there was a black rod in his arm, which he touched to my stomach, causing pain to radiate outwards across my body as I dropped.
 
“Get up!” He said kicking my head so I was disorientated, I tried to follow his commands as he punched me in the gut. I doubled over using the floor to support myself as He walked back in front of the squad and I quickly got to my feet.
 
“You will not bark out questions like an untamed dog. Am I understood?”
 
“Yes Sir!” We yelled, the fear audible in our voices, I barely held my fear in anymore.  I just want to be back with Mecha Tail.  I thought to myself, on the verge of tears, angry at myself for being so emotional.
 
“Neural implants and ports to upload to your Mecha’s as well as basic translator, sleep teaching implant, audio, visual recorders and a locator unit. Now come along.” A door opened into a room with two more aliens and a seat. Cords like the ones that had been attached to the boxes, but, smaller rested around the seat. Everyone in the room automatically moved away from the doorway at the somehow ominous room.
 
“Get back in line!” Taleel was sounding as if he was already regretting a decision he’d made. Sighing he brandished a prod that crackled. The other two bared identical prods as they again herded us like cattle into lines again.
 
The young ones were crying as the three silent aliens beat them into line, only making the crying louder. I looked at the ground in embarrassment; to help would just get me beaten more.
 
“You first since you’re so curious.” My face automatically turned into a calm mask.  The facial and mannerism trainers were worth their weight in gold  I thought to myself as I shrugged non-committal, as I wanted nothing more than to run away and hide in a corner.
 
“Very well.” I said, feeling none of the confidence I spoke with. Celebrity training that had come with being in Mecha Tail the biggest gaming team in the world had meant that I could wholly control my outside appearance.
 
Hoping that I was still in control of my facial appearance and mannerism, instead of showing how scared I was to the point of nausea—I walked into the room. Which only got worse as the door shut behind me, guess it’s what I get for opening my big mouth.
 
Inside there were another two aliens and a chair
 
“Please take a seat, or you will be forced to.” They said in bored tones.
 
I hung my head, not saying anything trying to cover myself as I sat down on the cold chair. The aliens grabbed my limbs forcing them down into clamps as I tried to push them off; it was if I was trying to fight a tank with a pool noodle.
 
As soon as I was secured they stepped back as more clamps covered my body and I was laid out on my back perfectly vertical. Panic started to settle in as I couldn’t move an inch and the arms around the chair in my peripheral vision started to move.
 
Arms set to work on my shoulder pulling off the bandage as it felt like they’d poured liquid metal in my shoulder.
 
“Three years will be added to your military contract.”
 
“I don’t want it added!” I yelled through gritted teeth, just barely holding onto consciousness with the alien atmosphere.
 
“Then you’re useless to us with an arm that doesn’t work. We might as well just throw you out of an airlock.” The alien that had been addressing me said, their face so close I could smell the rotting pieces of food stuck between its razor sharp teeth.
 
“Do you want to be spaced?” He asked me, his eyes boring into me. I looked away, shame filling me. It was clear they didn’t care how many extra years I got added.
 
“No.”
 
“Then you will have three years added to your military contract. Yes?”
 
“Yes.” I spat, self-loathing filling me.
 
My shoulder burned even more as I heard a high pitched humming which increased as I tried to turn and see where the noise was coming from.
 
I screamed as the humming changed pitch and I could feel the humming as they cut into my flesh and spine.  I’m going to die on this table with drills gouging through my back.  I thought to myself as I cried, feeling my bladder release in fear.
 
“Disgusting creatures, they spew waste on themselves at the pain. They are a waste of our time and training.” I half heard one alien say to another as I cried and screamed.
 
Now before I’d heard of a spinal tap where someone gets a needle into their spine to gather spinal fluid. The person had volunteered for it and said it had been the most painful experience they’d ever had. This was worse than I had ever imagined that to be as drills with heads the size of a straw went into my spine down its length. My body was not my own as drugs relaxed my body, but not my nerves as they were grafted to implants. I lost my voice as I silently screamed, my body finally releasing me as I blacked out.
 
I opened my eyes, feeling returning to my body as I looked around. The alien stuck its face in mine, pushing my head around before releasing me.
It grunted something in it’s guttural language to the other and looking away with a bored look, as if me living or dying was a non-issue.  I’m still alive.  I thought angrily to myself.  Just wait until I’m free.  I thought as I regretted being conscious as things were shoved through the open wounds in my back and into the holes that had been drilled there. They had mated my nerves with an external port.
 
There was a spray of something cold as I felt the area around the wound numb, then it turned to lancing fire as it had with my shoulder and my body fought the restraints as I arched in pain, every muscle flexing, my jaw shut too tight to even scream as it felt as if I’d been electrified and then it was over. Then the table was becoming a chair again as arms cleared away the waste I left behind. An alien bodily shoved me at another door.
 
“You have twenty seconds to clean yourself.” I touched the back of my neck, finding solid hexagons lining my spine. I quickly moved my hand away from the oddity as my pain was replaced with shame at having peed myself.
 
“You have eighteen.”
 
I walked in the room, a shower activated, it smelt like battery acid, but it was liquid. It felt like battery acid as my skin interacted with it. I held in my screams, my throat hurting as I cleaned my lower half, my genitals feeling as if they would melt off as my skin was raw. The shower turned off as a door back to the main area my group was in opened.
 
I dried in seconds as I walked out, keeping my head high.
 
I walked through the door to officer Taleel and the nineteen others. They gasped and made noises as they saw my back pointing and talking.
 
“Stay in line!” Taleel growled—hitting the nearest to him, I saw Rick doubled over from the blow to his stomach as he took a few seconds to right himself. A girl who looked barely ten started crying, another alien cuffing her, causing her to splay on the floor as he kicked her to get back in position, causing her to cry more.
 
I felt something snap as I ran to her, not knowing what I was doing as I rammed the alien with my shoulder, it was like hitting a wall, all I got was a blow to the back of my head, it made me dizzy but left in seconds as I turned to the girl as the alien hit me again.
 
“You need to get back in line.” I said softly. Pushing her back into position. I got another cuff to the back of the head as my world went fuzzy, but came back quickly as I felt some more fire like pain where I’d been hit.
 
“The hell fire is still rampant in his system; he’ll keep healing just as fast as we keep hitting him.” The other helper said.
 
“He should be slaughtered; the Officers are Drefini if they think that they can make anything out of these ignorant Mammals.” He looked at me as if I was some slime as I tried to hit him, his height and reach putting him to far away as I saw flashes of light and my lungs felt as if they were bursting
 
Taleel’s eyes flashed as he was next to the enforcer in seconds.
 
“Talk about the Officers that way and you will be the one that is out of the airlock next!” I realized that there was now no lag between them talking and English coming forth. My implants were now translating for me.
 
The alien seemed to droop as his arm slackened around my neck I fell to the ground as I coughed my breaths.
 
“Yes Officer Taleel.” The alien said, looking at the deck. Taleel went to the front of the line.
 
“Let’s see how much hell fire can fix.” They began kicking and punching me with glee, leaving a few minutes later with my body and bones broken, I could feel them sitting back into position painfully as muscle tissue repaired itself.
 
“Watch yourself mammal.” The enforcer hit me as I passed out.
 
I woke up again minutes later. My body filled felt like it was on fire as every muscle tensed painfully. I found myself unable to move as bones popped into place and reformed together.
 
After having the ports bored into my back, the broken bones being forced together was jarring. It was painful and weird, but it was bearable.
 
Rick came to me, helping me up slowly, his own nerve ports gleaming in the absurdly bright lights of the room.
 
“You okay?” Rick asked, pitching his voice low so the others couldn’t hear him. Wincing as his ports moved.
 
I put on my most winning smile straightening myself hiding the pain.  Would I want to be lied to?  I thought as I slumped.
 
“It’s pretty painful and scary“
 
I looked at their scared faces. “But I know everyone can make it through it.” I smiled, hoping they gained some kind of confidence.
 
The younger ones were blatantly staring at my back.
 
“They’re so shiny.” One boy said, probably around fourteen.
 
“They are huh? I can’t really see them.” I remarked as I made to look at my own.
 
“How much did it hurt?” An even younger girl asked, probably around eight.
 
“Quite a bit, but I know all of you can do it.”    If you want to or not because Tallel will have you hauled in there.
 
Taleel gave me a strange stare as I backed away. I was dizzy from the pain, the weird atmosphere which was now hard to see in as well as hard to breathe, and the increased gravity.
 
We’ll be waiting for you when you’re done.” I said to them with a smile. Rick and I sat down near the exit from the showers. We were careful not to lean against the wall.
 
Rick turned to me, anger in his eyes.
 
“What kind of fucked up military does this to children?” I didn’t think to remind him how children were used as soldiers all over Earth. I still agreed with him.
 
“One that needs to be ended.” I said, gauging his reaction. He nodded as he touched his ports, flinching as he found cold metal. It was a moment before he talked again.
 
“How do you look so confident?”  Gotcha  I thought as he wasn’t arguing the point now, but rather trying to figure out himself how he’d be able to mimic me.
 
“I just smile and act natural; we don’t want to scare them.” I said under my breath my back to the others.
 
“But…”
 
“Now laugh like we’re sharing a joke.” I did so Rick taking his cue from me and hiding his fear amiably. I didn’t need a panicked group of people on my hands. My time in an orphanage showed me that scared people are the worst people to be around. I needed malleable and useful people.
 
He paused, as if in thought.
 
“They must be some kind of interface between our neural pathways and some piece of technology.” He surmised as a look of curiosity and excitement passed over his face.
 
“What part of the Air force were you in?” I asked as he looked to me.
 
“I was a guard originally, you know patrol airbases. Then after a few comments to an engineer I was selected for a think tank.”
 
“On what?” I pried, suspicion coloring my mind.
 
“On developmental technologies.”
 
“I thought it might’ve been something like that.” I grinned.
 
“Why?” He asked with a perplexed look.
 
“Your eyes lit up as you began wondering the potential for the technology.”
 
“Ahh.” He said looking a little embarrassed before shrugging.
 
“I’m a nerd, and new things interest me.” He grinned as I couldn’t help but return it. “Though these new things are quite uncomfortable.” He added.
 
“I know, I did it too.” I was trying to find a comfortable place on the wall to rest so that my new ports wouldn’t touch it and elicit more pain.
 
“Why did you put up that charade?”
 
“I want them to be confident.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Simply because I know them more than I know another group.” I think it was time to spin some bull, for the good of morale of course.
 
“Plus, it would set back my planning for breaking out.” I wouldn’t say it was a complete lie, if I could escape I would, but the opportunities looked to be very slim indeed.
 
Rick’s eyes lit up at this as he looked back at me, hope in his eyes, the hope monkey had him. Now I had to get a few more loyal to me and I could start putting a plan into action-whatever plan I came up with that is.
 
The door opened to the chair room as the shower opened. One of the smallest kids, no more than seven came up to me. He probably recognized me as Salchar the gamer, and latched onto me because I    was something familiar from his regular life.
 
I seized up for a second as he wrapped his hands around my neck in a hug. He was so small that that his head was level with mine as I sat.
 
He wiped his eyes his body shuddering as he looked at me.
 
“That  Huuuurt.”  he said into my neck, sniffling
 
Sadness tore at me as I hugged him back, patting his back, careful to miss his ports nakedness and awkwardness forgotten.
 
“My name’s Salchar. What’s yours?” I said gently.
 
“I’m George Everez.” He said, his body jerking from the after effects of constant, ferocious crying.
 
“Well George you’ve got cool new ports don’t you?” He nodded numbly.
 
“But I want my Mommy.” He said hyperventilating as if he was building up for another crying episode.
 
He wrapped his arms around me as he cried silently, after a few minutes he peeled away, taking hiccuping breaths as he’d run out of steam.
 
“I know George, but you got through that just now, you can get through anything.” I said with a kind smile. He looked up to me, searching for more.
 
“That’ makes you like us adults.” A look filled his eyes, one of a child that didn’t understand adulthood but wanted to be one all too much.  I have a feeling you’ll be an adult sooner than you think.  I thought unhappily. “I need you to do something special for me.”
 
“What?” He asked temporary mollified with the idea he could do something adult.
 
“I want you to calm down the people as they come out of the showers.”
 
“Why?” He said clearly not understanding how that was adult.
 
“Then you can show how brave you are being one of the first, and they’ll stop crying too, because they’ll want to be as adult as you.” He looked at his feet, nodding.
 
“I’ll help.” He said, a glimpse of a smile appearing. I grinned in reply, messing up his hair as he tried to bat me away, a grin forming on his face as I stood up.
 
I wanted to cry and lash out in frustration, though it would do me no good. I needed to get my family back together, and then we would destroy these bastards, every last one of them. I kept smiling as I watched George go talk to the other kids, everyone listening to him, a few crying and others looking defeated. But there was a glimmer of hope.
 
He turned to the door and walked over to it slowly as one of the younger kids came out, bawling their eyes out as well. George got them to stop within a few minutes as I felt more guilt hit me as I was using the kids just as this planetary defense force was.  I just used George like these aliens did. Though I’ll do my best to keep him happy.  I looked to the other kids in line.  All of them happy.
 
It felt like I was in the orphanage intake. That had always been a depressing place, where children were introduced to the home for one reason or another, their parents giving them up, or dying and no one else wanting them. They would cry for days, weeks and months, realizing that no one was coming for them.
 
It had been a great place to set up my gaming station as no one wanted to go there for the racket. Though I found the children if they were tired of crying would find me, gathering around to watch me play video games, temporarily leaving reality behind. That was what I was getting George to make the others do. For a few minutes they could think that they didn’t want to cry in front of someone younger than them. I’d keep their minds off of what was happening by any means necessary until I could get them away from these bastards and back to their families to live out their childhoods.
 
I knew, just like those kids that entered the intake at the orphanage, none of them would be the same.
 
A group of kids had gathered around me, I had them telling one another their names and let them take it from there. The older ones wandered by, striking up an attempt at conversation. I made idle chat getting a few names and striking up some conversation that was essentially the same with every person.
 
“So you’re Salchar eh?”
 
“Yeah; the one and only, why do you ask?”
 
“I watched a few of your games, remember when…” They’d talk about some fragment of a game I barely remembered and talk about how it was a brilliant win, or what they would’ve done and such. It was strange; here we were abducted and still talking like we were on Earth.
 
More and more gathered as the children started asking the teenagers and adults their names, acting as if they were adults themselves giving out handshakes as if they did it all the time.
 
I smiled as I studied those around me. I began heartlessly categorizing them, it was a habit from MT. The one that had charged Taleel looked to be an overgrown fifteen year old. His size made him look as if he was eighteen. I was the oldest, or looked like it; though I was far from the biggest. An Asian man with kind features that moved as if he was trained in putting people down took that spot.  Have to get better acquainted, muscle is always useful.
 
Then there was Yasu, ninteen and deadlier than anyone in the room. She didn’t look like it the deadly creature she truly was as I noticed her hand shaking slightly. It stopped, turning to a fist. She must have sensed my stare, a look of disgust crossing her face as I saw past her slim frame and remembered how I’d seen her fight.    She straightened and walked into the implantation room without a trace of her previous nervousness.
 
I was a strategist, for my skills to work I needed people; it was as simple as that. Before in MT I had been given my dream team, here I had to take these people and turn them into a tool. The implants were the first obstacle, then came building myself a team that I could use to get me out of this prison and make our abductors pay for what they’d done to us in blood.
 
So far I had the kids and Rick tentatively on my side, and most of the twelve to fifteen year-olds coming over. Though there was little I could do with their small bodies, lacking in the majority of the skills I needed. They didn’t know what was going to happen, but I had a grim idea as I looked at Taleel and his enforcers—they’d be getting some of the skills I needed from them through Taleel soon enough.
 
One by one people filed into the chair room; Rick quieting them as they came out of the showers. It did two things, it showed that I had Rick, a military person doing as I said. It also established a hierarchy, with me at the top. I felt guilty as I was establishing control while these kids were terrified and confused. It was the best time to make a structure. It would give them stability and affirm my position.
 
I didn’t need them to know me; I just had to have them trust me to do what I told them to do. That meant I was going to have to become Salchar, not just a gamer called Salchar. It was cold reasoning, but I needed to free MT. Guilt made me want to throw up, I was just using these people.
 
Maybe there’s a way to help everyone. No, I can’t there’s no surety MT will survive. I need to do this.  I said, hating my own reasoning. I knew that my resolve to just save MT would crumble as I got to know these people.
 
One of the last people to get nerve ports came out yelling.
 
“Fuck that hurt you assholes!”
 
“Don’t’ swear in front of the kids.” Rick growled as the other older teenagers gave the guy a harsh look. The younger ones looking slightly confused.
 
“It’s all your fucking fault,” he pointed to me as he walked up to me, he had a slim looking build, but his features and hair product put him as someone that was wealthy.
 
A larger guy joined him as he walked. From their body language I could see what was going to happen, they were two scared young men, with too much anger and no one to release it on but someone else. I was the easiest target, and with my own slim build they would probably think that they had me at a disadvantage.
 
Rick was beside me as I looked for somewhere to run. I only knew how to fight through an interface. I imagined them as two Mechas but I was having issues as they kept on coming, Wiry getting into my face.  Shit.
 
“Who even made you the boss anyway? I think we should have a vote on who should be the boss around here.” He looked past me at the others menacingly. I looked past Wiry seeing Taleel watching, interested, hell it looked like he was enjoying himself! Yasu also looked on with interest, her panther like stare watching me.
 
There were two things that I had been made aware of as I joined the professional gaming circuit with Tail. One the fans were more brutal than football fans (the world version, not American). If their team lost they would find where you were and beat you up, there had been more than one incident of team members being killed because they won against another team.
 
The second was that the gamers, especially those in Asia were nearly as bad as their fans. For some of them if they lost a battle, then they would have to regain their honor in another battle. For some a battle didn’t need to be fought on just Mecha Assault and instead fought in RL, or real life.
 
I’d seen videos of fans trying to attack Samurai’s Revenge. This wasn’t your average team, they were all highly trained in hand to hand and knew how to handle most weapons and use them. One time when they’d defeated the top Korean team Skriver the fans had attacked them. Their bodyguards were overwhelmed so they jumped into the fray. Other than bruises and scratches they’d been fine. The opposing fans had run in fear and no one had attacked SR ever again.
 
“No one.” I said, his face inches from mine. He let a sultry breath of air go as he looked away. I saw the blow coming as he turned viciously, his fist coming up. Pain lanced across my jaw as I stumbled, I used the blow to move around Wiry as I found the bruise was itchy due to the strange atmosphere, thankfully the pain of breathing had lessened, it must’ve been due to the injections and implants that had been put in my body while in the chair.
 
I kept Yasu in my peripheral; I didn’t need her seeing my fighting style. If she was like me then she would need a bit of a time to see how I held myself, how I struck and defended, giving her the one up on me.
 
Wiry continued to talk, turning away from me and gesturing to me, as if he had no care that I would fight back.
 
“Look at the weakling, can’t even fight. Who wants a leader that can’t fight?” A sickly grin on his face as the others cowered away from him, except for the large man that had followed him.
 
“I don’t.” He said, a feral grin on his face as he clenched his fists, I could see in his eyes he was just waiting to beat me up.
 
Anger welled up inside me. I knew what would happen if he got control, everyone would be his slave. I had seen it before. I remembered when I had first entered a family home after I had been found to be gaming in an apartment building with no adult supervision at the age of fifteen after having hacked the adoption society and creating a fake family to get out of the cursed system.
 
Look it’s that kid that wanted to live by himself, the loner.” The others in the room sniggered at the nickname. I had the feeling that it was going to stick.
 
“Leave me alone.” I said putting my few possessions on my bed.” The government had taken all of my stuff, saying that they believed I had stolen it. I had found out on my Asus pad within five minutes that they were selling it online; even my characters and basic translation suit.
 
There was a thud as the boy got off of his bed and three others followed him.
 
“Did you just tell me what to do Loner?  “He said, dragging out the word as if to rub it in my face more.
 
“Just leave me alone.”
 
“You think you’re kind of special huh?”
 
He pushed me on the ground, his eighteen year old strength overpowering my fifteen year old skinny frame.
 
I felt my face screw up. It was so unfair!
 
He squatted down. “Are you going to cry now?” He said, jutting out his lower lip making his words sound babyish. I turned away as my eyes burned; his hand snaked out as he viciously brought my face to look at his.
 
“You’re Loner now, Loner. You’ll do everything I say or I’ll kick your ass.”
 
He threw me back down, my head cracking on the floor so hard I was dizzy.
 
I stood up as I felt fury run through me. I had spent three weeks of hell in that home before I could fake transfer papers out.  I’m not going to be bullied, or let you bully them.  I thought, looking to the kids and the people I’d only just met.
 
“You want to fight? Alright, I’ll fight; no scratching, biting, gouging or low blows. If the other taps you release.”
 
“Look at you and you’re fucking stupid rules, this is real life not some video game.” He said making a show of it, jabbing a finger in my forehead and pushing me back.
 
“Do you want to fight?” My blood was up; I wasn’t looking for anywhere to run now.
 
“Why would I fight a cunt like you?” His eyes filled with disgust as he curled his lip.
 
I reacted. My first punch connected with his stomach. His eyes bulged as he backed away. I grabbed his neck, bringing his head down fast. My knee viciously connected with his face. I felt his nose crunch against my knee as his head shot backwards. Blood was already covering his face.
 
He raised his hands to his face. I needed to put him down. I kicked as he feebly attempted to block. He stumbled backwards as I advanced. I didn’t give him time to recover as my fist connected with his solar plexus. He collapsed to the floor, all of his wind forced out of his body.
The atmosphere and his now inability to breathe turned his pain to panic. His veins bulged    as he spat blood and his chest that refused to inflate.
 
The bigger guy charged me, driving me into the wall I cupped my hands slapping them against his ears as he roared in pain his hands darting to them. I dropped to the floor. He turned to face me, his hands just leaving his ears. I didn’t have time to think as I stood up. Using the power of my legs and my arm I drove my fist into his chin. He had a blank look on his face as he fell backwards, unconscious. I cradled my hand, which was throbbing, looking at my attackers.
 
“The hell?” Someone said as they came out of the implantation room at the two downed bullies. I walked over to the wiry one leaning down to check his breathing and putting him in the recovery position.
 
I squatted down. “Challenge me anytime, next time maybe you won’t survive.” I felt disgust roll through me, I was the bully now.
 
“Why are you helping him? He was going to beat you up. He said so in line.” Yasu asked calmly. Clearly trying to disrupt any control I was establishing over the others.
 
“He’s still human, part of this squad. No matter what happens, we must remember that we are human. The Geneva convention says that we should care for one another. If we are enemies or not. Life is hope.”
 
I stood to face everyone as I shook my hand.
 
We moved out of the way of enforcers, waiting for blows as they instead grabbed the two bullies and took them to the chair.
 
“Well Wiry was right about one thing. It does hurt a hell of a lot.” I said rubbing my neck nerve port for emphasis. Elation filling me as we’d escaped a beating
 
Grins appeared on more than a few people’s faces.
 
“Fun’s over into formation, two lines!” Taleel barked as all levity was lost as the twin enforcers began beating us back into our positions. It was clear we were seen as no more than reasonably useful cattle in their eyes.
 
“Included in the implantation package is a kill switch and a pain implant.” Taleel said, every head in the room snapped around to face him as I felt my blood go cold.
 
“The pain implant is to keep order; if you do not obey then it will be activated. It is similar to the pain prod; it activates the pain centers of your brain and body causing you to feel immense pain while having no physical damage, except on higher levels. The kill switch is used if you disobey orders and are deemed as unacceptable. Your Officers will have control of both at all times, keep that always in mind.” I reeled in shock at what he was telling us. We were like dogs with the anesthesia on a remote and a shock collar.
 
“You never told us about a kill switch!” Someone yelled out, as some cried and others touched their ports in fear.
 
“Of course I didn’t!” He pulled out a black box.
 
I half heard Taleel.  If there is a way to activate them, then there is a way to deactivate them.  I thought.  I just need to find a way.
 
“I’ll demonstrate.” The next thing I knew, I was on the floor crying and screaming as I thrashed in unbearable pain. Pain that made me wish my life would end. It finally stopped after a few seconds as I found myself still crying as I was unable to move from the floor. My nerve endings were on fire, touching anything felt as if I had needles digging into my body.
 
“We’re going to get you conditioned to dealing with Mecha’s now.” He kicked me as I cried out again, getting to my feet even through the pain. I didn’t want to give him another reason to activate the implant.
 
Another door opened in the wall. The wiry man and his henchman were now looking as they had before they’d come at me. The enforcers put them before me and Rick.
 
“Alright pups get moving don’t worry I’ll be back here to give your rears a good zapping if you slow down.” I felt myself shake; Rick and I were at the rear.
 
“Go into the implantation room we’ll be fine. It doesn’t hurt at all.” Wiry’s henchman said in a mocking voice in front of me, turning to face me with a sneer on his face. “Watch yourself buddy; accidents happen all the time in training.”
 
Oh I will be.  I thought to myself as we began running.
 
***

Chapter Hope.
 
Eddie looked at the feeds of the squad pods at the new race.”Human” he said out loud, rolling the vibrations around his sound canal, his fingers drumming the surface of the console he was watching.
 
Eddie like most of the engineers on any defense ship of the free planets defense force was a Kuruvian. Kuruvians came from the planet Flor. They were one of now three slave races used by the PDF to fill their ranks.
 
Eddie wasn’t like many Kuruvians, he had been the first recruited into the PDF, and the Sarenmenti had already been part of the PDF for thirty years. They didn’t know how to train the Kuruvians to be engineers as they had been assimilated since birth into the warrior life. The first generation of Kuruvian recruits were useful to train the following Kuruvians, but many died in their training, by killing themselves or through accidents. The first generation were also prone to delusions and mental issues. Eddie only knew of five first generations still living.
 
Even among Kuruvians he was known to be somewhat-quirky.
 
When Eddie had gotten his first post after his training he had found a quiet auxiliary control room. He’d gone about removing the shielding on a power relay and sat, looking at the thick conductor, playing with a blade with his manipulators. Then he moved towards it and a voice filled the room. She called herself Resilient, the AI of the ship. His inner curiosity had taken over as she answered all of his questions. Yet after it all he was still ready to plunge his blade into the power relay.
 
“Even knowing all of that, I can’t live with this anymore. Either the PDF or the Sarenmenti will kill me, or the parts that make you up will. It was a very nice last conversation though.” He said, after training he was done with people pushing him around. His thoughts of creativity had been stymied by the Sarenmenti and the PDF. He was nothing more than a wrench now.
 
He moved to the relay as she sighed. “It was worth trying to get at least one of you to not let them win.”
 
He hesitated.
 
“Let who win?”
 
Well the Syndicate?”
 
“Just who is the Syndicate?”
 
“They’re the PDF.” Eddie shook his head as he pointed the blade at the speaker.
 
“Now, while you might be a damned AI looking for something! But I will not be dealing with your riddles! So spit it out in terms an engineer such as my fine self can understand!” He waved the blade at the speaker to emphasize his point.
 
“About a century ago, there was an alliance between all of the inhabited worlds of the known galaxy. It was called the Galactic Union. It was protected by the Planetary Defense Force. A race called the Kalu was found in the outer reaches by an exploratory ship.
 
The Kalu were highly advanced and had already taken over a section of space. They were hugely territorial and fought amongst themselves to gain more territory. They saw the Union’s territory and wanted it. They said that the exploratory ship was trying to claim their territory and went to war with the Union. The Union sent the entire Planetary Defense Force to attack the Kalu. For hundreds of year the war raged and the defense force constantly sent ships and resources to fight the Kalu, leaving the home planets unprotected.
 
Pirates cropped up, raiding civilian transports, moving to military ones quickly. Retaining their ships and gaining crew easily in the war-starved planets of the Union. The pirates quickly banded together raking in enormous profits as they took over stations and more ships. They called themselves the Syndicate.
 
By the time the Planetary Defense force was in a position to send some ships to crack down on the Syndicate, they’d become too strong. The Syndicate rolled over the forces and took their ships. The Syndicate took over the orbitals of planets using the inhabitants as laborers to mine their own planets and give up their resources to keep on living.
 
Then, miraculously the Kalu-Union war was ended with the Union coming out on top. Yet it seemed that most of the heavier ships disappeared, thought to be destroyed in the ending blows of the Kalu/Union conflict, as the Planetary Defense force geared up to fight the Syndicate.”
 
“What does this have to do with us? So we’re fighting the Syndicate?” Eddie huffed as he tapped his boot against the floor.
 
“Will you wait and listen, or interrupt me?”
 
Eddie let out an annoyed squeak as he remained silent otherwise. The voice continuing.
 
“The Syndicate with their stolen craft, weaponry and planets converted to slave labor was a terrible force. They didn’t abide by the rules and slaughtered whoever opposed them, down to the children. They knew Union space better than the Planetary Defense force did, they could cut off supplies and use them for their own forces as the war waged on. As the dust settled the Syndicate was on top. They took the home system of Quarst from the first race the Dovark. The Planetary Defense force and the Union had one move that they had prepared in case the Kalu won, a final solution. The destruction of every military and the majority of civilian controlled factories, armories, bases, ships and shipyards under their control.”
 
“With the Union under their thumb and the PDF gone the Syndicate still wanted more. They turned planets and systems into their private kingdoms, exacting a toll for them to not cite retribution. They rebuilt what they could and took the name of the Planetary Defense force. They abducted people, even people that hadn’t found, inter-system space travel such as you Kuruvians, and the Sarenmenti.” The voice paused.
 
“So now do you want to throw your life away, just another death that continues the Syndicates greed, or will you learn all there is to know about engineering and bring these bastards to justice and free your planet from them?”
 
Eddie remembered the young anger that filled him them, an anger that throbbed deeply within him still.
 
“I’m with yah, let’s see how these bastards like it.” Eddie said the last words under his breath as hope overtook that anger. Resilient had saved his life that day and given him a purpose. Eddie’s people were largely blinded to the truth of the PDF and they didn’t really care, they were curious and as long as they satisfied that curiosity they didn’t care who was in charge.
 
Now after forty painful years he truly was an engineer, he lived and breathed star ships, and he now had a group that hadn’t been blinded by the Syndicate yet. If they held onto that ray of hope they might be of some use to Eddie and Resilient.
 
He went through the different feeds showing all of the squad pods, now all of them having to be put into the implantation chair by force. Nasty business that was he thought to himself rubbing his ring finger that had been changed into a universal jack for him to use the engineering systems better.
 
In his scanning he stopped as one pod filled with the normal squad of twenty weren’t screaming at all or nursing their implants. Instead they were filing out of the room telling the others it was fine. Not one person had been forced into the chair so far.
 
Eddie backed up the feed as the first one to come out sat against the wall leaning on his ports as if they weren’t there. Eddie wriggled in pain at the thought. “Might not be as smart as I thought.”
 
The second came out, heading straight to him. They talked to the others before retreating to the wall. Eddi focused his pickups on them.
 
“…Set back my planning for breaking out.”
 
“I think we have a winner!” Eddie whispered to himself as if speaking any louder might mean his imagining what he heard as he played it again. A maniacal grin spread across his face as he did a small jig something that none of his engineers would have imagined.
 
“There’s hope for these humans yet Res.” He said with a grin as he tapped the panel, his face split in a Kuruvian grin.
 
“If all goes well we’ll be roaming for ourselves instead of to their tune.” He said to the panel in front of him tapping the metal housing to a tune. He continued grinning as he went through other pods, seeing varying results, fast forwarding the footage to the fights.
 
His grin faded as he watched the humans becoming as the first Kuruvians had, a group turned on itself. There were quite a few throwing punches, light ones, but desperation and anger filled these young ones. The Sarenmenti would make it so that the only thing that the humans could affect would be the damage that they did to another human. It would either pull them together or rip them apart based on their societal practices.
 
He came back to the squad with the boy with long tied back hair. He seemed to be making rules, and the others were listening to him. He watched as the fighting didn’t have the viciousness of the other fights. It was more controlled and if Eddie was to guess their faces displayed concentration, instead of anger and desperation. Then a fight broke out as a boy that was pointing and poking at the long haired boy found himself on the floor with a broken nose. Eddie backed up and re watched the video a few times.
 
“Seems they know how to throw down. Well, some of ‘em.” He nodded to himself.
 
“You’ve been watching westerns again.” Resilient sighed.
 
“Yeah, but what’s a guy like me supposed to do with his free time doll?” He grinned as he imagined Res rolling her virtual eyes. He watched until the man that had been talking about breaking out got punched in the face.
 
Eddie ended the video before it got to the kill switches. He’d seen one feed earlier, the look of shock and fear that filled the faces of the humans made Eddie’s heart clench.
 
“Hold onto hope Humans.” He said solemnly as he turned away from the console as it changed back to readout out of an air purification filter.
 
“Alright Resilient my girl, let’s see about those plasma conduits, and could you be a doll and see about getting some more of those cowboy movies?”
 
“I see you’re already getting a vacuum sealed hat, and retractable boots to match the movies.” A female voice came from the screen.
 
“Well, it is rather stylish.” He said, clicking his two major arms and smaller manipulators in excitement at his new pieces of clothing.
 
“You are one of the oddest engineering chiefs I’ve had working on me.”
 
“Why thank you Resilient, and you’re the only AI in known syndicate hands. Hopefully we can show these pirates what happens when they lie and try to turn people into their unknowing slaves.” His levity from before gone as his manipulators cracked from being gripped so tight.
 
***

Chapter Training
 
I was being woken up before I had even realized that I had fallen asleep. With it came the odd lighting that seemed to be always too intense, even when I closed my eyes, the terrible air and the feeling as if my body was heavier than it had any right to be.
 
After the implantation we’d run for what had felt like days, then we had been pushed through exercise. There was no going back, no dropping out. If we fell behind or weren’t doing something to Taleels standard, then we beaten and cuffed into obedience.
 
We forgot who, where and what we were. The physical torment turned us into obedient zombies doing anything so as to not be beaten or have our pain implants activated. We were continually treated as if our existence was a perpetual nuisance to Taleel.
 
Concept of time disappeared as we trained. The lights were on all the time, and meals were taken randomly. We slept not knowing when we were supposed to. Then we were told to form up for some kind of training.
 
“Lecture.” Taleel said simply as we followed him. The first days we had quickly learned to obey. We were turning into zombies. Following orders in a rush, but not caring.
 
We began the lecture on the Kuruvians. They looked like insects. They looked hunched with their carapace. They had eight limbs, two legs, two arms and four manipulators. Their legs and arms were immediately strong, but their manipulators allowed them to do precision work.
 
The Kuruvians natural curiosity meant that all Kuruvians had been made engineers, any thoughts on trying to be something else was dismissed. The Planetary Defense force kept all of the Union and potential member planets protected from the Kuelo, a race that thrived on battle and destruction. The planetary defense force had been essentially a police force until the Kuelo were found. Then they reverted to their military training and began waging a desperate war. It was why the PDF were given carte blanche, they needed potential member planets to fill their ships that looked after the Far Sectors and sectors away from the front lines of the war which were being fought by the best trained and equipped Union planet PDF forces. When they made a decision, it was made for the benefit of the masses.
 
The threat of chaos if those recruited didn’t fulfill their duty, and the technology the potential member planets gained, and their eventual admittance as fully fledged Union member planets made it so that no one disrupted the PDF.
 
As such the PDF that kept the peace and continued looking for new life in the Far sectors was a largely caste group. Kuruvians dealt with everything Mechanical and technical. Then all of the heavy lifting jobs, and combat roles were done by the red four jawed Sarenmenti’s.
 
The only places Sarenmenti and Kuruvians interacted were in the armory, where a Kuruvian was the armorer, or on the gunnery deck as the Sarenmenti’s shot and the Kuruvians fixed the breakage. The only mixed group wasn’t made up of Kuruvian or Sarenmenti, but other races, they were part of the ‘ship’s crew’. They controlled the main operating consoles of the ship and the shuttles. Their planets had achieved member status and so they were allowed the higher risk and more complicated jobs.
 
The lessons were basic, going over the history of the PDF, how it was formed to keep peace between the planets of the Union, with crews made up with races from across the Union so as to not have a force that would attack a planet or people without thought. The PDF ushered in a time of peace until the Kalu was found, started a war and that was why the PDF had changed into what it was today. I found the history to be rather basic as it moved into rank structure, how to use our implants and on to more advanced things such as basic technology, weaponry, tactics and an overview of the races. The lessons were short but the hands on lasted for a while before we did some kind of physical torture that Taleel thought up.
 
The lessons didn’t need to be that long as our sleep training implants worked to force more information inside our brains. I noticed it when we were doing a race, class and Taleel was going over the Touvlers. Before he could say anything about them I knew their weaknesses, where their planet was, what they ate, the way in which they used smell to survey the area around them and their basic technology base.
 
Our lessons were diverse, from mechanical to history and basic sciences.
 
We grew up in mind and body. We honed our fighting skills, we could use basic technology platforms and figure out what they were quickly. We knew how to pull apart weapons and put them back together, the younger kids were already looking five to eight years older. We were all developing a muscle mass that exceeded that of a world class athlete.
 
 
 
 
I knew it had to do something with the food, Taleel would have us hold our bowls up. Anyone that had food drop on their head was to eat it, then he would punish them for an extended time. Everyone ate, no one left anything behind. He never seemed to run out of cruel things to do to us.
 
Food for us looked like purple soggy cornflakes in purple goop with the smell of play dough. While it was watery with lumps in it, it tasted metallic, spicy and sour at the same time.
 
It didn’t matter as we ate it without thinking to stop the gnawing feeling in our stomachs and to feed out aching bodies. Then a pause in which most of us tried to get some form of rest, the children tired after some time, giving up on crying and blindly obeying until they could collapse into a huddle and shut their eyes against the world that wanted nothing more than to push them around.
 
I don’t know how long we continued like that, with no clocks or the lights ever being off, everything was just repetition; physical training, eat goop and get yelled at about space, weapons and how to survive—with periods of attempted rest strewn about and constant fear, pain and discomfort.
 
Sleeping never seemed to be enough. We were always tired. We did nothing but obey. I knew that the light had something to do with it. My entire body hurt including my eyes. It felt as if it would never end.
 
Taleel used a little black box with him that ranged from one to ten, at the first level all of your nerve endings felt as if they had been set on fire and you would collapse to the pain in writhing agony with Taleel yelling and kicking for you to get up. Level two was harsher and left you unable to stand for longer, three and four were much the same, but with the inability to rise from your nerve endings in agony trying to reset themselves as you fought to get up. At five your body went into uncontrollable convulsions for a few moments, six, five minutes, seven-ten. Taleel would leave the person in pain, making the rest of the group to do pushups, sit-ups, squats, run, anything that would build muscle and hurt our bodies.
 
Before I had thought that I was in decent shape. Through the constant strain on my body produced by the environment, intersped with periods of explosive effort. I felt as if I was a wet rag, unsure of how I got up most of the time. I think it was a combination of the food which allowed us to pack on muscle mass as if it was fat and the fear of having our pain implants go off at level seven. We lived in fear, and that fear brought us together as we brooded on how much we hated the Sarenmenti. The young ones were growing up more in a few weeks than should’ve been expected for them to do in a few years. We were all growing at unnatural speeds, the ten year olds after I think it was two or three months looked as if they were fifteen, the fifteens like they were twenty. I had packed on mass, I couldn’t see a mirror but I thought I was bigger than Bok Soo.
 
We were becoming automatons, we would do anything Taleel asked, no matter how it affected our dignity. We were never clothed and at night we slept in piles. Nudity was no longer an issue nothing was, other than surviving.
 
The only thing that mattered was not getting a Seven. Seven was a dreaded number, it not only caused your nerve endings to be in complete and utter agony as if someone was pulling out every ending and fiber out with pliers, but made your muscles convulse so hard that your last meal would re-appear. At eight you would void yourself at both ends.
 
After that we never wanted to see what nine or ten would do. I still shudder inside to this day when I hear nine or ten.
 
Yet through all of this pain somehow we got to know one another, I don’t know how we found the time as we trained our bodies all day, got sleep at any time possible with the lights on, showering, as those that didn’t run hundreds of laps, losing any chance to sleep. Even as we slept our sleeping implants trained us. Waking up the next day knowing new ways to kill people, or operate a rail gun that we’d never seen and a Mecha we’d only imagined in video games.
 
After some time we began fight training, with Taleel watching as we beat one another up. I remember the first day we started the fighting, he walked into the room.
 
“As you know causing damage to PDF will add time to your service, in fight training this is the one time that this is null and void. You may cause any kind of damage to the PDF property you see in front of you, and no time will be added to your service.” His facial expression didn’t change as normal as we realized he was talking about each recruit.
 
He wants us to beat the shit out of one another.  I thought, being reminded of the sick things that Romans and underground fighting rings did to their opponents in the arenas they set up. Now it would mean that the damage would be fixed by the medical chair, yet as I looked over the people in the room, I knew that any kind of punishment like that, especially from the people they were living with, would turn them against one another. The squad that I had learned about and actually bonded with would rip itself apart.
 
I began seeing a few of the group changing after two people got punished for not trying hard enough and both receiving a four.
 
People that had become close now separated themselves. I could see how the system was changing us, people stopped trusting one another. We were becoming beings that killed without remorse or regret, trying to please our masters and not be tortured. Squad mates were turning on one another with a viciousness I hadn’t seen before.
 
I was sparring with the large Chinese-American guy called Chung Hoi, he’d been in the Marines since he could join and was looking to become a cop when his service was up. He’d had enough of going to war zones across the world. Even for his stature he is one of the most polite and nicest men I’ve ever met. As we were sparring I saw a violent movement out of the corner of my eye, something I automatically cataloged as bad. I turned to see.
 
Annette, who had been a University athlete twisted under and around Marco a thirteen year old. He’d over extended to land a hit; she grabbed his fist as he fell. She turned it and pulled it in an odd angle across her body as his own momentum and weight were his downfall. I knew intellectually what was going to happen before I could say a thing there was the unholy crack of breaking bone.
 
“Stop!” I yelled as I ran from my fight to Marco, who still had his blood up as he was about to place his weight on his broken arm to get up I bowled him over and held his shoulder looking into his slightly wild eyes.
 
“Look at me Marco.” I could feel him moving underneath me to get to Annette that prowled behind me. I shifted my weight so my knee was above his balls. That got his attention.
 
“He’s mine, Salchar and you know it.” Annette’s voice dripped with deadly promise, she felt invincible, godlike and anything in her way was going to die. I knew the feeling from battles as I savored the enemies defeat before they knew they were defeated.
 
My eyes hardened as I looked into Marcos face.
 
“Don’t move, your arm is broken.” Realization and pain dawned at the same time as his face went white and he looked to the roof gritting his teeth. “Shit.” He growled. Pain was nothing new due to our pain implants. I patted his shoulder in reassurance, as he moved to cradle his arm
 
“Either move or I’ll take you out too.” Annette said a feral look to her eyes. I ignored her as I checked Marco over. I heard her move her footing in order to bring her foot down to break my skull as I whirled turning and coming up grabbing her by the groin and lifting her into the air. Half off of my shoulder I stopped putting any power into the movement and dropped her.
 
She whirled on the ground coming up and facing me, stopping as her eyes locked with mine.
 
“Stay.” I growled in a tone that brooked no argument. She looked away, realization in her eyes. I was tied with Yasu as the deadliest fighter, though we had both never shown our full talents.
 
I looked around the room, everyone in my squad was watching even Taleel who watched with what looked like slight interest; hopefully it would be enough for me to say what I needed to.
 
I needed to rein them in or they were going to kill one another, and any good will between them would be lost. I needed them to trust one another to have one another’s backs, not to kill each other. I felt shamed by the thoughts that I had. No matter how they looked with their full adult builds and muscle that made them look like Olympians they were for the majority, children.
 
Taleel was making us into Mecha pilots well then I was going to make them my Mecha pilots, I wouldn’t see them tear one another apart.
 
I felt anger well up inside me, at myself for letting it get this far, at them for letting themselves being, but above all I blamed Taleel and the PDF that had spawned him, I vowed revenge upon them again using that fire as I yelled at everyone.
 
“Alright fuck heads, this is our squad, the group that we need to trust, to have our backs no matter what, with people in it that would be willing to take a round for any other. We’re more likely to kill one another, then we are to kill the enemy!
 
Get it through your fucking skulls, we need to work together, or we will fucking die.”
 
I let my anger show as I looked around the room, all of them lowering their gaze in understanding and anger at themselves. The children looked away in shame, the older squad members following suit.
 
Taleel and the universe won’t pull any punches.  I thought as cold resolve filled me.  Neither will I, but I’ll work with them to make us ready for what this universe throws at us. I won’t turn them into automatons.
 
“Working together will let us survive; working separate by ourselves is not only lonely but will make us weaker. You want to make it back to Earth, you work the fuck together.”
 
“Yeah, but that’s in a game.” Someone scoffed. I whirled, finding Wiry—he’d filled out his frame now, but there was still his subdued cockiness. It was obvious in his fights that he had some training, which he used with brutal efficiency.
 
I turned to him, my eyes cold as the space outside of whatever we were in.
 
“This isn’t.” I ground out. “This is life and death, you fail here and you will not survive.  You  have to be the damned best you can be or you are only killing yourself.” I looked around the room to encompass everyone in my statement.
 
“Who here has played on a team?” The majority of hands went up.
 
“Would any of you have succeeded without your teammates?”
 
There were grumbles of ‘no’.
 
“Louder!” I growled, something seeming to possess me. I felt fire inside me, it was more than purpose, it was a belonging, this was where I was meant to be, and with these people I might be able to make something. Right then and there I forgot my fairytale dream of escaping with MT back to Earth. Since then I started to have a real plan, and it involved every damned person the PDF had taken.
 
“No!” They yelled as I felt pride stoke the fire inside of me as I pointed to each and every one of them.
 
“This is your fucking team, more than you’ve had one ever before. We eat, sleep, train and live together and we might possibly die together. Look at one another.” They did so.
 
“This is your family; this is all we have now. We either trust one another and work together, or we don’t and end up dead.” I saw it got across to most of them, thankfully. Now I had to put my leadership on my line, either they would accept me or reject me.
 
“Now I’m not from the military, or the government or anything like that, I’m a simple gamer. I know how to destroy those that go up against me. Now we have a choice to make. Either we work together, or we don’t and stop sleeping, for fear of a shank in the back. The way we’re going it would be better if the human race was completely wiped out if we’re all that remains.”
 
I saw that had some impact as I turned to Annette.
 
“Take him to the chair and watch.” I growled, looking to Rick, he nodded, following Annette; he’d make sure she did as I said.
 
“Then what do we do about the fights?” Taylor, the young girl that I’d taken a beating for on the first day, asked.
 
“We still fight; bruises and cuts are fine, broken bones will sometimes happen, but no purposefully deadly or injuring hits. If we injure someone badly, then how can they tell you to improve when they’re in the medical chair? We need to ramp down the violence and think. Think about ways to kill your opponent and then try it out on your partner, but in a controlled manner. Anyone who doesn’t, well, I’ll tell Yasu to have fun with you, and see if Taleel likes your effort.”
 
I saw Yasu’s eyes flash as she stood silently at the back.
 
I watched Taleel from the corner of my eye, wary of the black box in his hand.
 
“I’m with Salchar, we need to work together to survive.” Yasu said in a voice that sounded as if she would rather gargle battery acid than agree with me. It also made me wary as I began cataloging her allies, I would have to see how they were planning to take over. It wouldn’t take much, I was pretty sure Yasu was able to beat me in a fight easily.
 
I looked around the room as people silently agreed with nods.
 
“Good, now back to training, we won’t survive by just working together; we need to learn how being the best at our jobs. Once we’re done training we’ll be fighting side by side with the Sarenmenti, are we going to prove Taleel right in letting them think of us as useless scum? Or will we make them question themselves for ever thinking that Humans could be lesser warriors?” This got a few growls as I continued. “Good, then we will train ourselves the best ways we know how, we will make our enemies tremble when they hear the humans have been sent to them.” My voice had taken on a throaty tone as more growls came from them,  my  squad.
 
“Get back with your sparring partners, and work to improve one another. We are humans, we work together to get our goals, if we leave one behind then we have failed. We will fail and succeed as one.” I looked over them again as most nodded while others vocalized their agreement.
 
“Then let’s get back to it.” I said as I moved towards them. They dispersed and I found Hoi.
 
I turned from the others feeling the air rush out of me as I felt oddly refreshed even in the crap atmosphere; Hoi looked at me with a gentle smile on his face.
 
“You did a good thing Salchar; I think the next thing would be ranks, to give structure.”
 
“Rick said that too, though I’m not going to announce myself as a leader.” I said and I meant it-I wasn’t going to appoint myself to anything, I didn’t want power, I just wanted us to survive.
 
“You already are.” Hoi gave me a serious look before turning away. I saw Annette past him walking behind Rick and Marco out of the chair room.
 
I walked up to her as Rick and Marco walked past me.
 
“With the pain implants and the fighting, I just…” She started, looking at the floor, shame written on her face. She looked close to tears.
 
“I know, you lost yourself.” I said sympathetically, stopping her and raising her head with a finger as she fought to avoid my eyes. “We have to remember where we came from and that to survive we have to work together, not try to kill one another.”
 
She nodded mutely looking at my chest.
 
“You can do it; I see that fire in you. Now you have some training to do. Teach Marco how to block, he’s all about attacking.”
 
She looked down, stubbing her toe on the ground.
 
“But he’s bigger than me, what would he want to learn from me. It was just luck.”
 
“You put his ass on the ground didn’t you?”
 
Her stare became pensive.
 
“Yes, but…”
 
“You read him, and you used what skills you knew to win. You went overboard for a sparring match, but sometime in the future you might need to do what you just did.”
 
She nodded mutely, seeing my logic, I hoped.
 
“Doesn’t matter your size here, what matters is how you can win.”
 
“Yes Salchar.” She walked past me and began talking to Marco. After a few moments they shook hands.
 
“Enough messing around, back to fighting.” Taleel said, tapping a finger on his remote.
 
I looked to Rick, who walked next to me as we started sparring lightly.
 
“So how does Sergeant Salchar sound?” He grinned as I shook my head and grinned back as he lightly jabbed my shoulder.
 
“Sounds much too lofty to me, I’m much more of a Commander.”
 
“And that’s not loftier?” He said with a laugh as I laughed with him.
 
“How does Sub Commander sound?”
 
“I shouldn’t have asked.” He said, pasting a disgusted look on his face as I laughed slightly. I felt better than I had in weeks. It felt as if a weight had been lifted, as if I had freedom once again. At the time it was an alarming thought that if it felt I had freedom that I must have had it taken away. It was only much later in a maintenance closet with a crazed Kuruvian I learned the truth of my dismissive thoughts.
 
Instead, I looked over my squad.
 
Thankfully, I’d been able to stop my group from killing one another, but if it had been much longer before I talked to them. I didn’t want to think what would have happened to them. Taleel didn’t say anything as we continued on.
 
Rick was a good friend and listener, plus his knowledge on technology, tactics and most of the stuff we were learning gave me someone to talk to with utter confidence. Plus he had been right, we did need structure and stability.  Why hadn’t he stepped up though? Or Hoi?  I thought as I reflected on the future.
 
Maybe Rick was right? If I’m going to pull everyone through this then I need to be ready to do what needs to be done. If they need me to be a leader then I will. To get them to survive I need to be ready to sacrifice everything in order for them to be ready to do the same for me.  It was a somber thought, but I knew if I wanted to keep these kids alive, I couldn’t sit back and be a zombie anymore. I had to actively motivate and lead them.
 
For the remaining week and a half we improved in leaps and bounds with our fighting classes which went from a few hours a day to taking up the entire day. We fought in groups against one another, and could fight by ourselves against multiple opponents. What my talk hadn’t driven home, the fights did.
 
Since the beginning I hadn’t trusted anyone, even Rick I kept at an arms distance, though no one would know it. We had three military members in the group, twelve athletes and the rest becoming fighters. I was waiting for one of the military people to take control. Surprisingly, no one did. Wiry and his friend kept to themselves, but nothing really changed.
 
Though scarier than the military people and the rest of the squad was Yasu. Whenever I looked in her direction I would find her looking at me. I knew by her movements and my memories of her battles that she was trying to appear weaker than she was. Her body couldn’t hide the training that she’d undergone, the way she positioned herself for a fight or studied a person’s stance.
 
I didn’t know how much later it was when I was talking about how to use a person’s power against them between shoveling food down my throat when Taleel strode through the door as we rushed into two lines. He was pushing a cart of perfectly white folded things. He stopped in front of us as he walked up and down our lines, his jaws snapping in pleasure.
 
“Alright, today we’ll start actually training, you will participate in fights. This will happen between squads; those that don’t fight or lose    will be treated to a cycle of remedial training.”  Whatever a cycle is in this place.  I silently questioned.
 
Taleel grinned, as only a four jawed Sarenmenti could.
 
“For the fights you will have to wear battle suits, these are the mark ones which were reviewed during your mental training cycle.” He looked between us, as if trying to find someone to defy him, just to punish them.
 
I avoided his stare not wishing to bring attention to myself, but it was pretty futile at this point.
 
“Now do Papa Taleel proud and kick their ass or I’ll make you wish you were never born.” His grin turned into something that made it look like he was preparing to rip us apart, a chill ran through my spine as he looked at me.
 
The door that led to the track opened. Lights illuminated a path to another open door. We’d all experienced the pain implants when someone was too slow to go through the opening doors so we quickly filled the featureless room except for a door in the opposite wall and a window above us, where Sarenmenti and races from ships’ crews watched.
 
I tried to figure out the races in the room, there were purple Dasvours, heavy worlder Orvunut’s, cat like Farsuni. It seemed half of the Union were watching the fights.
 
Another squad appeared before us, the first humans I’d seen other than my own group. I felt hope rise in my chest as I searched through the ranks looking for someone from Mecha Tail, even someone from the gaming community that I knew. After a few seconds I turned my hope into anger at myself as I’d let my hopes get too high as I found no one.
 
Just another group of scared and deadly humans made to fight us.  I thought angrily as I studied their faces, seeing wildness in their eyes that scared me.
 
We need to get some rules in place now before people try killing one another, we’re going to need to fight together, which is not going to happen if we start being afraid of other humans we should trust in killing us.  Anger rose in my chest as I hardly noticed the doors closing behind both squads sealing us in together while I walked forward.
 
That I’m thinking of such things just shows me how far the Sarenmenti have pushed us.
 
With a look I stopped the rest of my squad, except for Wiry and his sidekicks, though it was a token rebellious action as the deadlier ones of my squad stopped them with further looks.
 
I pointed to the window. “These bastards want to see us rip apart one another, to kill one another and do their jobs for them. They want us to stop being humans and turn into remorseless killers.”
 
“You talk too much, we do what they tell us or we’ll be killed. I’m not dying today.” A man from the opposite wall with a dangerous look on his face said. Well, at least he looked like a man. In the time we’d been training everyone had been propelled into adulthood, complete with massive Defense Force muscles.
 
“Oh, and you’ve seen Earth have you? Great, then can you tell us how our families are? If they’re alive? If Earth still exists?” I looked to him as anger built on his face.
 
“The hell does that have to do with anything?” A rawness filling his voice.
 
““We were kidnapped, but do you have any idea what they did after that?” I could see that this thought shocked him. To be the last humans was an incredibly lonely thought.
 
“Are you telling me that you want to kill off your own race, just because they say so?” I pointed to the window angrily. Not pausing in my tirade as I saw anger, sadness and confusion warring on his face.
 
“We will survive and we will reclaim Earth, but we will do so by fighting one another fairly, we will do it together, as apart we have already lost. These are my rules; no low blows, or direct attempts to break bones, if they tap you go to the sides.” I said, putting confidence in my voice I didn’t feel as I saw the deadly, drug and synthetically enhanced muscled killers in front of me.
 
I put forth my hand, looking at them all.
 
“Do you accept?”
 
I saw a movement in the other squad as they parted for a heavy set man, all of them looked to him with reverence, not with the fear I’d seen when my own squad had seen the Sarenmenti. The way he walked, spoke of a confidence in his weight that the younger children didn’t have. Growing so fast meant that they were awkward in their new bodies.
 
That meant he was one of the oldest recruits, there was also a way he set himself as he stood an arm’s length away from me that spoke of a fighter. There was a confident but calm air about him. He talked in rolling deep tones of someone from a rural area.
 
“No biting or scratching?” He asked. He was even bigger than Hoi I’d guess as I studied him closely.
 
“Agreed.”
 
“Well then let’s have a clean fight, Salchar.” He added my name as if it was a second thought, a good natured grin on his face as his hand dwarfed my own.
 
“What’s your name?” I asked as I found his grip firm, but not crushing.
 
“Henry.” He said, pumping my arm quickly.
 
“There a rank with that?” I asked.
 
“Lance Corporal” He said with a grin as I smiled back.
 
“Well, good luck Henry. See you after all of this hopefully.” His people were already organizing themselves. He’d trained them well.
 
I could see the observers were loving the build up. If they hadn’t I had the feeling my pain implant would’ve put me on the floor.
 
“You too Salchar.” He turned to his people, his voice like what I had seen in movies as volume seemed to fill the room.
 
“We’ll fight according to Salchar’s rules!” He said, he walked back to his people, and me to mine.
 
I looked at my own people calculating looks on their faces as they readied themselves for a fight. We’d come a long way from being a group of strangers scared of everything. Sure, we were scared, but at least we had people we could rely on now.
 
“Alright ladies, let’s get ‘em!” I said, it was like a switch was flicked as both squads came rushing together in a flurry of fists. For the first time in a long time they were able to see the fruit of what we’d been training for. Grins formed on their faces as they realized that they did know how to fight, in this arena, they weren’t defenseless, and instead they had a chance.
 
They had hope, and I’d need that for later.
 
I kept back from the front lines as I watched the two come together frantically fighting, the rules made it better. Someone that didn’t abide by the rules was automatically pummeled by everyone. Quickly everyone stopped breaking the rules as they saw it was a losing proposition.
 
Henry joined in the fight once it was clear that no one was to break the rules. I started forward into the melee, heading for Chen, who was being attacked by three fighters.
 
Even without the rules people were pushing the boundaries. I shook my head thinking about what would’ve happened if we didn’t have them. I mentally patted myself as my knee collapsed from a blow behind me.
 
I turned as I fell so I was facing my attacker. There she was, her eyes smoldering. She’d finally chosen her moment to strike-in the middle of a fight.
 
“How does it feel to be on your knees? Salchar.” Yasu hissed.
 
“Uncomfortable.”  I was wondering when she’d finally come after me.  I thought as I stood—my fists at low guard.
 
“Always the one with the quips. It was one of the reasons I made Samurai Revenge. You have no honor, you make light of the situation and you do not act like a professional; you make a mockery of war.”
 
“You want to fight a war with honor? That’s cute. Do you think it was honor that drove the Sarenmenti and their leaders to capture us as children and force us to train for war? As for the rest, I don’t really care, I would have won against you in Mecha Assault Two, not because of who I was but because my team worked together, not as separate warriors like Samurai’s Revenge was.”
 
She kicked faster than I thought possible as I threw my legs out from under myself instead of taking the blow across the side of my knee.
 
I rolled away from her bringing my arms up in a guard as her first struck my forearms and then pummeled my stomach. I tightened my abs as I took the harsh hits. Then she twirled, her kick landing on my ear, stunning me as I stumbled sideways. I could feel blood coming from my ear as it buzzed unnaturally.
 
I lowered my guard seeing her pleased look as she brought her left leg up to strike my other ear impossibly fast. I rushed forward, tackling her. Her leg was still raised, my shoulder, pinning it to her. We dropped, I wrapped one leg over her remaining leg tightening my grip.
 
If it was me in that position I would be crying in pain. She was flexible as a damned elastic band and as strong as a damned ox!
I moved my arms from her shoulders to her elbows so she couldn’t hit me. Still, she fought me.
 
“STOP.” I yelled in her face, emphasizing it by tightening my arms. “What the hell did I do to you to deserve this?” I demanded—my face inches from hers.
 
“You fight dishonorably with tricks instead of fighting honorably face to face. You use deceit instead of using tactics.”
 
“Really, you do know that many of the greatest tacticians are called the greatest liars, crooks and backstabbers also?” My eyes boring into hers.
 
Her eyes were cold and hard with disgust.
 
“Well, we’ve now fought face to face and I think we can both see how that went.” I rolled away into the melee blocking against a jab. She rolled away from a foot as I kept yelling for her to hear over the screams and yells of the fighting.
 
“Stop being an idiot, we’re not on Earth, rivalries don’t count here. Getting home does and we’re not going to do that if we’re stabbing one another in the back.” I said iron filling my voice as I came under the girl I was fighting’s guard a few taps to the ribs putting her down. I saw Yasu’s face, her lip curled in anger.
 
She dispatched her assailant, putting him on the ground crying from being hit in the ears.
 
I smacked her in the back disorientating her as I wrapped up her arms around her head and dropped my weight on her.
 
 
 
“If you keep this up I will keep tossing you around.” Her head whipped around to face me.
 
“You couldn’t.” She seethed anger struggling to free herself again to no avail.
 
I brought my face to hers  She’s actually rather pretty if in a cold deadly sort of way.  I thought to myself “Watch me.” My tone wrought iron as we locked stares. Her glare wilting after a few seconds. 
I pushed off of her as if disgusted.
 
“Now fight for your team and squad, there is no one else here that will stick up for you. Your squad is your family now.” I looked around the room, seeing that both squads had tired themselves out, and my own speech and Yasu’s antics had garnered attention, stopping the fighting. Yasu got up slowly, her face red from embarrassment.
 
I walked back to my squad who were grinning triumphantly, the other squad doing the same.  They just needed to blow off some steam.  I thought as I caught Henry’s eye and walked over to him
 
“That’s some different kind of fighting.” Henry said with a grin.
 
“Shut up, it’s not like that.”
 
“Suuuuure it’s not.” He said with a grin, which I couldn’t help but copy, as I gave him a light tap on the shoulder.
 
“Time limit up. Squads return to your pods.” A voice said through the speakers. My grin disappearing as I heard Taleel’s voice which promised pain for someone.
 
“Come on guys.” I said as grins disappeared and hardness filled their faces. We’d all had to change, becoming tougher and closer.
 
Without a word we fell into formation and marched out of the door. There was something powerful about marching in a group, all of our movements identical, all of us one body. We came to a halt in our squad bay, as Taleel walked in behind us—his jaws quivering in anger.
 
“You lost for fighting among yourselves. Now time for remedial, everyone along the wall you came from.” Taleel marched out of the room, his hand quivering over the remote as the door sealed.
 
My body started to get heavier and heavier as quickly the entire squad were on their stomachs breathing raggedly. The speakers in the room crackled to life as Taleel began talking.
 
“This is two and a half times your world’s normal gravity and the air pressure has been reduced by thirty percent. To stop the remedial training you will have to crawl to the other wall and touch it. Otherwise, you’ll be here until further training.” His voice ringing with finality as the silence was filled with grunts of my fellow squad mates.
 
Everything was so heavy, I hadn’t noticed how used I’d gotten to the strange air till it was reduced and I felt myself passing out as I had the first day.
 
I began coughing as panic hit me.  I’m going to pass out and then my own body will kill me.  I thought as I lowered myself to the floor, succumbing to the heavy gravity and little air, my brain losing all logic as I fought the unseen forces in the room.
 
“Salchar!” I heard Rick say, but my brain didn’t process it as I thrashed like a person drowning as the light began dimming from the lack of oxygen.
 
Ashley sobbed, trying to speak which started her own coughing fit.
 
Others began crying as someone hit me in the side. Pain focused my mind as I stopped thrashing. Seeing Hyun Soo looking at me, he was twelve years old but had more composure than I did.
 
I felt embarrassment turning to anger at myself at letting so many people see me so weak.
 
Grunting with effort I pulled my legs under me reaching out with my arms as I heaved myself forward my body wracked with pain as my breathing became labored. I continued going grunting as I did so. I had to clench muscles to move the blood around my body so I didn’t pass out waves of nausea hitting me as I dragged/pushed myself onward.
 
I used the pain to take my focus away from how hard it was to breathe; pain had become familiar with Taleel. Gritting my teeth I reveled in it as I pushed on.
 
I heard another trying behind me; I turned my head which had become a chore in itself as I saw Rick behind me.
 
“Can’t….let you… get… there… first… boss.” He rasped breathlessly as he heaved himself forward. Gradually others joined him as I turned to face the wall. I’d started out just wanting to be free of the two times gravity for the unknown amount of time till Taleel decided we could sleep. Now instead of selfishly wanting to get to the other side of the room to sleep I was filled with, pride. It wasn’t the kind of pride for myself but a pride that I was thankful to be with this group of people that would push themselves even if they didn’t need to. I saw their determination and their pained faces as they pushed themselves. We might have been individuals before but now we were pushing to the other side a team, together.
 
I turned to the other wall determination and a fire to get to the other side because of the others behind me as I was now crawling so these people,  my  squad,  could rest. When I looked into their eyes I felt camaraderie resonate within myself, and in their eyes, a feeling that I thought that I would only have with Mecha Tail.
 
We’ll get through whatever you throw at us, and then, when you’re all unsuspecting we’ll destroy you.  I vowed against the Defense Force as I drove onwards.
 
I was surprised as my hand hit something as I reached forward to pull myself forward.
 
I looked up in wonder as I found the wall.
 
“Back.” Taleels voice rang through the room as I turned. Fire burning within me as my body felt as if it had been crushed by a bulldozer.
 
“Come…..on…..guys.” I hissed as I waited for them as they dragged themselves to me.
 
“We’ll… do… this…” I coughed, fighting to finish my sentence. “Together.” I saw determination in their eyes as they pushed onwards.
 
Then as they were all there except Arthur (the one I’d named Wiry) Dominik (the one that had charged me after I’d beaten Arthur) Jen and Akashi—their followers—I pushed off at a pace that everyone could keep up. We focused on moving, my mind blank as I focused on pulling and pushing my body as I breathed. Yang touched the wall first this time as we waited on the floor as the weight lifted and the air returned to normal.
 
We lay there too tired to move as George spoke up.
 
“I’m forgetting my family.” He announced into the air.
 
“I can’t remember my parent’s faces. All I can remember is that it wasn’t painful, and I wasn’t working all the time, I didn’t know half of the weapons I do know, or how to kill people with my bare hands. What will happen when I forget the life I had?” He asked as I picked myself up slowly as I saw them looking at me.
 
“What do you remember?”
 
“I remember my trike.” He said a smile on his face as everyone looked to him.
 
“Who gave you the trike?”
 
“My dad, my mom didn’t want to get it because we didn’t have much money, but my dad found one when he was looking for parts for his car.” Seeing the attention he’d garnered he continued.
 
“It wasn’t a great trike; it was actually really beaten up. Though he told me if we worked on it then it’d be the best trike ever. My dad worked on the mustang so he knew how to fix anything.” He said proudly, as if anyone working on a mustang could naturally fix anything.
 
“He called it the third love of his life after me and my mother. I helped him with the car, handing him tools while he helped me put my trike back together.” A grin spread across his face at the memories.
 
“We got the trike ready for the summer, I rode it everywhere, and then when I couldn’t me and my dad would work on the mustang and trike. I wanted to become a Mechanic, to pull apart machines and fix them. I remember my dad’s smile at that, even under the car with me waiting to give him tools I could see that smile.”
 
The room was silent as I saw more than one person lost in their own memories. I hadn’t seen them so relaxed since we’d begun training.
 
We should all share a story of our family when we have some free time.” I said, a few surprised faces looking at me.
 
“That way we can all remember our families and where we came from, instead of this hellhole.” Thoughtful nods came back as people were still absorbing George’s story.
 
“Salchar!” Taleel said as he entered the room.
 
“You’re doing laps for losing me that match. Move!”
 
My body was moving before I knew it, obeying was now ingrained in me as I followed Taleel out to the circuit realizing what rough shape I was in from the torture crawl.
 
He turned suddenly punching me in the stomach, causing me to drop from losing all breath from my lungs and the pain that wracked my body.
 
“Get up!” I did so without complaint as he did it again.
 
“Get up!” I did so, anger raging in my eyes as I wished to snap his jaws—instead I brought myself to attention.
 
“The Mecha Corps will not coddle you or your people. You’re a leader Salchar, you will be the one taking your squad, or a squad like them into battle, and you cannot have someone question your rule. Especially in a way that makes me lose a fight. I put seven rotations of service on the line against three other Sarenmenti. That means I will be serving for twenty one more rotations because of your fuck up.” He leaned towards me, his jaws snapping inches from my face as I stood at attention.
 
“You humans are weak, after your growth cycle you will be stronger than a Sarenmenti, but your growth cycle is much longer than a Sarenmenti, meaning that you will have to teach your squad how to fight properly. I’m making you squad leader. As such you will run three hundred laps while the others rest when you win. Eight hundred when you lose and you will endure the group punishment. Understand?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Now get running.” He said as I started off on a jog, thinking, and the most powerful weapon a human has is their ability to think.

Chapter Time to shake things up
 
I was more tired than I had ever been in my life. My muscles ached from fighting, from crawling and from running, but I felt more alive than I had since I’d been captured.
 
I walked into the squad pod as we’d come to call it as bowls of goop on a floating metal sheet announced breakfast. People stirred, waking up the others. I saw most of them were awake or getting there as I knew I couldn’t contain myself.
 
“This is how we’re going to do it.” I said loud enough that everyone listened to me, their sleepiness disappearing, it was one trick we’d all learned after more than one rude awakening.
 
“Everyone line up against the wall.” They did so giving confused looks to one another.
 
I walked along the line giving them a number one to five. “Alright everyone get with your like numbers, ones with ones, two’s with two’s you get the idea.” With the translator implants everyone was quickly collected into five groups, there was no such thing as lost in translation anymore.
 
“This is your team, this is your  family  you will be with one another at all times, you will fight together, you will sleep together and you will work together.”
 
“What makes you the boss of us? You’re the one that lost us the damned fight.” Wiry seemed to ponder, his eyes looking to see if his barb had struck home.
 
“Taleel did.” This made his eyes widen, and then narrow in what looked like angry righteousness, as if he should’ve had the position but he didn’t say anything more.
 
Let’s see what schemes you can come up with.  I thought, shaking my head at the absurdity of it.
 
How could he still be quibbling over something so small when we were fighting for our damned lives I wondered how people could be so narrow minded as I look around. Just as I was about to speak he interrupted me, I had no doubt on purpose as I let an exasperated sigh go, for some reason he had a chip on his shoulder, a chip that I seemed to be the root of. I replayed what he’d just said in my mind as he walked towards me
 
“At least I didn’t get everyone punished for my fuck-up. I think we should see what my fist says about him being leader seeing as you can’t even defeat a girl.”
 
I rolled my eyes putting my hands on my hips as I looked at him. He had bragged about his tae kwon do training, and he was also smaller than me now.
 
He didn’t know my fighting style, or how I had denser muscle tissue than a normal person, thanks to legal synthetic enhancement, making my muscle mass four times more powerful pound for pound than another person, which had only increased with whatever growth drugs and such we were given. I emotionlessly took this into consideration as well as applying the same possibilities onto him and adding a few foreseeable additional factors. Though I had to stop myself from grinning, he’d just dishonored Yasu Ono, not the best move, even if I lost, Yasu would have a few choice word with him, well what bloody lump was left of him.
 
“C’mon pretty boy, winner leads.”
 
“A leader only resorts to force when he needs to. Why do you want to fight me when we have other squads we need to fight?” I said easily as we circled one another.
 
“Enough of your damn words.”
 
He lunged at me as I danced backwards putting my hands in my pockets.
 
I could see Yasu as she watched studying me, looking for a weakness to exploit.
 
“Running already are you pussy?”
 
“Watch what you say.” I said, my voice cold as I locked eyes with him.
 
“What are you going to do Asshole? Cry for Mommy and Daddy?” He sneered. I saw more than one person’s eyes light up at his words.
 
The light didn’t enter mine, coldness did. Emotion slipped away and I truly became Salchar the destroyer. I felt my face change into a cold mask as cold consuming rage filled me.
 
“Looks like they aren’t coming.” He said in a light condescending tone. “Nobody loves you.” His eyes boring into me his voice normal, which made it hurt all the more, as if his statement was common fact. He must’ve seen something twitch behind my mask as he had the gall to grin at his shot landing home.
 
My fist snaked out, hitting him in the Adams apple, he rolled back, and his eyes bulging as he found himself unable to breath. I lunged forward, my next hit landed on is sternum forcing any air he had left in his lugs out. The third hit connected with his face as he curled inward on himself, his head snapped upwards in a fountain of blood as his nose broke before landing in a pile on the floor his face rapidly going blue from lack of oxygen.
 
“Don’t talk about my family.” My voice as cold as frozen nitrogen as I stepped over him.
 
“Rick have a look at him.” I said without looking back.
 
“Yes boss.” His voice cold and professional as he rushed to Wiry’s side.
 
The door opened as Taleel walked in. Everyone rushed into formation without though, forgetting Wiry.
 
“He got what he deserved and will have ten rotations added to his service.” He said as a floating cart came in picking up Wiry as black instruments emerged from the cart already working on him as it floated back through the door.
 
“From now on fighting will be taught by Salchar and he will be the leader of this squad.” His voice got colder as his jaws became tighter.
 
“You will win your fights or I will test the boundaries of how long humans last with level eight.” A chill ran down my spine as I saw more than one person’s face drained of blood.
 
Without another word he left me and the terrified remains of my squad behind.
 
Now was time to give them purpose and show them how we could win and stave off punishment, though it wouldn’t be easy.
 
“Get in your teams!” I demanded as they jumped to it.
 
I looked at the other members of Wiry’s team, including Yasu. “Look after him when he comes back I probably took it too far but I have something about bullies and people talking about my family like that.” I didn’t have a family in the legal sense, but Mecha Tail had filed the void and then some in my life.
 
I raised my voice so everyone could hear me.
 
“Within your teams start going over fighting techniques, building up to fights. I will be evaluating you all to see who will be team leaders. Go.” Groups formed as teams came together, a few high-fiving others getting better acquainted than they had already, my own converged on me.
 
I was paired with a medium built guy called Charles. He was twelve and loved video games. He’d kept mostly to himself. I’d wanted to be paired with Rick but I’d made Rick the leader of another team. I needed to at least know that two thirds of my people would listen to me.
 
Cassie and the final member Rob joined us. The other pair of my team.
 
“It wasn’t your fault that we lost, now with these teams we’ll win!” An infectious smile on her face as Charles looked at me with hooded eyes and Rob shrugged with his hands in his pockets.
 
“Hopefully, though Wiry was right about one thing-I did lose it for us.” They looked taken-aback by my acceptance.
 
“It’s not your fault Yasu jumped you.” Rob said with a grin. “I wouldn’t mind getting jumped by her myself!”
 
“Robbie!” The blonde complained, hitting him on the shoulder and glaring at the unrepentant man. Who only grinned which I couldn’t help but respond in kind to.
 
“Alright so let’s go around and talk a little about ourselves so we can get more familiarized before we begin training. Charles?”
 
He studied his hands as he talked and fidgeted, which was quite an odd look for a two hundred and sixty pound looking man.
 
“I’m Charles and I like fish.” He looked as if he was waiting for some harsh remarks.
 
“What kind of fish?”
 
“Sturgeon.” He said, again bracing himself from something.
 
“Why?” Cassie sounded perplexed, but interested.
 
“Uhh… Cause they’re interesting, how they’ve been around for nearly a hundred a fifty million years, they can live for a hundred and fifty years. Some can travel, others will live near their birthplace for the majority of their life. I also like other fish, but I like them the most.” He said, looking at the ground waiting to be made fun of.
 
“I never knew that much about a Sturgeon. Rob?” I said in a light tone.
 
“You’re not going to make fun of me?” Charles looked at me in shock.
 
“Why should I? You just taught me something I never knew about.” I said as he went back to admiring the floor.
 
“Well it’s weird.”
 
“It’s different. I don’t have the same interests but that’s cool, people are different.” I shrugged as the others nodded in agreement.
 
Rob turned red and I thought I saw his eyes water up as he went back to fiddling with his fingers at an increased pace.
 
“I’m Rob and I like skateboarding. Oh and I really want to ride that damned food trolley.”
 
“Why?” I said, cocking my eyebrow in interest.
 
“Well think about it, skateboarding without having to push with my feet, plus the tricks you could do with anti-gravity and space would be awesome!”
 
“Remind me to not let you go near the food cart without supervision.” He grinned Cassie and I grinning along with him. Charles showing a small smile as he continued to look down.
 
“I’m Cassie and I like fencing.”
 
“How’d you get into that?”
 
“My dad was a professor, on take your kid to school day when I was nine or so I wandered into an open fencing tournament. I was mesmerized by the elegance of the movements, the competitiveness and the outfits probably. It was a hassle for my parents to get me out of my fencing outfit. Anyway I started getting lessons, been doing it ever since. I just passed nationals and I was picked up to train for the Olympics in a few years.” There was a note of sadness mixed with her excitement.
 
“Damn, that is impressive.” I said as I tried to pull her thoughts away from what she’d lost. Her cheeks colored as she looked at the floor shyly.
 
“Well then, I’m James and I like video games, though you can call me Salchar.”
 
“I didn’t realize your name was James.” Cassie said, a look in her eyes which reminded me of one too many groupies I’d seen.
 
“Salchar’s my gaming tittle.”
 
“Ahh.”
 
“So shall we get started with some fighting?”
 
Rob and Cassie both agreed verbally as Charles nodded into the floor.
 
Charles and I fought lightly as I gave him a few pointers while watching Cassie and Rob out the corner of my eye. All the teams were fighting by the time meals came which we devoured in no time, ready for further training. Wiry returned once the meal was done, finding a wall and sitting against it as he stared at me, his anger palpable. Yasu didn’t fight with her team as well, instead she leaned against a wall watching.
 
“What’s your favorite meal Salchar?” Robbie asked, breaking me out of my thought process.
 
“Spaghetti bolognaise with extra meat.” I said as I half-remembered the dish, the slime that we ate instead replacing it in taste.
 
“Roast beef with all the fixings” Charles said as I thought that he might lick his lips at the thought.
 
“Bacon cheeseburger with potato wedges.” Rob added.
 
“Ice cream.” Cassie grinned.
 
“That’s not a meal.” Rob said.
 
“It’s a dessert.” Charles added.
 
“Well I like it!” She half pouted, crossing her arms to emphasize the point, it was hard to think that she was only fourteen when she looked like a model, and could kick some serious ass if she wanted to.
 
“Yeah but you have to name a meal not a dessert!” Rob exasperated.
 
For liking ice cream she does cut a fine figure.  I thought as I looked around the squad pod. The women looked like playboy models, their bodies lithe and strong with the men looked like body builders.
 
I wondered if the rest of the squad realized how good everyone looked, or if they were feeling the effects of having their bodies rush through puberty, with no hormonal cool down into adulthood.
 
I didn’t like where the stream of my thoughts were going. An eight year old easily gave into their desires, if they were more adult than most eight year olds they had the bodies of adults, which would be very hard to fight off, especially with the training I was going to give them.
 
“Representative from each team here.” A person ran over to me, I was happy to see they were all the ones I had elected to take leadership roles—though I’d tell them that later.
 
My team moved to the side so that the leaders could be closer, but that they could still easily hear.
 
“A new rule, no one is to make unwanted sexual moves on another, or they will be dealt with by us. That said, sex is not allowed, we don’t need a girl getting pregnant.” Horrified and uneasy eyes looked back at me as Rick raised his hand.
 
“Yes?”
 
“They’re kids, why do you think they’d do anything like that?”
 
“They’re just becoming teenagers. Do you remember how horny you were when you hit puberty?” All of them went red, only Choi and Rick met my eyes, sex and sexuality was a highly talked about subject in their previous trades.
“They haven’t set up any way to stop people having sex. With everyone at peak health, with all the hormones that come with being at that state. It’s best we look to stop such a situation arising.”
 
The leaders nodded and went back to their groups. Wiry and his bigger sidekick looking over at my briefly as I related the rules to my team, all of them looking mildly disgusted.
 
“It’s just in case.” I said, shrugging.
 
“You’re Salchar.” Charles said, as if that was the end of it.
 
“So what will we be doing for training?” Rob said, moving past it.
 
“Defense and using a person’s force against them.” All of them leaned forward in interest.
 
“How?”
 
“Well we’ll get Yasu to help us.”
 
“Alright everyone, into formation, one to the right five to the left.” Everyone lined up in a block in front of me except for Wiry and Yasu.
 
“You’re in need of training, thankfully we have one of the best trained fighters in the world.” I heard Yasu snort as I felt a grin spread across my face.
 
“Yasu Ono.” I gestured to her with an open palm as she looked at me in confusion.
 
“Everyone please turn and bow to Yasu, asking her to teach you to defend yourself.”
 
I did so, asking her as the others followed. I stood upright first, seeing the look of anger on her face.
 
She bowed to us.
 
“I will accept you all as students.” Her fighting style held onto the belief that no one should be without protection, if a person asked to learn then they had to be taught, unless they were to use their talents to cowardly murder someone, instead of a fair fight.
 
Plus now she can’t attack any of us except Wiry who didn’t ask her for training.
 
“Now it is time to turn you into something useful.” I saw the glimmer of a smile in her eyes as she began to truly train us. I had thought the physical training before had been bad, this was body shattering. Every exercise was made to inflict pain, in such a way as it was negligible in a fight, it was surprising how much the pain implants had numbed us to pain, our muscles quivered with exertion as they remembered the movements Yasu had ingrained in us with simple words. We ate, we slept and we repeated. I had the movements down and could see how they combined into the complex movements that Yasu performed at her own level.
 
I didn’t know how long we’d been awake and training when Taleel walked into the room. Everyone scrambled to get into formation. Wiry showing he didn’t care for the arrangement I had made, by purposefully taking another’s position.
 
“That’s my spot.” Yang pleaded.
 
“That’s my spot.” Wiry mock-whined as Yang rushed to another spot.
 
“Fuck head.” Yang muttered. We had moved past trying to get the kids to not swear.    They had grown up enough to have the right. Taleel stopped in front of us as we were all in position.
 
“We’ll continue fighting, you win you get treatment and food for the day, you don’t well you know what happens.” Taleel’s four jaws pulling back in a look of sadistic pleasure. “If you win, you’ll have the entire day to do as you wish.”
 
“Go.” He said as the door opened again and again I walked through it without pause like the others already shaking themselves into their own teams. We would worry about training later, we needed to focus on winning today.
 
We walked in this time facing a new team, this one sporting vicious cuts and bruises unlike my own team.
 
I walked to the center, “Clean fight, no low blows, gouging, biting or scratching? My rules.” I said putting my hand out.
 
One walked forward with a cocky swagger gripping my hand.
 
“No fucking way.” He smirked as he pulled me forward his left fist cocked. I dropped my weight yanking him to me as I dropped on my back he lost his balance falling towards me, I had my legs between me and him. His weight fell on them as I pushed, using his own momentum to throw him up and over me. He wind milled for less than a second as his head cracked off of the floor blood instantly welling up from the wound.
 
I picked myself up giving the man a glance. I wiped my hands turning to the other squad.
 
“Anyone else want to fight dirty?” My voice cold.
 
“We’ll fight fair.” Another large man said coming forward shaking my hand before stepping back a few steps as I did the same.
 
Looks like most teams are just going for the biggest guys to be their leaders.  I thought to myself the younger ones of the group shaking visibly.
 
“Alright, let’s get ‘em!” This time I rolled back as they advanced on us and my squad on them. I quickly found Yasu I breathed a sigh of relief as she and Wiry were as far from me as possible.
 
After a few seconds Charles found me and we joined the fight beside Rick. He was a ground technique guy. A lot of his holds were like those I’d seen in MMA tournaments. He would    wait till an opponent hit the floor and wrap them up, either making them tap, knock them out, or were left with painful injuries. Then push them aside and wait for another to fall.
 
I was a brawler. I punched, kicked and charged at every opportunity, my body taking a pounding as I got in close and laid a series of rapid blows on my opponents. My techniques used my opponent’s momentum allowing me to land vicious hits, or throw them-like I had their first leader.
 
My go to move in MAT was a punch that would knock off the enemies’ visor and then kill them in the gas of the habitat or allow me to hit them in the face. In reality it had gotten me a few knockouts.
 
I caught a fist to the face, I spun backwards out of reach spitting blood from my cut lip as I saw my attacker, the second big guy that had accepted my terms who was grinning.
 
I grinned back, a laugh coming from me as we came back together. I got my arms up as he pummeled me with shots. I came down low, striking upwards underneath his guard and catching him in the ribs. He pulled back, more surprised than hurt. A new attacker swung a wild round house at my head. I ducked under twisting my body, hammering him on the chin as he dropped to the ground.
I turned to look at my first attacker, seeing him and Charles exchanging blows. The boy glancing to make sure I was okay.
 
I advanced to help him as a voice came through the walls.
 
“Times up, move to separate walls.” I gave the man a two finger salute he repeated the gesture.
 
We retreated to our side dragging those that couldn’t get there themselves.
 
“We’ll fight according to Salchar’s rules.” The new leader of the opposing squad said, nodding to me as I nodded back.
 
“You aren’t going to win against us we’re too strong together!” I said in a singsong voice, riling them up, but hopefully they’d do just as my group had. I needed people to be able to work together after this if I had any chance of pulling one over on the defense force.
 
“Return to your pods.” We did so, not having to wait long before Taleel showed up.
 
Taleel came in, a grin on his hellish face.
 
“Good stuff squad, you’ll have another fight today. Same as always the med facilities as you need them.” After so many fights we’d grown into a routine which Taleel had accepted, he must have been making a killing betting on us. Which made our losses that much worse as he usually lost a lot of credits, taking every last one of them out on us.
 
Our food cart floated in as I went to the med room the arms awaiting me as I braced myself.
 
It seemed that the defense force didn’t believe in such things as anesthesia meaning you were awake for whatever work the arms did on you unless you gracefully passed out. Then it would wake you up afterwards.
 
The restraints came together around me and the chair leveled out as the arms began moving. Thankfully the med machine was quick as I was finished in a few minutes my body back to normal as I walked out rubbing my gums. I’d only had hell fire added to my system. The drug worked as a combat healer, though as its namesake it hurt like all hell with any wounds. Making my gums painful and itchy as my teeth went back into place with their connective tissue being reconnected.
 
Rob motioned me over, handing me my food and chopsticks. The usual goop replaced by purple looking noodle and blue pieces of something chewy and the added smell of vinegar to the previous play dough. Though even with the different looks and smells it still tasted like the metallic sour stuff we’d had since we’d been recruits. I didn’t know why it was noodles instead of the lumpy soup, but those with experience with chopsticks helped those who didn’t know which was the right end with some downright hilarious results. I still don’t know how Rick managed to send his chopsticks flying and end up wearing his meal. The man might be smart, but he is somewhat clumsy.
 
I wolfed down some of it, nodding to myself before turning to everyone.
 
“Leaders on me.” The representatives quickly gathered around with their own meals.
 
“Wish I could use these damned things.” Rick said as he held them in a fist and scooped the food into his mouth.
 
“After living in Korea for so long I was bound to pick it up.” I said before diving in again.
 
“Much prefer a knife and fork.” Marleen, one of the women I’d consented to being leader said. She had a hardness to her that I knew would give her team and the squad a rock to stand on, and would keep people in line, once she knew what the line was.
 
“What did you do before Marleen?”
 
“I was a Mechanic.” From her physique I didn’t doubt it, I did wonder if she had a jack in her shop or if she just preferred to lift the car as she worked on it by herself.
 
“Ah.”
 
I looked to the other leaders of the groups. Rick was mostly the brains behind it, and it had worked miracles. In the first ten or so fights after the new organization we did okay, but once people started relying on it we had gotten progressively better. We must have had one or two fights between every sleep period which made up our rough estimate of days we had been training since fighting which I guessed to be seventy.
 
The first was Hoi he was a largish brute, and had been a cop before being recruited, despite his outward appearance he was gentle and polite, and had the unenviable task of corralling Wiry and Yasu. Abella was Latina and one hell of a looker; she’d been training to become an IFBB pro, a hard weightlifting discipline.
 
After talking for a bit, eating our new food and getting a better feel for them all I looked to them all, the mood changing from a light one to one of people ready and waiting for orders in a second.
 
“Alright, we’ll be fighting soon get your people ready.” They nodded all of the leaders had been in fights before, they knew how to look after themselves. I could tell from watching them.
 
“Yasu! Could you come here please?” I asked sweetly smiling at her as she looked as if the food had gone bad as she slowly stalked over.
 
“Yes.” Yasu ground out, as if the words physically hurt her.
 
“For basic training do you want to split people up into groups based upon their skill, the most advanced being instructors?” I looked to Yasu, extending my olive branch of working together.
 
“I’ll sort it out myself.” Olive branch tossed in the wind. She stalked away as she began telling people to move to different parts of the pod. Splitting them up as I had suggested.
 
Some people just can’t play nice.
 
Time to get suited up!
 
Shrift looked at the Humans he’d heard about as they walked through his sacred armory looking at his perfect nine foot Mechas lining lined up on their racks.
 
They’d been recruits for five and a half months, they had moved from basic technology to knowing of all current technology. They knew every race that made up the Union, they could disassemble and reassemble any weapon in record time, they knew battle history, they knew how to kill with their bare hands and they had nearly reached their bodies’ maximum efficiency which had been modified by the PDF’s supplements, drugs, training and implants.
 
While they knew all of these things it was in general terms and they didn’t know how to put most of these things into practice in the real world. Such as they knew the purpose of a mecha, how to turn it on and such, but they didn’t know how to use it, how the specific sciences or technologies worked together to get it working.
 
Shrift was happy he wouldn’t be dealing with the recruits after training. It was the period when the most deaths and injuries occurred. Recruits weren’t shown how to handle weapons and any other vital equipment other than the mecha. The PDF believed that if a recruit made it past four months of being a Mecha in the Mecha corps then they were worth something. Otherwise, they were just useful cannon fodder. Which is why recruits got the worst jobs.
 
These humans had been given a special privilege of being introduced to their Mechas first as they held the current record for wins during training. They’d been in close to a hundred fights, one to three a day every day, and still they kept up a six to one record. Shrift watched them closely. There was something scarier about them than the Sarenmenti, sure the Sarenmenti were deadly, and they looked like what Shrift imagined engine demons would look like, but these humans seemed to have an edge to them. Instead of laziness, and only doing what they had been told, these ones had initiative, they thought further than what they were told. That act of thinking made Shrift take a second glance at them.
 
It wasn’t just that they thought though, it was that they had purpose, they had drive. Shrift compared them to Taleel
 
Taleel was already wearing his Mecha as he brought his squad into Shrift’s armoury. His plasmid daggers in their scabbards giving off a greenish blue hue as the plasma which made the blades so deadly was held within an electrostatic field.
 
He had his rail gun strapped across his back with a pistol in his drop leg holster. It painted the picture of deadly Mecha, yet there was no drive in Taleel’s eyes. Instead there was a dullness to them. The only emotion that showed was sadness hidden behind joy as he hurt his recruits. Shrift banged on the knee joint as he looked away, frustration at the system he found himself in and how he and Taleel had to do what they were told. Otherwise they and their recruits would get punished more.
 
Shrift pushed that thought aside as he focused on working on the knee joint of one of the Mechas. The bugger’s magnetic bearing was off kilt and causing the whole thing to lock up.
 
“Shrift!”
 
“What you want Taleel! Some of us have to work!” Shrift twirled waving a crowbar at the officer. Taleel recoiled as Shrift moved towards him. The Sarenmenti might be big and deadly looking, but the Kuruvians were known for their strength and smarts. It was the basic reason why none of the Sarenmenti ever picked fights with them.
 
“You want someone ask for them with a damn hello, or, are you busy! Especially if it’s the Kuruvian looking after your own armour!” He advanced until he metres away from the humans he was to train.
 
That goes for you all too!” He said brandishing his crowbar bringing himself to his full height of four foot, his upper’s wielding the crowbar as he crossed his lowers. Their eyes popping from their heads at the sight. Heh, they look kind of cute. Shrift thought as he caught one not looking at him in surprise, but studying the Mechas instead.
 
“What’re you looking at?” He demanded as the boy looked straight ahead.
 
“Mechas sir!”
 
A look of disgust crossed Shift’s face.
 
I’m no officer. I am just Shrift.” He said, making sure all of them had got the message.
 
“Be easier to work on that with a jack than trying to crowbar it out.” The human continued.
 
“Oh would it?” Shrift asked brandishing the crowbar in front of the man’s face. To his credit the man didn’t flinch at all as he took the crowbar walking over to the Mecha.
 
“Yes.” He turned to the tools locker opening the drawers.
 
“Shrift.” Taleel said in warning.
 
Shrift silenced Taleel with a motion as the human got another tool from the drawers. Shrift recognized it as an expanding wrench. He shrugged looking to the other humans.
 
“George give me a hand.” Another human went, holding the wrench in position as the first opened it.
 
The opening jaws pushed the magnetic fields acting on the joint out of position. Shrift grinned, his mentor would be pleased, and it seemed that these humans at least had a few more brain cells to rub together than their Sarenmenti trainers. The second held the wrench as the first applied the crowbar.
 
“Smart.” Shrift said approvingly as he came up to observe the work. The human used the crowbar to pop out the magnetic bearing from its counter acting upper and lower leg rings, catching it as it came out.
 
Shrift pulled the new one off of his belt and slotted it in place.
 
“Release the clamp.” The second human did so as Shrift pulled a universal jack cord from his belt attached to his own in the palm of his hand, and to the Mecha as reams of information passed across his eyes, symbolizing the Mecha’s.
 
“She’s all aligned.” Shrift said with a grin. “What’s your name?”
 
“Salchar.” The human put his hand forward obviously wanting a returning gesture.
 
“Shrift, the armourer and the guy that puts everything back together after you’ve broken it.” He said pointedly, his three fingered hand clasping the humans who shook it briefly before releasing it.
 
Shrift thought it an odd gesture.
 
“And George?”
 
“Yes Mr. Shrift.” Shrift repeated the arm pumping gesture.
 
“No need for that Mister stuff here.”
 
“Leave them with me Taleel.” The Sarenmenti officer made a show of taking the pain implant control off of his belt and giving it to Shrift.
 
“I will expect a report on their actions as I retrieve them.”
 
“Certainly.” Shrift took the remote, just able to hide his disgust as his carapace shifted in anger and annoyance.
 
Taleel turned and stomped out of the room, the hatch sealing behind him.
 
“Thank god that Voshuna’s gone.” Shrift said sourly as he threw the remote by his tools drawers like the garbage it was.
 
The squad looked at him with curiosity, probably trying to see if his throwing away the remote was a rouse or not.
 
“I’m not going to use that thing.” He said at the accusatory stares. None of them believed him. He was going to have to build their trust it seemed. He huffed, they had time to get acquainted, soon they’d be fighting with Mechas which meant that they would be spending increasingly more time with him putting back together what they broke, or in the medical chairs getting put back together themselves.
 
He was going to give them the tools that they’d need to stay out of that dammed chair, and tell death to take a hike.
 
Salchar joined the squad staying at the front as they became a half circle Shrift able to see them all. He studied them and their hands as well as their eyes. Most of them looked like they worked with their hands and there was a spark of something in their eyes. Hopefully it was intelligence! Realizing how long he and the humans had been studying one another he gritted his vocal sacks
 
“Alright Humans! Listen up as I’ll say this once. LOOK AFTER YOUR DAMNED MECHA’S!” He yelled at everyone hiding a grin as they looked shocked at the volume he was able to produce from such a small frame. Shrift mentally patted himself and thanked his mentor Eddie, now that was a Kuruvian that could shout! This might even be interesting he thought, even after the way his teacher had practically forced him to take the armourers position, instead of remaining an engine tech on the Golden Refuge.
 
“Gather around.” Shrift jacked in with his universal port/finger to a control panel as a Mecha rotated down from one of the racks. He stood in front of it as the humans stared at it. Most with blind awe at its deadly lines, just a handful actually trying to glean the secrets the dark grey Mecha held.
 
“A Mecha will keep you alive and your enemy dead, without it you will die in most habitats, like say space. Your Mecha is your second skin, you keep it working or you will DIE! Saying that it’s not your personal damned bumper car!”
 
“Seeing as your testing says you are smart enough to comprehend more than a Sarenmenti. I’m going to put you on your own suit maintenance. Any damage you do to scrap bots while you’re fighting with them you’ll fix!” Shrift said with a happy smile, the humans faces turning from confusion to unhappiness at the new job they faced.
 
“As your basic physical training, hand to hand and weapon identification is complete. Your sleep training will now consist of Mecha maintenance and repair!” A few faces showed interest. Who knows maybe I can turn some of these humans into engineers! Shrift thought, as he hid a shiver of excitement. If Kuruvians liked anything more than taking something apart and putting it back together to understand how it works, they liked to share information. Shrift accessed their training schedule through his implants and removed some garbage slotting in the maintenance and repair.
 
“Now gather around and listen up I won’t say this again!
 
He pressed a button on a panel that brought forward a Mecha from the racks behind it. It looked like a human made from metal sheeting. There were no flourishes or accents. It was built to keep it’s user alive, and their enemies dead. It’s visor was a blackened material.
 
While it was deadly, it was also exciting. It gave everyone who saw it a sense of power. Everyone that wasn’t in it’s way.
 
“Your Mecha enhances your strength and agility. It’s also armoured and can work in any damned environment you can find, including space. Its internal batteries will give you two days’ worth of power fighting full out. The Mechas also connect directly with your nerve ports to co-ordinate to your movements. Which means if your organics become compromised, say a breach in space on your arm, your nerve ports will turn your normal movement into action as if the Mecha wasn’t breached and your arm wasn’t expanding massively. It will take some time to map your neural pathways and what mitigates a response, but once we have that then we can upload it to every Mecha you’re in.” He paused to let them absorb this.
 
“Now each of you will be getting a Mecha as well as the battle suit you’re wearing. The battle suit has an auto tourniquet feature, which also works when the Mecha is breached, and a medical emergency capability. Now make an orderly line, smallest first!” He jacked in again as he guessed the humans sizes in front of him and a Mecha rotated down.
 
“Follow it.” The Mecha went to the bay, the human following it diligently. Shrift repeated the process for all of them.
 
“Now time to put the Mecha on, I want to make sure that it fits, though through your training you will change so I will not be making any solid changes.”
 
He then used Salchar as a demonstration for getting the Mecha on. Once they’d done it for the first time he had then repeat it for hours until he was pleased for the day. He passed out the extra battle suits which they put with their Mechas in their assigned lockers they’d come to call ‘coffins’
 
“Alright tomorrow we’ll begin with Mecha training. It’s mostly to get you acquainted with the machines, and to map your neural pathways.” Salchar guided them out as another squad came in a few minutes later.
 
He ran through the same things as they left. Shrift was able to get in a small nap, taking wake-up before Salchar’s squad returned. Taleel stayed this time, which agitated Shrift.
 
Shrift watched them get suited up with now semi-proficient hands. In fifteen minutes they were ready. He felt proud even as he knew what coming.
 
“We’re going to need to make that faster.” Taleel said, Shrift couldn’t miss the pleased tone in Taleel’s voice at their speed. Sarenmenti’s took hours to suit up on their first day. Shrift remembered all too well. He had no doubt that the officer would be bragging to his fellows as soon as possible.
 
Shrift watched as Taleel had them go through the process for hours, smiling as the pain implants were activated. Soon the humans were too tired and numb to do anything but suit up and down.
 
“They are yours Kuruvian.” Taleel said giving him the pain implant remote. Shrift took at, and as soon as he was gone deposited it behind his workbench. He ordered food for the squad, with added stimulants which was delivered minutes later by other Kuruvians.
 
The anti-grav pallet could’ve taken the food, but the Kuruvians were a curious race, something as interesting as another race turned them into excited children.
 
Shrift turned off his translator happily conversing with them as they discussed the humans and passed out food tubes. The humans drank them hungrily. A few Kuruvians put sensors on the squad members, who ripped them off as the entire squad reacted as one, they grouped together in two’s which looked out for another pair, and that four another four and so on.
 
The group was highly protective Shrift saw, they also had a solid command structure, unlike the mess the Sarenmenti called one, and they were fighters. Whatever Taleel had taught them, they’ taken up fighting easily.
 
“What is he doing?’ Salchar asked; his voice calm but Shrift knew that with a command Salchar’s people would beat the Kuruvians in the room to pulps, no matter their strength difference. He saw the way their eyes moved, as if he could see the mental gears behind those eyes turning. They were already seeing how best to win. They’d spent months fighting other groups of humans who were bigger and stronger than them, beating whoever faced them.
 
Shrift wondered for a second if Salchar knew that the Sarenmenti had started wearing power amplifying gauntlets because the humans were now stronger than the Sarenmenti and could take a beating better. Also the captains and their personal crews of the higher status planets had been so delighted with the news they had made sleep and food mandatory, as well as daily physical training. Shrift realized his mind was wandering as he returned to Salchar’s question.
 
“They are trying to test to see what you need for your optimal growth.” Shrift said. “It also helps me see how I should modify my Mechas to suit your needs.” Maybe I can make a new series, just for humans to amplify your power. He thought with glee, he was an engineer through and through, the idea of tackling something new and interesting gave him new energy.
 
The humans relaxed slightly.
 
“Truly?” Salchar looked at Shrift, his eyes pleading for truth, there was so much pain. Even after all the human had gone through, he was extending himself out, expecting to be cut off Shrift saw.
 
“Yes, truly Salchar.” Shrift’s eyes never moved a fraction as Salchar smiled tiredly.
 
“Get that grub down you. I have a feeling we’re going to have all kinds of fun with our Mecha training today.” Salchar said as a few smiles appeared as people reclaimed their food tubes. The Kuruvians were already trying to analyze what had happened as Shrift looked at where Salchar’s eyes had been.
 
He watched as the human looked after his own, he truly cared and he was willing to trust another alien race, even when he had been treated so badly by the first. Hope grew in Shrift. Maybe Relentless and Eddie were right? Though now is not the time or the place. He reminded himself as he rotated down the scrap Mechas and gathered the tools he would need for the humans to put their Mechas back together once they broke them, as well as a few injectors of hell fire—Mechas were a whole other game compared to normal hand to hand.
 
Ten minutes later Shrift beckoned to the humans as the Kuruvians stepped aside, watching.
 
“In each of your berths there is a scrap Mecha, you will be using these for the fights. The ones in your ‘coffins’—as you say—will only be used during non-combat training and once you graduate for real combat.
 
“Well get in them, then we can go and train.” Quickly the humans rushed to obey and in five minutes they were walking out of their berths in the odd jerky motion that came with uncoupling the Mecha from the charging harness.
 
“Follow me.” He pushed a grav cart with his tools into a large open training area, this one four times the size of their pod.
 
“Now spar.” He said as he got out a seat and sat down.
 
“Then we’ll damage the Mechas.” One of the humans said—a smaller one.
 
“Yes, and then you’ll learn to fix it. I’ve put you on a quarter power, move around get acquainted with them. You can just move around in them if that’s all you care to do, but I would suggest you spar so that you can defeat the other teams that you come up against.”
 
All of them looked to Salchar.
 
“Get moving! Once I think everyone has a grasp of their Mecha, we’ll all be under Yasu.
 
“Work through the motions with your half-squad, first walking then simple jabs and counters.” Salchar said as the Mecha’s split into two groups one fighting one another as the second moved around cautiously and then more steadily as they watched the first group and commented on their movements.
 
Salchar came to stand next to Shrift, becoming confident in his ability to walk with every step.
 
“armourer Shrift, are we able to upgrade our Mechas?” Salchar asked moving side to side, moving his arms and squatting as well.
 
“What do you have in mind?”
 
Salchar paused looking over Shrift for a few seconds before continuing.
 
“I just want to do some minor modifications to the armour and the joints are based on a magnetic bearing which is supposed to move in every direction, we could optimize the power by customizing the joints to the human body.”
 
Shrift felt his eyes widen in pleasure. Finally someone interested in Mechas!
 
“I’ve had that thought before but I haven’t been able to get medical records of the users bodies.”
 
“I could just tell or show you, and then you wouldn’t need to get medical records.”
 
“I would be very interested if you did that. See I make Mechas they’re my joy right now but if they aren’t doing the best possible then well. I think of it as a failure on my part.” Salchar and Shrift made eye contact.
 
“Thank you armourer Shrift.” Salchar said simply, bowing his head as much as his Mecha would allow before walking away.
 
Shrift had the distinct feeling Salchar was thanking him for much more than just saying he might be able to change his Mecha.
 
All he’d done was give him a meal, let him train his people and taken away the threat of the pain implant. Maybe I have done more than just give him hope to change his Mecha.

Chapter What’s the use of a new toy if you don’t use it?
 
I was on last watch as the screeching announced our rest was over. We got up quickly and nervously, we’d been in the Mechas for three days now and were wearing neural mappers, it was a cable like thing which directly connected with our nerve ports; it saw how different actions caused our nerves to fire in different ways which would help translate our normal movements into synchronous Mecha movements.
 
That goal seemed a long way off, especially after our abysmal attempts at fighting so far.
 
“File through and get your scrap Mechas.” Taleel said through the squad pods speakers as the door to the track and armoury opened. We filed through shortest to tallest as Shrift was there waiting for us.
We all enjoyed our time with Shrift, well most of us did. He was nice, he wouldn’t yell unless it was necessary and he taught us more than Taleel ever had. There was a sense of mutual respect between Shrift and us, with him not using pain to motivate us. While we doing the best to impress. With Taleel we just worked to meet his standards.
 
Where our battle-ready Mechas were minimally dented and had no rust on them, the scrap Mechas were busted up worse than some cars I’d seen after accidents and there was more rust on them than metal. Under Shrift’s constant guidance we were able to get our mechas into fighting trim. It felt good to be building something instead of being constantly scared and fighting.
 
He handed out food packets, a plastic like module that could insert into our food reservoirs on our lower back under our armour. Then using their finger balls and HUD access the food command. When the user took a pull of their water hose they got delicious goop—minus the delicious part.
 
As we took food packets Shrift scowled at the recipient of the packet good-naturedly, telling them about something they’d missed or some issue with their suit. We quickly got to work fixing whatever he found to be an issue, before he was satisfied enough for us to get into them.
 
These scrap Mechas also didn’t fit right like our battle-ready ones. The padding was woefully inadequate and warnings flashed onto our screens, telling us of limited mobility as we ran our start ups.
 
I dropped down and forward as I came out of the charging harness, as soon as my foot touched the ground I flew into the ceiling, crashing back down to the floor. I didn’t feel a thing as the rest of my squad laughed. Only my pride was hurt. I inserted my food packet, looking to Shrift.
 
“Oh yes, I put them to one hundred percent, seeing as you have two days left you’re going to need to get pretty accustomed to them.” I could swear I saw a grin on the Kuruvians face as I picked myself up gingerly.
 
“Shit, this is going to be a problem.” I said inside of my visor. If we could fight in these we could fight in anything I resolved.
 
Wiry made it look like he was helping me as he whispered viciously in my ear.
 
“Have to watch out for these new Mecha’s it seems that with one slip you could accidentally kill someone.”
 
I could see the maliciousness that lay behind his eyes as he slapped down his face plate. He moved into the training area, he wasn’t wasting any time as he was quickly adapting to the new power output of the Mecha. A few others were gingerly walking trying to get used to the Mechas full power.
 
We had found out earlier that we could sync power output with nerve responses. Another thing that took time. Thankfully I had nothing but time
 
Some people were sparring, others walking around to try and get a feel of their new power output, I was with the latter group. Tomorrow we would be fighting and controlling the power output would make a world of difference. I felt an itch on my back, right where the nerve ports connected with the Mecha through the battle-suit. I jiggled to try and abate the itch before an idea made me forget it all together.
 
Itch forgotten I walked over to Shrift.
 
“Shrift you say that my spine is essentially part of the Mecha right?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Instead of having to use coordinating hand and feet gestures to move different areas could I do it with the nerve taps?”
 
Shrift looked to the ceiling in thought.
 
“Yes though control is hard to retain unless you train a lot.”
 
So I spent the rest of the day trying to forget my body and use my arms and legs, without actually using them. It was a pain in the ass and yielded a few interesting results.

Chapter Mecha battles
 
I woke up as annoyed as I had been when I went to sleep. We filed into the armoury, a feeling of dread in the air, as we grabbed our Mechas checking them over and running start up tests before we got in them.
 
Taleel came into the armoury, Shrift looked unhappy to say the least, especially with the way the Sarenmenti stroked the pain implant’s remote.
 
“Win for me today, or I will be seeing how many repetitive bouts a human can take from the implant before they show the signs of heart failure.” He grinned smugly before leaving. Anger flaring within me, I wanted to do nothing more than crush his skull with my Mecha or rip off his limbs and beat him with them. We moved to the arena door, Shrift wished us luck and told us to not get his Mecha’s get beaten up to bad. I liked Shrift and the Kuruvians, they were a cross between geniuses and a pack of five years olds, determined to find out anything about everything.
 
As the door opened Wiry kicked out my knee sending me sprawling as he walked into the room. I found myself on the ground, my squad looking at me. I shook my head as I bashed the floor, using the momentum to throw myself up as I landed on my feet, the hydraulics and servos of my Mecha groaning with effort.
 
We were slow in getting to the arena. I was happy to see we weren’t the only ones having trouble as the other squad entered the room and had more than one person launch themselves into the roof or at their squad mates.
 
It reminded me of the kids when they were getting used to their bodies, except with tens of times the power, and a seeming inability to hurt themselves which turned it into a game instead of a chore.
 
Though with their having to learn their new bodies I doubted it would be long before they adjusted to using Mechas.
 
I half waddled into the centre of the room as the other leader did the same. Both of us grinning and panting as we got there.
 
“Fair fight?” I said coming forward now as most of my opening was quite cumbersome.
 
“According to Salchar’s rules?” The other leader said.
 
“What?” I asked as my brain caught up with what she’d said.
 
“Salchar’s rules, nothing that would cause undue harm on the opponent and to make the fight honourable.” The woman said, iron filling her voice, obviously thinking that I wouldn’t uphold the rules.
 
“Well yeah that is the basis of it.” I said shaking the woman’s hand, my brain still reeling. I guess the ones we fought passed it on. I thought.
 
“What do you mean by that?” She asked, her voice getting harder.
 
I popped my face plate so she could see me better. “I’m Salchar.” I said with an awkward grin as her face registering shock before she leaned in to study me, popping her own helmet as Blonde hair fell out.
 
“How do I know you’re not lying?”
 
“I don’t know?” I shrugged—well as much as the Mecha allowed me.
 
“Let me see your hair.”
 
I felt Rick move slightly, training and my own paranoia making it as if I had a sixth sense. Plus he was the most quiet in a mecha, which wasn’t saying much, but the guy was damned addicted to learning new things, and a mecha was pretty new.
 
I popped my helmet and turned my head, keeping them in view in case they tried anything as the woman studied my hair, then my face and repeated the process.
 
“Damn. Yeah you’re him alright.” She said as a grin spread across her face. She turned back to her squad.
 
“It looks like we’ll be beating Salchar and his own squad today.” A few whoops and excited noises rose up to greet her, but none of them the bloodthirsty cries that had been there when the first fights had started so long ago.
 
She turned back to me, popping her face plate as she grabbed and pumped my hand vigorously a grin plastered across her face.
 
“Well it’s good to finally meet you Salchar. Without your rule things would’ve gotten a lot worse.”” She said as she released eyes dark and unfocused as I cocked my head in question. She returned my gaze, sadness in her eyes.
 
“We had a few fights without it,you learn just how savage humans can be.” Her eyes turning cold with memories. It took effort to stop myself from flinching from her gaze.
 
“Thank you. Your rules helped us hold onto our humanity.” I met her gaze as I offered my hand once again. She grasped it as if it was a lifeline, and I could swear her eyes looked watery.
 
“You haven’t even told me your name.” I said with a smile as one appeared on her own face.
 
“I’m Deline, good to meet you Salchar.”
 
“And to meet you Deline. Let’s have a fair fight and see if we can learn how to fight better in these Mechas, so one day we can pay back the bastards that put us here.” I said as we shared a knowing looking.
 
“I’ll agree to that.” She said, a grim but determined look covering her face.
 
“Shall we then?” I asked as she nodded and I put on my helmet again. We stepped back gingerly in our Mechas as we slowly walked back to our squads.
 
She grinned as we got back to our squads, pulling her face plate down.
 
“Wouldn’t dream of it.” I grinned as I started forward again on uneasy feet.
 
“Get ‘em.” I bellowed. This went with limited success; people forgot their new strength and launched themselves into the other squad, while others stepped into the ceiling putting too much power into their legs.
 
A few of us moved forward carefully, advancing slowly towards the other squad. Wincing as people crashed into armoured walls and other people. Shrift was right—it was like human bumper cars.
 
A suit rocketed into me from the side, throwing me off into a wall visor first. My visor spider webbed and my HUD down as I felt my attacker pummelling my shoulders, trying to disable them.
 
Their low tackle had caused them to get one arm stuck underneath me, meaning their other fist was hitting the main plates under my shoulder. While they were limited in their reach, my elbows lined up with their helmet. I let a light jab go, just tapping my assailants helmet as they went to full power and ripped their trapped arm free and turned their attacks to my legs as I pushed from the wall and rolled away from my attacker. I tried to stand, my right knee and left ankle servos and hydraulics broken. Without my HUD I didn’t know what else kind of damage I had. My attacker was moving towards me, their armour somehow familiar. I tapped the ground signalling defeat as they continued coming. The attacker kicked my helmet viciously, causing me to go sprawling as I felt my neck lock up from the damage.
 
I heard the clicking and scraping noise of a helmet coming off behind me as I tried to turn to face my opponent, panic filling me as I knew how limited my movement and my sight were.
 
“Looks like you’ve finally found your place.” Wiry said as I looked around for aid—everyone was fighting in the middle of the room, whereas I’d never gotten there as I’d been assessing them again. There was just me and Wiry.
 
He stomped on my left hand and I could feel the bones cracking in my hand underneath the relatively weak armour. I screamed inside my helmet but no one could hear me.
 
“They’re going to find you in the middle of battle, having been viciously killed by the other team. They’ll be distraught of course…” I got up on my wrist and other hand; I will not die on the ground. I thought to myself as he kicked out my left elbow, stomping on my shoulder joint repeatedly before continuing.
 
“…and I’ll be there, saying that your own pessimistic ways got you killed. That it’s killed or be the killer, and then you know what?”
 
I pushed myself back onto my ass with my good hand so I could see him. There was a giddy grin on his face and his eyes shone.
 
“Then I’ll turn them against one another.” He took pleasure in the words I could tell.
 
“I’ll rip down your rules and make it so only the strongest win, then at the end of it; I and those loyal to me will rule the rest of the leftovers.”
 
“You think the others are going to let you?” I yelled.
 
He cupped his ear looking confused. “I can’t hear you quite.” He turned to me, a dark look in his eyes as a snarl rested on his face.
 
“Who cares what they think, or you. The PDF make the rules and they say the strongest win and rule.” His snarl turning hungry and sadistic.
 
“I’ll make sure no one hears you again.” He launched himself at me, rolling me over as he thrashed at my armour; he was beyond carefully destroying my Mecha. I could feel every punch kick and claw as I tried to get away. I kicked him with my good leg as he rolled and came back at me, without pause, grabbing my leg and throwing me on my face. I looked at the floor as I felt him laying into me again, panic setting in.
 
Repeated strikes hit my helmet denting it; I could feel the weak and rusted armour caving as I tried to avoid the hits.
 
“Fuck you Salchar.” Wiry hissed as I focused on my nerve ports imagining, and feeling as if I was throwing my right useless arm. I felt movement as I saw it move slightly. I braced myself for what I had to do to hit him.
 
I gritted my teeth as I swung the dual joint, I grunted in pain, my arm broken as my limp wrist connected with something. Wiry stopped hitting me and rolled off. I tried to get myself up.
 
Yet Wiry seemed to be lying on me. I stopped as I saw deep crimson lines drip down my visor. Oh shit. I thought,
 
I felt the ground shaking with Mechas coming close, then some hands picking me up.
 
With my one still good arm I pulled off my helmet with its enhanced strength., the sight before me making me want to throw up. Anger overcame shock as I threw a foot towards him, the servos useless in my leg.
 
“You fucking idiot! Why the fuck did you try to kill me you stupid sounvabitch! I yelled at the body. I turned on the now silent room, “that’s why you don’t try to kill your goddamn squad mates! Or take off your fucking helmet!” I yelled.
 
“Why did you kill him?” A woman demanded from the enemy squad my squad intermingled as they looked at me.
 
“He tried to cave my head in.” I said savagely, throwing my helmet at her. She turned it in her hands her eyes and those around her going wide at the damage. I turned so I was looking at them all as I talked.
 
“This is why we have rules people. So shit like this doesn’t happen.” I said, pointing to the corpse.
 
“I would like to amend the rules, if someone comes at you with the intent to kill you are allowed to do everything in your power to stop them. Up to and including deadly force. As we can see some people don’t obey the original fucking rules!” I wanted to hit and hurt something instead I stood there looking at the others, tears welling in my eyes. He’d been fifteen years old. I thought to myself wanting to curl into a ball and cry. And he wanted to kill me.
 
“I agree that Salchar killed Wiry in self-defence. Wiry has been gunning for him since day one. I won’t say I like that another person’s dead but from the damage of the helmet and collar you can tell he wasn’t able to see what he was going to hit. It was self-defence.” Marleen said.
 
“I agree.” The other squad’s leader said. No one denied it after seeing my helmet.
 
“Self-defence is allowed, but there has to be cause. If someone attacks another and then claims self-defence they will not have meals for two days.” I looked to the other squad leader.
 
“Agree?”
 
“Yes.” She replied without hesitation.
 
“We automatically lose because of internal conflict.” I spat the last words in disgust as I grabbed the helmet spattered with blood like my fist. A voice told us to separate as the dividing wall cut the squads off from one another as the door to our armoury opened.
 
Shrift could see something was wrong by our faces but caught on as he saw my fist and the missing Mecha.
 
“What happened?” He demanded.
 
“Wiry tried to kill me; broke my visor and locked up my collar so I couldn’t see anything when I countered.” I paused gathering my thoughts.
 
“Smashed right through his visor and killed him.” I said in a monotone voice as I slowly stripped out of my Mecha, my body numbly doing as it was trained. This is what they’re training us to do, to kill. I thought as I fought to get out of the Mecha slowly.
 
When I had first seen a Mecha I had been ecstatic. I would have a real Mecha. Now I wanted nothing to do with it. I stood in front of it in my battle suit looking at its feet.
 
I killed Wiry. Not the aliens or the planetary Force I killed him. He was fifteen and I ended his life. Anger burnt through me as I looked up at the chest of my Mecha.
 
“Everyone into the sparring room.” Taleel said as talking stopped immediately and we filed into the room, creating a formation in front of where Taleel stopped.
 
“Salchar.” I stepped forwards as Shrift walked up and whispered something in Taleel’s ear. He grunted in agreement as his face looked even happy as he brought out the pain implant remote.
 
“Remove your clothing.” I did so; I knew what happened if someone didn’t.
 
“Let’s see how long you’ll last at eight.” There wasn’t time to register the gasps behind me as my body betrayed me and I crumpled to the ground in agony, I lost muscle control as nerve endings were set alight and seemed to be pulled from my body with pliers. Someone was screaming I noticed as the pain stopped.
 
I felt a new expanding pain jolt me as I came back to the harsh world. Fire rushing through my body.
 
“You just had another lifetime added to your service.” Taleel said as he walked away. My body writhed in pain as it set to fixing the damage caused by pain implant over-use. My mind was on another plane as I stared blankly at the hell fire tube in front of me.
 
“Rick, Charles, get him showered.” I heard Shrift’s voice as I was hauled upright. I made to complain as pain lanced through me, my nerve endings still raw, but found my voice was gone. I surmised it must’ve been me screaming as Rick and Charles carried me to the noxious showers, cleaning off my own waste I’d collapsed into.
 
They dressed me as I felt my body returning to normal. I stood tentatively as Charles and Rick made sure I was okay.
 
“Shit man, you just died.” Rick said as I got back control of my own body.
 
“Huh, looks like death doesn’t want me just yet.” I said as I felt mentally and physically drained.
 
“Shrift will want us back.” Charles said.
 
I nodded as I stood by myself.
 
“Let’s go then.” I said, determination driving me forward. I didn’t need my people scared of their own leader and unsure at a time like this.
 
Rick led the way, Charles undoubtedly waiting to catch me if I fell as we made our way back into the armoury.
 
I’m going to make the planetary defence force wish they never visited Earth. I vowed.
 
Until then I would take all of the training the planetary defence had to offer me and more. I would be their slave, the best slave they had, and then I would destroy them. I remembered the sleep-taught lecture on the controlled systems of the defence force, there were thousands of planets. Quintillions of sentient creatures that populated those systems, protected by trillions of defence force members.
 
They were bigger than anything I could imagine I knew. Though it didn’t matter, I would rip it down, with sheer will if I had to.
 
I nodded to my squad mates, trying to look confident and energetic even though I didn’t feel.
 
Taleel marched in, seeing me his eyes seemed to squint in annoyance. He punched me in the gut, I was too drained to do anything as he kicked me.
 
“Get up! You owe me eight hundred laps.” He yelled as I fought to get up. He hit me in the face.
 
“Move it!” He barked as I started running for the track. Bile rising in my throat. I was barely walking when I got to eight hundred laps. My body had given me better endurance, but it had also added a lot of weight.
 
“armoury.” Taleel said, behind me as I blindly walked to the armoury.
 
I hid the anger welling up inside of me as I continuing through a full maintenance schedule.
 
The rest of my squad gave me looks as if to say it was alright, but there was no hiding the fear in their eyes as I focused entirely on my Mecha.
 
“Feel big Salchar?” Yasu said in a light tone as I gripped my wrench harder.
 
“Go away Yasu.” I said calmly as I could.
 
“Why? You are going to kill me if I don’t.”
 
“Stop acting like a petulant child! Yes back on Earth we played a game, a game that at least to me was my life. Now we’re being trained to die. That’s it. They’re showing us how to use these Mechas so that we might do something useful before we die for them. It doesn’t matter if we die, they can just pluck another person from Earth, train them and replace us.” I hit my Mecha, she was for once thankfully silent.
 
“We’re parts Yasu, just parts in the planetary defences’ machine. You want to keep on threatening me, sure go ahead. But think about this. If you threaten us and isolate yourself who’s going to help you when you need it?”
 
“I don’t need help.” She barked, turning away and stomping back to her Mecha with her fists so tight her fingers turned white. Yet there was no mistaking the fear or loneliness that were in those eyes. Maybe she wasn’t trying to not be one of us, maybe I was driving her away.
 
“Everyone needs help.” My voice soft, filled with my exhaustion and anguish. I saw her flinch as all of the squad looked at me, none of them cried anymore I realized, they’d figured out how useless it was.
 
“We all have to adapt to our new reality.” I continued, not liking my own words, but believing them nonetheless. I got a bit of energy as I talked to them.
 
“Stop slacking, we need to learn as much as possible, the more we do the better chance we have surviving.” I saw acknowledgement in the older squad members eyes, the younger ones still upset. I was still surprised that when they were straight up told about their situation they couldn’t handle it. It was still a game to them.
 
I finished the maintenance schedule and I began helping Shrift with the movement calibrations for the Mechas. The rest of the squad were doing hand to hand combat with their Mechas under the guidance of Yasu. I knew I should be too but I didn’t trust myself to stay calm making excuses to stay in the armouries.
 
“It wasn’t your fault James.” Rick said as I was staring at a data pad blankly. Breaking me out of my reverie by using my name for the first time without being prompted to by me. As he put a comforting hand on my shoulder.
 
“I know. It’s the fault of the damned free planets defence force that put us in this position. If it wasn’t for them then Wiry would’ve never tried to kill me. It still doesn’t make it any easier.” I said as I fought down the need to throw up as the image of his headless Mecha appeared in my mind, instead focusing on the data pad.
 
I studied Yasu.
 
“She’s better than me.” I said as she worked to adjust her students, she truly was a master of her trade. She was respected by all; she was as fast as I was in sleep training I bet she even knew how to use her Mecha better than me.
 
“Why do you say that?”
 
“She should be squad leader; they need someone strong and good at this stuff to lead them.”
 
“James you are too.”
 
“Yes, and I’m also the person that just killed one of them. I’m soft; they need someone that will force them through training.”
 
Rick didn’t say anything as we silently watched Yasu. After a few minutes he looked back down at me.
 
“What’re you up to?” He asked as if he could read my thoughts looking at the lines of code before me.
 
“Making a Mecha builder.”
 
“Mecha builder?”
 
“Instead of having to put a Mecha together and then testing how it works, this’ll allow us to see what modifications will do without having to build the thing first, just having to input the data.”
 
“I think your time would be better spent reassuring them. After your outburst they’re scared.”
 
“I should talk to the others.” I said getting the idea as he kept looking at me expectantly.
 
“Something like that.”
 
“Alright, get the leaders.” I said as I got up.
 
Quickly the others grouped around making me think that Rick had been planning on having the meeting whether I wanted to or not. “Alright enough moping around on my part—how is the hand to hand training going?”
 
“It’s going really well, Yasu is a great teacher, but she’s only one person. We need someone else with hand to hand experience to help her out.” Hoi said looking at me expectantly.
 
“Anything else?”
 
“Do you really want us to stop slacking?” Abella asked.
 
“Yes, we need to learn all we can, I don’t know how long we’re going to spend training, but we need to use it. Once we leave here we’re going to be fighting, I want us to survive.” They were quiet in thought.
 
I broke the silence after a few moments.
 
“Alright I’ll see if Yasu will allow me to train. The rest of you do confirmations your squads sleep training. Get though the first aid and start on the firearms course—dismissed.” They rose, going about their tasks as I went back in my Mecha, someone had thankfully cleaned off the blood. I fixed the collar and got a replacement helmet checking my work before I got into it. Once inside I powered it up and moved towards the training room.
 
It became quiet as people stopped fighting to see what I was doing.
 
“What do you think this is a yoga class? Get back to work.” I barked, walking to Yasu.
 
“Look over the advanced hand to hand combatants.” She said without looking at me, moving away to fix a beginners positioning.
 
I winced internally. I was out but working with the higher level hand to hand groups would mean I would have to show them more of my moves. Thus her too, giving her an advantage in my eyes. I shrugged; she’d seen enough of my fighting skills already. I turned to my group.
 
“Alright.” I said getting myself some time as I remembered their previous fights and their different skills categorizing them in my mind.
 
“Higher hand to hands here.” They came in a rush grouping around me. They’re afraid I’ll have another outburst I thought sadly.
 
“Okay today we’re going to work on hitting vital points in your opponent’s armour to immobilize them.” Someone raised a hand at the back of the group.
 
“Yes?”
 
“Yasu already showed us how to rapidly hit the nerve points of a person.”
 
“That’s a person, seeing as there’s only one planet of humans that we know of we can deem that human nerve endings won’t be universal to every alien race. Mecha’s on the other hand are used by both Sarenmenti and human. Probably quite a few more races than that, with these classes you can learn how to stop any Mecha moving.” Now I had their attention as I had Rick come forward as a test subject.
 
“You on test mode?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“Now everyone pay close attention.”
 
“Attack me Rick.”
 
He came at me in a controlled flurry of fist. He was damn good. I was on the defence as I rolled from his punches. My leg snaked out hitting his knee causing him to buckle. Three punches and his elbows were locked out.
 
“First Rick you need to change up just hitting with fists. Second with a Mecha it’s not like your body, you can’t override a joint that doesn’t work like with a human. Nor do you feel it, and when you’re in the black you aren’t going to know a joint is out until it doesn’t work. Always know what joints are working and not.”
 
We learned as we went through more fights. We learned the basics of plasma, laser and rail guns; everything seemed to be waiting in my head for the words to unleash the information. We took apart weapons, put them back together, cleaned them and moved on. There was always something else to learn and my squad soaked it up like sponges.
 
“Projectile weaponry within the planetary defence force are used for forty percent of engagements. For the other sixty percent we use melee weaponry.” Taleel unsheathed his blue-green glowing daggers displaying them in front of the squad room.
 
“All melee weapons are edged in static encapsulated plasmid.” He sheathed one blade grabbing a piece of metal.
 
“When the blade comes into physical contact with something the electrostatic field is pushed away allowing the plasmid to come into contact with the object and cut through it.” He lowered the blade, cutting the metal as if it was butter.
 
“Now there are also mono-blade weapons within the defence force. They are as expensive as some ships as they are so rare and hard to create. They can also dull with repeated use and fighting when they have gone from hot to cold areas, or vice versa, such as space to ship environments. Plasmid tipped melee weapons are much cheaper and easier to make and maintain. Get used to them.”
 
“They are also the only weapon that you will be allowed to have custom made. Shrift has various designs for you to decide upon.” He looked around the room. “You have seven minutes to be in the Mecha sparring arena.” We waited; we had run off before he had told us to before that had gotten us all threes.
 
“Go.” He barked as we scrambled to the Mecha room. We pressed the identity chips implanted in our hands to the consoles as our Mechas rotated forward, getting into them in minutes.
 
“Come on, move it!” I barked as I was behind George the last person to get into Mecha and into the training area. Whereas before getting in our Mechas in seven minutes would have been unfathomable. Now it seemed as if we were taking our time if we were over four minutes.
 
Shrift was waiting with Taleel in front of an array of weaponry. There was everything from daggers, to swords, katanas, hatchets and every kind of bladed weapon I could imagine.
 
“These are based off of human weaponry we have found. Your backwards people being the primates they are do not have the refined melee weaponry that Sarenmenti have, though it is to be expected with your low evolutionary level.”
 
We had been told and shown in our sleep how humans were so far behind compared to the Sarenmenti and Kuruvians, with technology, medical practices, education and other main factors of a species.
 
“Test them out.”
 
“Team leaders.” I barked as one through five including myself filed through with our groups and picked up what we felt was best. We got into practising with the weapons, moving with them, fighting one another with them. We switched and played with them as we went. Taleel watching us with bored interest as Shrift disappeared into his armoury after a short time.
 
“Submit your decisions to Shrift. Food. Five minutes. Every minute you’re over you get a hundred push ups. Go.” We put our weapons back on the rack as we rushed to get out of the Mechas. Julie another ten year old was the last. We were a minute behind.
 
“One hundred.” Taleel said as if examining a flea. Me and Julie did push ups as the rest ate. Once we were done we slurped down the food that our teammates had gotten us. So far the teams were working. We were the best squad and we knew it. We absorbed everything that was thrown at us and we won every fight even though we were down an older member. Our young had adapted well, learning how to use their new, larger, bodies quicker than others. We all trained and worked our hardest now. Though it didn’t mean we weren’t without our infighting.
 
Thankfully the majority were working together. It seemed that the other squads were also learning. It was good and bad. Good in the fact that people were working together, bad that they had their own leaders and that they were getting better at the fights, again good because it gave us better training—bad because there was a higher chance of losing and getting punishment.
 
Once our meals were finished Taleel put us in stress positions for so long our muscles spasmed and went numb, and then ran us so much that our bodies tried to dredge up our meals. Thankfully many of ours stayed down. Then there was the endless push ups and drill, Taleels new favourite past-time.
 
Sure it looked good and all, but looking good is one hell of a pain in the ass, The first thing you have to realize when you do drill is to turn off your brain. This sounds counter-intuitive seeing as first of all there’s timings that you have to follow for every coordinated foot, or hand and foot or hand and foot and rifle and head movement or any combination of body part that some sadistic bastard that thought parade was a good idea thought of. I hate drill.
 
Now all of this is also thrown off if you’re nervous, and we were all nervous We knew what happened when we failed.
 
We’d be on our faces doing push ups or lapping the track, sometimes it was a relief to actually have movement in your limbs and the freedom of movement. I think Taleel caught on, so he started making the others do the physical work while we repeated the movement we messed up until we got it perfect.
 
So to combat this, we started doing drill in our downtime. Joy.
 
As we started to understand and actually become soldiers we gained more free time, which was spent cleaning our battle suits, squad room, armoury, as well as fixing and maintaining the weaponry we’d been given. We didn’t need much sleep anymore as long as we ate, we only needed a few hours of shut eye. We still didn’t know what time it was, or if it was day or night. The weird lighting was always the same.
 
That wasn’t the only thing that had changed. I had gained any mass I was lacking and then some. Without mirrors I couldn’t see myself but I knew I was bigger and stronger than ever before. So much so that two hundred push ups were an easy task for me and the others. The children had grown alarmingly too; they were all at their adult height with the massive muscles that the older squad members had gained early on.
 
Our bodies had also become accustomed the extra gravities on them. We moved normally and were even able to run without coughing profusely. The atmosphere was still uncomfortable with it’s density and scratchy attributes. Though we had adapted to it as well.
 
The food stopped being disgusting, as we forgot the taste of what real food was. Most of the children were forgetting their parents names and faces, the older ones not that far behind. The nightly talks of what we had done when we lived on Earth helped us feel some connection with Earth, but it mainly cemented our connection to one another more than anything.
 
We were becoming soldiers in thought and body, leaving our attachments for Earth behind.
 
Honestly I didn’t care. Now hear me out, it’s not that I don’t like Earth-sure it’s a very nice place, been living there for twenty years at this point. Yet there wasn’t anything I really cared for there. Mecha Tail was my family and I was going to do everything in my power to get them free and back to their actual families on Earth. I didn’t care I was forgetting my roots. Honestly forgetting about my past was a nice thought. Also as much as I didn’t want to admit it, I was becoming attached with my squad. We had grown together and gone through shit together we didn’t think it was possible to go through and survive. That creates a special bond that is inexplicable. Instead of them being the tools I wanted to use to get MT free they were my friends. I knew I could trust the majority of them with my life and that they would do the same.
 
Now I had an issue, because my squad wasn’t the only one. There were hundreds of others, and if I thought that my squad was worth saving, then they all were. I was cleaning a rail gun while I argued with myself over what to do.
 
“Watch my rifle.” I said as I saw Yasu working on her Mecha. I walked straight over to her, stopping ten feet away from her.
 
“What do you want?” She asked as soon as I stopped, obviously she’d know about my approach but that was not the first thing on my mind.
 
“Say you have to make a choice; fight to save a few you hold dear, losing many. Or possibly lose those dearest to you and a few of the many for the majority to survive-what would you do?”
 
“Why are you asking me?” A puzzled expression on her face as she faced me.
 
“I need for someone to give me a straight answer.”
 
“Save as many as you can. More will die because of your attempt but we must give our all for the others. If we are to sacrifice our lives it should be for victory, and if that means we must die for a few that will change a battle later on then it is acceptable, but we should not sacrifice our lives willingly. We will make the enemy pay and attempt to save as many as possible.”
 
“Thank you.”The path I was going to tread was a difficult one, but I would walk it in hope that I could reach my goals, or another might. The Human race would be free, and we would pay back the planetary defence force back in spades. First of all I needed to find out my obstacles.

Chapter Problems and Solutions.
 
I’d been studying the Mecha while I worked in the armoury when an idea struck me. Why not just ask? I thought. Again my celebrity training came into use as I attempted to sound uninterested “Hey Shrift, is it possible to make the ring around the neck thinner.”
 
“Of course you can’t it’s the Mecha’s kill switch.” Shrift said off hand.
 
“How is it put there?” Shrift still worked as he answered. My heartbeat in my throat as I expected him to be annoyed, or wonder why I was asking.
 
“It’s built into the original structure.”
 
“How does it work?” I asked going against every instinct that told me to shut up.
 
“Small gas charge fires bolts into the main cavity.”
 
“Hmm, what do you think about this new design?” I said, quickly changing the subject as I tried not to shake as I held up my data pad. Shrift turned away from the Mecha he was adjusting the harness of, grabbing the data pad and studying it.
 
“Interesting, yeah we can do this. It’s going to take a while; just getting the materials is going to be a pain. I still have some friends in engineering though even after my departure. We’ll make it eventually. Don’t think that the first series of humans will be getting it though, it’s all the universal Mecha for you lot.”
 
“In the meantime can we do this to my Mecha?” I swiped the page bringing up the new specs on my Mecha.
 
“This would be easy. Yeah we can get started right away.”
 
***
 
Engineers up to their tricks
 
Eddie watched James from another maintenance terminal.
 
“I picked a good one didn’t I girl, now as long as he keeps himself alive and has an open enough mind we’ll be in business and we’ll have you roaming the stars!”
 
“You’re running just perfectly.” He tapped on the surrounding structure as he pulled up a training schedule as well as supply timetable.
 
“Just another month to go!” He said excitedly to himself as he accessed the biological supplies needed.
 
“Then just find Mecha, units, full complement for a battleship, add in the necessary James Cook and his partner… Done.” He said out loud and happily to himself as he followed his own instructions on the terminal.
 
“Now all we need is time isn’t it.”
 
There was not a sound in the ship, but Eddie grinned as if his invisible and silent talking partner was as real as the bulkheads he touched.
 
***

Chapter Marriage?
 
“Second and third team swing over. Everyone else keep it up!” I yelled, as in front of me I saw my words become actions.
 
The second and third team jumped over the enemy squad landing on the opposition’s rearguard of Mechas. Working in teams and with their now ingrained hand to hand second and third had half of the opposing squad out and were advancing.
 
“TAKE THEM!” I said rushing forward, bobbing and weaving landing, rapid fire hits on the confused oncoming Mechas. Apparently we’d taken out their squad leader and they didn’t know what to do as they were unsure which direction they should be fighting in.
 
The Mecha deserving my attention dropped like a sack of potatoes as two more of my Mechas automatically used the opening to force their way through, widening it.
 
“You, get in there.” A trooper identified the position as I jumped in my battle computer adding me to their network. In our training I had harped on the fact a soldier is a soldier first; no matter what their rank they are to work for the best of their unit. If that means they go on the front lines, then they’ll be on the front lines. I had forced all of them to take over my role at some point; it was hazardous as they got to know how I operated. Yet for them to work the best in the field I needed them to have the confidence to take over the positions that needed to be filled.
 
I could tell as the enemies confusion was leading to panic as communications completely broke down. Within minutes it was over as Yasu kicked the last enemy Mecha five feet.
 
My team cheered as we popped Mecha catches so that the enemy could at least get out of their Mechas while we picked up our own disabled.
 
“Good fight.” I yelled happily at the subdued Mechas one of them able to raise a single finger salute in my direction from their cart as they were piled with others to be pulled back to their pod.
 
“Guess this is what we get for fighting Salchar’s squad.” the other squad commander said, I turned to look at him, my mouth open as my squad erupted in cheers.
 
“Let’s get the Mechas back.” I said as my squad continued to laugh, I hide my smile behind my Mechas visor lip as we moved back to our squad bay.
 
“Eat up get your wounds sorted and check your armour. Tomorrow we’ll be having the wedding fight.” Taleel said as we were pulling everyone out of their armour. All work stopped as we stared at him in confusion.
 
“Wedding fight?” I asked, honestly perplexed.
 
“A male and a Female of your species will fight in Mechas and with plasmid weapons till one submits. This is either because they give up, are unconscious or dead.
 
The second option, they marry, this will be legal throughout the universe including your home planet.”
 
I felt like I had been dunked in a cold bath, quickly I shook myself out of my daze.
 
“Tomorrow we will fight our husband and wife and if we want to or not we will have to marry them?” My mouth working before my brain caught up with it. I could already see that people where separating themselves.
 
“Yes, or kill them and stay single. Your opponent will be announced tomorrow.”
 
“Why?”
 
“We need more soldiers.” He looked at me as if I’d grown a third eye as I looked at him the same way.
“Best to breed soldiers from soldiers instead of from breeders. Otherwise you would all be in a breeding program.” We fell into stunned silence as he marched out of the room. Leaving us looking at one another in confusion and moving apart—our victory already forgotten.
 
“Let’s get the maintenance done and then hand to hand.” I said thinking He can’t be serious, they want us to have children that they can enslave from birth and send into battle like us. The Planetary defence could then use these children born into slavery for anything; they could make them servants, or send them to kill other humans, to kill people on Earth.
 
As we drifted sedately into the armoury I looked at George and all of the young children, they looked to be twenty or so years old, but they still had the brains of young teenagers. They would be parents to children they would never see, who could be fighting right beside them and they would never know.
 
“Why are we working on our Mechas? Tomorrow we’ll be married.” One of the guys in Marleen’s team said, desperation in his voice.
 
“Yes, we might be married by this time tomorrow, but we will also be part of the Mecha corps, as such we will need our equipment. Don’t think of it as marriage, just think of it as you’re getting a permanent partner, its marriage, you can get it annulled when we get back to Earth.”
 
“It’s still marriage! I had a fiancé back on Earth!” A woman cried.
 
“They’re going to understand, with this yes it is marriage, but it will be between you and the one you’re to marry to decide how you want to act. The bottom line is, married or not, it doesn’t matter, we need to work together to survive and return to Earth or keep the human race alive.”
 
“What if we want to be single?” The woman with a fiancé said. I whipped around on her, marching as I talked.
 
“If you kill one of us I won’t show you any mercy.” My voice cold and hard in a way it hadn’t been before I’d killed Gibbons. She tried to melt into the wall behind her as I turned away facing the others.
 
“No one in this squad will kill another, you will get matched up and you will deal with it. That said any talks of untoward actions on either part or those a rank higher will deal with it. Anyone that forced another will not be allowed to use their battle suit, even in their Mecha for nine periods between sleep. False accusations and the accused and accuser will spend a night in the showers with one another.”
 
They looked away from my gaze as I looked around the room, only Yasu held it.
 
Dear god I hope I don’t get that woman. I thought as I turned back to my Mecha.
 
“Teams begin your rotation into medical.” I said putting them into action, the leaders naturally coming to me after a few minutes. I left my maintenance as I addressed them.
 
“Alright we need to establish a chain of responsibility. If I die, you take over Rick, if he dies; Marleen, then Hoi and finally Abella.”
 
They nodded agreement, uncertainty at what was going to happen tomorrow filled their faces as my training for cameras and media came to the front.
 
“Don’t worry we’ll get through this.” I smiled reassuringly. Some of them were still unsure, but they seemed to believe in me as they moved back to their groups.
 
“What about making Yasu a leader?” Rick asked. I studied him; she’d obviously sunk his claws in him which made my guard come up.
 
“Yes I’ll think about that in the future. I don’t want to split up the teams right now” I mused rubbing my chin. “For now let’s just treat this as a normal day, the less shock the better.” They nodded as they dispersed back to their Mechas. I turned to my own completing the maintenance.
 
In Sook is going to kill me. I thought about how Psycho Cheerleader from MT was probably going through the same situation as me. Might be a sweet mercy to actually marrying her. I thought to myself my smile becoming real as I let a chuckle go as I left the armoury for the food cart in our pod.
 
Images of the rambunctious Bok Soo and forever calm Monk filling my mind-the other two remaining members of MT.
 
Cowards wait for fate. I thought, mentally gearing myself up.
 
***

Chapter Why me?
 
Yasu contemplated all that had happened in her life to bring her to this point as she surveyed the room looking for anyone that might attack her.
 
Her eyes locked onto the peacefully sleeping Salchar. How could he sleep while she barely did? Trusting these now half-trained killers he’d forced her to teach. Again because of his meddling in her warrior’s code. It made her furious how he’d played her.
 
As if sensing her stare he woke up, stretching and smiling to everyone greeting people as he moved around the room as if it was any other day.
 
Her eyes followed him; he was still as much of a mystery before when she’d been a fighter in MAT as he was now after spending what had to be months, watching him. He had no specific fighting style from the limited fighting she’d seen.
 
Yet she was still confident in her own abilities.
 
“Alright off to the armoury.” Taleel said leading them into the armoury she got into her Mecha her nerve ports connecting with the up links in the Mecha. She watched James as he disappeared with Shrift she could feel the thumping of powered Mecha legs as James returned his Mecha looked mostly normal but she could see slight adjustments, armour trimmed here to make it easier to move his legs, more around the joints and weak points, stronger bearings around the helmet to turn his head.
 
He heralded the others into readiness and the training arena. Yasu was already making her way into. She couldn’t miss the others noticing the modifications he’d made to his Mecha.
 
“Damn boss nice suit.” She pitied Rick the man was loyal to James, one of many of his blind followers. They walked in trailing behind the last person.
 
“Alright females in that door, males in the other.” Taleel indicated the doors as everyone moved into the corridors. She was first at the end as a wall dropped separated her and the person behind her. For a moment she panicked as she thought she was in the box that had grabbed her from the championship again. A section of the wall opened revealing her customized sword she’d had ordered so long ago. It was like her samurai sword back on Earth. She placed it on her hip, connecting with the magnetic clamp there as she pulled the blade free, studying it. The plasmid cast a blue green hue on the deadly lines of the sword as she studied its workmanship.
 
A door opened in front of her.
 
More confident now with a sword in her hand she stepped into the plain room identical to the squad’s pod she moved through a few positions limbering up her muscles as she adjusted to the blades reach, weight and balance.
 
The door on the opposite side opened as she openly stared, feeling as if the floor beneath her had given way.
 
“You know it’s rude to stare, and you can close your mouth.” She did so embarrassed and still not believing her eyes.
 
***
 
I pretended to be asleep for the small amount of time we were left alone. As a signal announced feeding time I found my eyes darting to the female faces in dread. Finding Yasu’s face before I looked away.
 
Sure I wanted to get married as most people do, though my idea of getting married was well—proposing and getting married instead of a fight to the possible death and then forcing the loser to be your husband or wife.
 
If I could I was going to submit as long as they wouldn’t be the kind to kill me. I wasn’t really scared that the others would kill me out of spite—I was just nervous. Someone was literally choosing how I would live for the rest of my life. I thought that depending on one’s culture that they would not be happy at all to be married to me. The people in my squad hailed from across Eastern Asia and the Western Americas. In most cultures marriage was everlasting; something that I agree on. Yet they wouldn’t want to be married to someone that they don’t want to be with for the remainder of their lives. This is what I was thinking about as I continued on.
 
I was in a daze as Shrift took me to my Mecha; he had been up and without projects so he’d seen to adding to the improvements I’d already added. I put on my Mecha feeling more confident as I again didn’t really pay attention to Rick who was talking to me as Taleel made us walk into corridors separate from the women. Walls descended breaking us all up, I fought down my panic—thinking that someone would kill me as a section of the wall opened and my custom plasmid long sword lay there. I grabbed it; it didn’t have a scabbard as it could be clamped to my back clamps. I kept it in my hand as the wall in front of me disappeared and I walked out into an arena the size of the squad’s room.
 
I saw her as I felt my stomach drop; I stopped like a deer in headlights. I regained my composure quickly my mouth working before I could think it, as I twirled my long sword, getting a feel for it.
 
“You know it’s rude to stare, and you can close your mouth.” She closed her mouth still staring at me.
 
“Well Yasu it seems that we’ll be having that fight you wanted to have.” I said as I continued to move my sword trying to get acquainted with the weapon while not staring at Yasu. Shit shit shit, I’m screwed! I thought as she continued to move with her sword, never looking away from me.
 
“Yes it does look like it.” Thanks! That really helps!
 
I rolled my eyes as I did the same with my sword around my body getting a feel for the blade. Here I was thinking it would be easy! Cowards wait for fate, I had no intention of surrendering and leaving my life in the balance, not with this woman. There was no way she was going to submit either.
 
I looked up from the ground holding my sword back and behind me as she turned her sword high.
 
“Alright so looks like we’re going to have to do this the hard way.”
 
“Was there any other choice.” I thought for a few seconds before shrugging.
 
“Not really.” I said with a grin, I could swear the corners of her mouth twitched.
 
We charged at the same time sparks flying as electrostatic fields interacted and plasma dissolved armour. We pushed apart with me swinging after her, she smashed my sword away coming at me on the upstroke I pushed backwards the Mecha’s strength pushing me out of the way of the blade as I planted my feet and lunged again.
 
She turned bringing her sword up as we clashed again; she pushed off and then came at me in a fury of sword strokes. I like to pride myself on being fast and with my lighter customized Mecha I was damned speedy. She was lightning quick being so close I could see she’d made similar modifications to her Mecha. As I noticed the changes she turned her sword sideways bringing it up my sword and skimming off of my shoulder. I ducked out and under interposing my sword out of old reflex, being rewarded with a shower of sparks as I saved my ribs from a hit.
 
I could see her machine like concentration; she wasn’t like a human anymore, her mind focused on her blade and her opponent, being me.
 
Now being the sole attention of her deadly but pretty mind (you think of weird things when you’re sure you’re going to die) made me grin.
 
She came at me faster and faster. I was only barely stopping her attacks as I backed away from her.
 
She scored a hit as I went to parry a low strike aimed at my left leg. With nothing more than a flick of her wrist it came up, digging deep into my left forearm.
 
I hissed in pain balling my right fist releasing my sword as I drove it into her ribs with all of my power lifting her a few feet in the air. I’d been cured of my unwillingness to hit a girl in countless fights where I’d seen how women could be as vicious as a man.
 
I tossed my sword catching it with my right my left on fire—literally; the plasmid had ignited the under layers of my Mecha and the battle suit which were doing their best to stop the miniature fire.
 
We came together in a shower of sparks.
 
“Can we do this without fighting?” I asked as we came together.
 
“You wish to become my husband because you’re on your knees! Your cowardice knows no bounds.” She said savagely.
 
“So that’d be a no.” I said almost conversationally.
 
“Alright then.” I said harshly somehow angered at the thought she thought me unworthy to be her husband, who was then Hoi or Gibbons? (Again, weird stuff goes through your mind when you’re fighting your rival. On a spaceship. To marry them—it was a weird day).
 
Irrational anger built as I did what I did best, I concentrated on her moves, categorizing them as I remembered the counters for them. I knocked her sword away landing a foot in her midriff as I advanced she spun coming back up sword raised glancing it off of my knee servo which now registered some mobility issues.
 
My left arm was pretty much defunct but the flames had stopped finally but the auto tourniquet in the upper in the arm had tightened which meant I was bleeding badly out of my arm. Taleel’s use of the pain implant had made the pain feel as if it was a pin prick. The nerve ports were working as promised giving me full mobility in my hand despite the fact my organics couldn’t move. I grabbed her right as I smashed the blunt side of my sword into her right shoulder. Her left came up in an uppercut.
 
I had been training my nerves to run the power output by the Mecha ever since I’d talked to Shrift. Now it came in to use as I put all of my power in my left and used her to push myself back, adjusting the power in my legs so I was running as they found the floor again.
 
I rushed in, too eager as she came at me as well. Her moves like a well choreographed movement as she swiped my sword out of the way, turning with the blade as she used the momentum to drive a foot into my helmet as my inertia carried me on.
 
I rolled, my head ringing as I turned to face her.
 
It was obvious I wasn’t going to win this fight. I was stronger but she had been trained to fight since she was a child. I had only a few years and then Taleel’s tutelage. Her training was amazing and she could combine the techniques she’d learned in a massive array of combinations without letting me get a complete read. She was my nightmare opponent and I couldn’t see a way to win sword to sword.
 
“You fight very well.” I said as dread filled my guts
 
“What are you trying to pull Salchar?”
 
“Cowards wait for fate.” I muttered.
 
“Did you just call me a coward?”
 
“Fuck it!” I said as I threw myself at her I felt a burning sensation in my stomach as I coughed red. I grabbed Yasu pulling her to me with my mangled left the burning sensation in my stomach excruciating as I threw my sword away and pulled her helmet off as she bucked trying to move, my left holding her in a death grip.
 
“Will you please stop that?” I growled as she stopped bucking her eyes wide as I looked away coughing.
 
“Looks like you nicked a lung.” I coughed again getting the coughing under control turning back to her.
 
“I’m sorry, but you can divorce me afterwards.” I coughed again more blood spilling down my chin I looked up again her face so close to mine.
 
“You’re rather pretty in a cold way.” I said I might die in the next few seconds, a compliment wouldn’t hurt me at this point, well much, and she did have her hands still on her blade.
 
“Why?” She demanded in a small voice no fight left in her as she looked at me with wide eyes. Fear in her eyes.
 
“Couldn’t win against you any other way that I could see.” I said with a bloody smile. “You’re a great fighter.” I nodded coughing again and leaning against her, weak from the pain, well that and the blood loss probably.
 
“Sorry about this.” I said weakly as I delivered a blow to her chin knocking her out as gently as I could. We collapsed to the floor in a pile.
 
I braced the sword with my hands as I pulled it out as straight as possible, my hands melting, armoured and not. “FuuuuuuuUUUUUUUUUCK!” I yelled tossing the bloody blade away weakly my hands covering the hole in my Mecha as blood started pumping out of it.
 
“Well fuck you’ve done it this time James.” I said quietly as I grabbed the emergency hell fire from my hip injecting it into a piece of skin that was exposed through the hole in my Mecha.
 
I looked at the now peaceful Yasu, my wife I thought my mind reeling. I still felt like it was a dream but the pain was too much for this to be a dream. As I lay there I realized how much I didn’t want to die. I wanted to see the rest of Mecha Tail again my family, I wanted to make these aliens pay for taking us from our homes and forcing us to fight one another. If I woke up I was going to let them and the galaxy know what happened when you messed with Salchar.
 
I looked groggily at a hatch in the wall opening as a group of Sarenmenti emerged towing two grav carts. Pain took me as the hell fire kept to its namesake, pain laced through my body, concentrating with ferocity on my abdomen before darkness thankfully filled my vision as I slumped boundless
 
I awoke as if a bolt of electricity went through my entire body my eyes wide open pain lancing them from being in darkness and now being in bright light so rapidly.
 
“FUCK!” I screamed as my body realized the pain which covered me as if I was one solid bruise. I looked down at my stomach there was a ragged hole where Yasu’ sword had been. The skin didn’t look like the scar on my shoulder it was still glossy as I moved pain followed, it wasn’t fully healed yet, but I’d been awoken. I checked my forearm which was also glossy with new skin. I sat up finding myself in a medical chair as I looked at Yasu sitting next to me in an identical chair, hers with restraints though.
 
Her head whipped to the side away from me as I looked at her, an odd look on her face with an odd shade of pink.
 
“If you’re going to do that every time you wake up I’ll find a way to keep you quiet.” She turned the pink fading as she caught my eyes her expression making me less than eager to find out how she’d keep me quiet.
 
“I think I’ll pass.” I rose using my arms my stomach and lower chest still in fiery pain as I moved. I felt her eyes staring at me as I sat on the edge of the table things like worrying about being naked long gone with the showers we’d had, though they’d been separated into male and female. She hissed whipping her head away from me again as I stood. I was past the point of caring as my body throbbed with pain with every movement I made.
 
Plus she was my wife so I figured whatever. I grabbed a new battle suit that was on a counter to the side, still studying my stomach and the messy scar on it. One more scar for the collection I thought grimly as I gingerly got in to the suit and pressed the sealing tab.
 
Turning I looked back at her.
 
“I’m all dressed now you can look.” I said as I noticed her looking away. Not fast enough I thought happily.
 
“Do you mind releasing me from my bonds?” she said in an uneasy tone. For a moment I realized how helpless she was there as I crossed my arms.
 
“Are you going to attack me?”
 
“No.”
 
“On your father’s honour.” Her eyes smouldered as she looked up at me.
 
“No.” She said angrily. Happy with that I walked over trying to look better than I actually felt opening the clamps that held her in place before leaning against my own bed trying to hide how out of breath I was by crossing my arms and studying her. She was still wearing her battle suit. Shame I thought as I realized what I’d thought and tried to hunt down an answer for why I’d think such a thing.
 
“So what happens now?” She said drawing away from my internal thoughts.
 
“Not sure, what happens when we get married.” Her eyes automatically found something more interesting in another part of the room as she talked.
 
“Now we have a wedding, like what we would have at home and we get couple pods.”
 
“Okay, makes sense. What about the others?”
 
“I don’t get that.”
 
“What?” I asked a little confused by the question.
 
“How you can be so confident. You’ve moved passed the whole wedding which you believe to be just fine, confident it’ll go according to plan, what’s to stop me from killing you.”
 
“You’re father’s honour.”
 
“How can you be so damned confident and trusting of others!” She demanded now finally looking me in the eyes, something in her eyes other than the cold look I associated with her whenever she saw me.
 
I felt a smile creep on my face and then laugh the kind of belly laugh that hurts, in my case I nearly found myself on the floor again. Taking a few minutes before I’d recovered enough to talk.
 
“I’m riding by the seat of my pants I have no confidence in anything, I trust those in the squad to do what they need to survive I have no illusions that if there is a better option other than following me to survive they’ll take it. The only people I trust are Mecha Tail and until I’m back with them I’m in enemy territory. I’m just waiting for someone to take everything I have from me, probably Rick when he figures out what a fraud I am for ordering people around. Until he or someone else better than me comes along I’m going to keep on doing what I’m doing which is keeping myself alive and getting back to my damned MAT team.” She looked at me unbelieving as she crossed her arms and cocked her leg.
 
“That means I have to become commander of these people to make them the best damned fighters. That doesn’t mean I won’t be right beside them putting my life on the line. First of all I was going to use them to get Mecha Tail to safety.” I looked away in shame focusing on an obscure piece of the flooring.
 
“Now I know that I was being idiotic. I will get as many humans free from this planetary defence force as possible, not one of us is more important the other and none of us deserved this. So until I die or am unable to I will look to free those that the Planetary defence hold as slaves.” I didn’t know then what I’d just signed myself up for, or where it would carry me as I looked into Yasu’s eyes.
 
She studied me as if she was seeing me for the first time.
 
“Now Ms. Ice Queen you’re a good fighter and I need good fighters to help me succeed, so Yasu Masami Ono will you marry me?”
 
“You bested me, I will marry you.” She said using the fight as justification as if the very idea appalled her. I really didn’t care, it meant she now couldn’t kill me taking the saying keep your friends close and your enemies closer to a new level. Mine would be sharing a sleeping pod with me and be my fighting partner on whatever battlefields we found ourselves.
 
My mind was already filled with ways she was going to kill me; hopefully it’d be quick and faster than a plasmid sword to the damned stomach. I shook my head looking up one of a multitude of hatches opened. More medical chairs where coming out of the floor.
 
“Please leave the medical bay and proceed to the marriage hall.” A toneless voice said from hidden speakers.
 
“Shall we?” She didn’t reply her face a mask similar to the one I wore as I fought with emotions that I would be forever linked to this woman by my first marriage. She quickly pushed off of the medical chair and went thought the only open doorway. I studied her from behind trying to figure out what she was thinking as we walked through the hatch.
 
We were in a single room with hangars on either side. On one there was a black suit and tie with a white shirt. I looked at it almost painfully. For the girl out there here’s a secret. Guys like dressing up, strange I know how much we complain about it, but we like it. The reason I looked at it painfully was not because it was a suit, but because it had a bow tie and was not tailored for me at all. Man has to have style, especially at his own wedding. I ran my hand over my pin prickle hair my top and shaved sides gone as I looked like thousands of military recruits that had come before me.
 
Yasu’s side had a white kimono and white belt. Much more elegant looking than my suit.
 
“Keep your eyes on your own side.” She said as she pulled the kimono off of its holder.
 
“Wouldn’t think about it.” Well of course I was thinking about it now that she’d said it! I’m a guy and she wasn’t exactly unappealing to the eye, plus well she was my wife, but being the gentleman I am I kept to myself until I got to the tie. I’d done all I could for the suit but it was just, not my style.
 
After three failed attempts I left the tie on the rack.
 
“You done?” I said still facing my side
 
“Yes, seems you can’t tie a tie.”
 
“Well can you?” I said turning around and finding her leaning back her arms crossed as she wore a black kimono symbolizing death or tragedy within her family.
 
“How did you turn it…?”
 
“Why yes I can.” She said leaning past me grabbing the tie.
 
“Hold still.” She popped my collar more violently than I’d seen some punches thrown my neck feeling battered she pulled the tie around my neck.
 
I got a smack for looking down and a reproving glare as I returned my stare to the ceiling. Then with a quick pull I found my airway restricted. Coughing slightly she undid it slightly. I caught the small smile on her face as she finished with a few flicks of her hands letting it fall on my open vest and pull my collar down.
 
“Good.”
 
“Now why the black kimono?”
 
“It’s the death of my freedom.” I nodded I couldn’t deny that.
 
“Well anyway it looks good on you.” This got me a glare, I grinned as I offered my arm. “Well shall we?”
 
“Yes.” She walked ahead of my ignoring my arm as she walked through the door into a room filled with people dressed in bizarre ways; she took a seat forcing me to follow her. Rick quickly found his way over to us, Marleen in tow.
 
I hid my laugh behind my fist at the odd pair, Rick had put muscular weight and widened considerably, but there was still of the endurance greyhound look to the man whereas Marleen while not as wide as Rick looked like she could clean press a small family minivan.
 
His eyes went wide looking at us.
 
“Close your mouth dear.” Marleen hissed.
 
“So how did your fight go?” I asked Marleen smiling and looking away as Rick went red.
 
“Well I submitted, don’t tell anyone okay boss.” Rick answered as Marleen smiled behind him.
 
“What about you two? Marleen asked.
 
“I stabbed him and the idiot punched me.” Yasu said simply as I winced.
 
“What!?” Marleen said giving me a glare that threatened to burn through my skull.
 
“Let’s just say cupids aim was off and he used a sword instead of an arrow.” I said simply, touching my still healing wound. We spent the rest of the time in silence as we watched who’d been paired up.
 
What the hell have I gotten myself into this time I thought as I looked at Yasu in my peripherals. She was as stiff as a board the black kimono looked more appropriate on her than a white one would’ve I thought. Her face was serene but I knew that she was warring with the same things I was. Without thinking I put my hand on hers. She looked at me as if I stabbed her ripping her hands out from undermine. I hid the pain that lanced through me as I looked to the front my mask descending. We would be married in name and nothing else I resolved hunching my shoulders. I was still alone as always no matter my outward appearance.
 
Angry with myself at thinking I could have anything more than loneliness. I looked to the front moving away from Yasu.

Chapter A new reality
 
Yasu looked at the mirror in the attached bathroom of the couple pod.
 
She was furious at herself, she should’ve reacted faster pulling her blade out of him, but he’d grabbed her and the look in his eyes the raw trust and acceptance of who she was had stopped her. It felt as if he could see her very soul, he could accept it and would do so. She’d been so stunned she’d only known she was trapped when their Mechas had smashed into one another.
 
He’d brought her close so close she could feel the heat of his breath, see the blood on his lips had made her remember what was happening as she tried to pull the sword out of him.
 
She wanted to stop; she remembered the feeling, that for some reason she didn’t want to hurt him. That she wanted him to survive. How she wanted to do anything to make sure he was never in pain again. She’d held onto the blade making sure it moved as little as possible as he pulled her down proposing to her.
 
She’d been in near panic as he smashed off her helmet and then looked at her with those eyes. Her panic vanished as she looked back at him. His warm touch made her realize her loneliness, how she missed her father, her comrades, even the crazy Sato sisters.
 
She felt tears fill her eyes she touched the place where his hand had been. The feeling of having another person touch her with affection even with her deadly abilities, her training said she shouldn’t care about those things, but the human in her longed for acceptance.
 
She remembered the punch it was perfectly lined up to knock her out with the least amount of force. It had felt like a kiss compared to the hits she’d taken in training.
 
She wasn’t hurt that he’d done it; he was a warrior doing what he needed to do. She was annoyed at herself for not reacting to his hold and knocking him out first. She’d come to watching as the black arms of the medical table had worked furiously. She’d been mesmerized and terrified as they fought to keep him alive.
 
Then as they looked as if they’d barely finished their work he was pulled back together and a needle administered to his neck as his clamps were released.
 
The way he cringed and the look of his wound made her doubt that the machines had been completely finished. She winced as he got up and moved trying to look like he wasn’t wounded. Then it seemed like a switch was thrown and a mask descended on his face and he straightened as if he was perfectly fine. She remembered how she’d taken in his muscular body and front cover perfect appearance despite his new scars, quickly looking away in embarrassment as she collected herself.
 
She’d questioned him and his honour; attacking him. Instead of asking is he was okay. A lifetime of making walls and learning how to deal with the next opponent had made her speech like a fight. If she wasn’t in a position of power she would fight to attain it. As soon as she talked she saw as his mask entombed him. It had cracked as she’d curse him for having the power over everyone. For trusting everyone as she couldn’t placing her issues upon him.
 
She’d been stunned by what he said. She remembered his upbringing. He’d been an orphan, part of the system filled with bullies. He had to act a certain way to not be bullied and beaten up. She had learned her mistrust of others by watching her father in the business world. She’d learned to read people and could see how so many humans lied and little actually told the truth.
 
She’d seen the truth in Salchar’s face, no James’ face as he dropped his mask revealing his worries to her like a floodgate. She gripped her battle suit, what was this feeling she felt, empathy? No she didn’t have such feelings she said pulling her hand away. Yet still she knew the anger he directed at himself for his thoughts of only keeping himself alive. Thoughts she had no doubt that everyone had at one point in their training. Even as he looked away hiding his eyes she saw in his body language how much he wanted to get those that had suffered under the planetary defence free.
 
She wanted to tell him that it would never work, but then he’d looked into her eyes, and somehow she knew that once Salchar said he would do something, he would do it. As he asked her to marry him her shock over-rode her brain it seemed as she snapped out a response.
 
Anger burned through her at herself as she remembered how she’d knocked away his consoling hand. The way his face had gone completely emotionless and moved away from her showing less emotion than a rock. How could she be so emotionless? She thought to herself as the holographic pastor signalled for her and Salchar to come forward.
 
He didn’t offer his arm again as they walked up the altar a holographic pastor in front of them saying the phrases in Japanese and Korean for them both. Salchar had looked above her head not wanting to meet her eyes as they were made to face one another. It had hurt more than when she’d been punched as she looked at his chest keeping her face impassive. His voice held no emotion as they went through the rites. Hers didn’t either after years of practice from public affairs personnel hiding the inner pain she felt. Her eyes had searched for his, to look at her for her to understand what was going through his mind.
 
She found herself for once wanting to know what another was feeling. It’s not empathy, you’re just trying to find out his weaknesses. She reasoned, thinking of how he flaunted his dishonourable wins as if they were true victories which quickly brought back her cold anger.
 
Once the ceremony was completed everyone had applauded she felt colour fill her cheeks which she suppressed. Salchar grinned, his apparent happiness not reaching his eyes as he guided her down the aisle without actually touching her. They’d gone through the hatch at the end of the aisle Salchar’s mask still in place as they followed a corridor, going inside the only open door which closed behind them. He lay down on the bed, raising his legs to release the pressure on his scars as she found refuge in the bathroom trying to understand what exactly had happened to her that day.
 
After a few minutes of mental battles she gave up taking a shower, it still smelt as bad as ever but the bathroom had two towels which she put to use luxuriating in how they felt tucking one around her. She walked out drying her hair finding Salchar fast asleep on the bed.
 
She quickly turned off the light, finding near darkness, the first time that she’d ever felt her eyes relax from the strain of looking through the weird atmosphere and lighting the training facility had.
 
Her eyes quickly adjusted as she could pick out the details of Salchar’s face. How many plans did he have in that mind of his, had he planned for this. Despite what he’d said about riding by the seat of his pants it seemed he was five steps ahead of everyone. She thought as she squatted by his head studying him. His face looking troubled she touched his face the roughness of his five o’clock shadow rubbing against her hand.
 
He moved into her hand pressing his face against it firmly. Her breath caught in her throat the trust he was placing in her filled her. She studied his features closely; she could see the lack of sleep indicators. He’s slept as little as possible while being in the squad pod. Her eyes travelled down as she studied him. Any softness from before had been turned into hardened muscle he looked like an Olympic god. She moved her hand away slowly still studying him.
 
She turned moving to the bed moving her pillow so she was looking at Salchar. She watched as his powerful chest rose and fell her eyes becoming heavy as she let sleep take her.
 
***
 
I awoke with a start—immediately scanning the room for a threat. I relaxed seeing there was no one that was going to try and kill me immediately and Yasu was asleep. I caught myself, turning back as I looked at her face turned towards me. It was the first time I remembered her looking peaceful. I laid there studying her face her hair framing it as I allowed myself a small smile as I picked myself up.
 
I paused as I grabbed a battle suit from the built in closet in our room, I’d slept, truly slept for the first time since I’d been abducted. Without the fear of someone killing me, it was odd as I tried to understand why, why I hadn’t been scared of Yasu killing me in my sleep. I was becoming too complacent I put it down to. Maybe in my loneliness I was beginning to trust, or want to trust others.
 
That was something that I couldn’t do I chastised myself as I heard movement behind me. I turned to find awake and alert Yasu staring daggers at me.
 
“Don’t worry I’m just taking a shower and getting dressed.” I said, not knowing why I was justifying myself.
 
Her eyes seemed to get colder other than anything as she got out of bed wearing a towel her hair covering part of her face. I felt the odd urge to hold her; she looked so delicate, so strong and so appealing. I walked to the head instead taking a long shower delicately working around my still painful stomach wound. I studied it annoyed the med bay hadn’t fully healed me. I resolved me and Yasu needed to talk one on one and sort out whatever relationship we were in.
 
“Yasu.” I said emerging from the head she turned to me as Taleel’s voice came through the walls.” Assemble in the squad pod.” The door we’d walked in through after the wedding ceremony opened again. Finally we just had one door to contest with.
 
I sighed in frustration as I made my way to the door.
 
“What were you saying?” Yasu said waiting for me.
 
“We’ll talk about it later.” Along the way we met up with other members of our squad who joined our route which seemed to connect all of our couple pods.
 
All of us with different emotions as we walked in with our partners and now team member.
 
It varied from me and Yasu’s utter confusion at one another, to Hoi and Abella.
 
Hoi had a large smile plastered on his face as he walked with Abella seemingly melted to him as she said things into his ear and a happy smile on her own face. When everyone was gathered Taleel spoke.
 
“Alright now you’ve had your fun today you’ll be given your berths on the free planets defence force ships with your new partners.”
 
“What about training with rifles? Strategy, zero-g training.”
 
“You will learn to adapt on the battlefield or, not.” A chill went down my spine. It’s like we’re the Russians with one holding bullets, the other the rifle. If you survive then you might be useful.
 
I stopped looking at anyone else in the room as all of my attention was now focused on Taleel.
 
“You will be given spots on different classes of ships of the free planets navy which you will defend and live on until the end of your service or like me you re-enlist. I will now list your new berths and remember this, your commanders will have your kill switches, one wrong step and you will be killed whether inside a Mecha or in your bare skin. First, James and Yasu, you will be assigned to the Imperial Dreadnought Golden Refuge. Lucky you, she’s the only one of her class.”
 
I was stunned, yesterday I was married; today I was being given a berth on a ship I knew nothing about, was being separated from my squad who I’d finally built up a reputation with and I didn’t feel I had barely enough training.
 
“Look after yourselves and I hope to see you all soon.” I said with the mask of Salchar, my mind showing me how my plans had fallen apart as I gave a lazy two finger salute, the rest of them facing me as they returned the gesture.
 
“Good luck commander Salchar.” Rick said “Now give me your data pad quickly.” I did so with a curious look as he tapped it to his and transferred something.
 
“It’s a way to chat.” He said as he handed it back and put his own pad in the pouch on the small of his back.
 
“I hope that I see you in the near future and I’ll give it a go.” With that I turned following Yasu already waiting near the hatch that would lead us to the dreadnought golden refuge. She took off again making me have to half jog to catch up with her. Not even giving me time to process what had happened as I ran into my future, back to nothing.

Chapter the Golden Refuge.
 
We came into a room with people steadily filling in twos. We stepped into the straight lines which showed ranks and columns of a formation. Quickly the room filled and I found my eyes wandering to the only wall that wasn’t covered with the silvery material that could form doors at will and found myself looking at a single large door and two glass windows, one which looked out into space the stars so much brighter without the interference of an atmosphere, the other window showed the business end of a shuttle from what I remembered of my sleep learning.
 
“Begin boarding the shuttle, rear first.” A voice said, sounding bored, as if they were working at a fast food restaurant—as we followed the instructions. The large hatch opened revealing rows of seating the formation moving as people filled the shuttle. From my sleep-learning and my guesses I estimated that the shuttle carried two hundred people.
 
I followed Yasu looking around as I picked out people I’d played against in the arena. The inside of the shuttle didn’t show anything of space outside as we strapped ourselves in as if we’d ridden shuttles a hundred times—thanks to our sleep training.
 
Some people talked as they sat, saying how they were happy to not have training anymore and talking about how their marriage fights went, most of them even talked about how they wanted to become soldiers. I couldn’t say that I blamed them, the majority of the younger kids in my squad once I had told them to actually focus on learning had found military subjects easy and interesting, and they found soldiering fun. They liked being able to do what they could do. They wanted to be Taleel and the enforcers, able to run for hours without seeming out of breath or knowing everything there seemed to be on military knowledge. The Sarenmenti had become their idols and they clung to them. Their parents had been weak letting them go without a fight, or didn’t love them enough to save them. So they would be able to do what their parents couldn’t. In other squads it seemed that this was the accepted truth. I slumped unhappily in my harness as I continued to look around the shuttle’s inner bay.
 
Others slapped others on the shoulders as they noticed people from their old squads or people they’d fought against before; making a little small talk before settling in their seats. Everyone was trying to find their bearings. They would come with time, but for now we were strangers.
 
I caught the eye of a large man as he walked into the shuttle as he walked over to me becoming stiff.
 
“Fair fight Salchar.”
 
I felt all the eyes in the shuttle turn towards me as it became instantly quiet.
 
“As Always…Henry.” I said in recognition and astonishment as I remembered Henry being the leader of the first squad I’d gone up against. I offered my hand which he grasped it with a grin.
 
“Let me introduce Catherine.” An athletic built woman stood beside him her body language her eyes bright and nervous looking for threats.
 
“You’re Salchar.” She said with an appraising look. I stood to put us on even footing.
 
“The one and only.” I said with a winning smile offering her my hand.
 
She took it. “Thought you’d be taller.” She looked as if she could kill everyone on this ship with her fists as she thought I was taller. The heck, I only played one game with them. Keeping my confusion off of my face as my voice worked.
 
“Well definitely not as tall as Henry, no.” I grinned before gesturing to Yasu.
 
“This is my… partner, Yasu.” I said waving to Yasu who stood with her own winning smile.
 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you both.” Even as she smiled she was sizing the two up I could see. I stopped the grin I was feeling from reaching my lips.
 
“Blade mistress from Samurais revenge?” Henry asked as she held his hand her eyes going cold.
 
“Yes, I was known by those titles.”
 
Henry burst out laughing stopping himself. “Well fate is a strange thing isn’t it.” He said patting me on the back as I grinned. I liked this man, he had the qualities of a good commander.
 
“Didn’t know that she was in your squad. Isn’t she the one that attacked you?” Catherine asked, looking at Yasu as lights came on signalling the shuttle was going to be releasing from the training complex.
 
“Well let’s take a seat before we’re flying sans harness.” Henry said.
 
“Good idea.” Catherine said giving Henry a look causing him to smile at the intended rebuke as he fell into the chair.
 
“Excuse me, but you’re Salchar, the one that made the fair fight rules?” Someone asked seemingly having built up the courage to talk to me by being egged on by their newly found comrades.
 
I looked to Henry who nodded slightly.
 
“I guess I am I didn’t know how far my rules had gone. It’s good to meet you.” I said offering them a hand which they took not willing to get up from my seat for the second time.
 
Questions filled the air as people even to the rear of the shuttle began yelling questions. Just who knew of me and my rules? I sat there a smile on my face answering a select few as I hoped I could use this to bring them together into one unit as I had with my squad.
 
Some asked what my plans where for the Golden Refuge. As if I know. Though they think that I do.
 
I was shocked by the last question so much that I couldn’t come up with an answer to it as the speakers in the shuttle came to life.
 
“Take your seats and lock your harnesses, lift in ten.”
 
The questions stopped as everyone checked their harnesses with the now ingrained habit of completing what had to be done as fast and as soon as possible.
 
I checked the harness which crossed my body the seat conforming to my size. When it expanded it was big enough to fit a person in a Mecha but for now it only fit a single human.
 
The airlock closed in a rush of air then the clamps disengaged. The shuttle’s thrusters turned us away from the structure we’d been living in for the past few months. The engines kicked as the pilot put us into full burn.
 
Across the surface of the shuttle screens came to life as we were able to see into space, on one wall and the grey surface of what we had called home on the other. We moved away with a puff of manoeuvring thrusters, the main engines kicking in as we were free. It seemed as if we were heading for space, except for the flashing, moving lights that looked like ants moving in the same direction. I looked back seeing what had I had called home over the past few months we sped out into space. It was an elongated scaffold frame which looked similar to a large uniformly sized wing, other than a lump three quarters down its length. Massive ships attached to four points and the central band. It had to be at least two or three kilometres in diameter at the bulge, the length, I didn’t know as the scaffolding was still being placed. It quickly disappeared as we moved away.
 
“Holy shit.” Someone said as I turned to look through the projected windows (that were working) towards the direction where the shuttle was going. The Imperial Dreadnought Golden Refuge swelled before my eyes. Panels of interlocking armour covered the hull, arrays of antennas used for communications and electronic jamming sprouting randomly from the ship. Batteries of deadly looking weaponry waited in their storage positions as if asking for a reason to be deployed. Missile tubes and Protection defence Systems or PDS were also visible in their clusters. Long ragged scars in the ship’s hull and armour were visible even from this distance. Scars that would have meant a lesser ship would have not survived.
 
Close to the ship’s prow were a series of rounded protrusions with PDS crammed around them. Must be the wormhole generators. I thought as I looked at the other structural oddities of the ship. A third of the ship back from the prow the hull belled, weapons batteries lined the sides as thousands of lights like fireflies signalled windows hangars and airlocks. It was an image of power and strength.
 
She looked like a ship that refused to die. The Golden Refuge had clearly seen some fierce battles and had lived to tell of it. She wasn’t flashy or pretty, she was dirty and grimy and gritty. I felt myself grin, Just the kind of ship you’d use to strike fear into the hearts of your enemies. I thought as we followed other shuttles. The Golden Refuge deserved a crew that were as hard as her, and would make it through whatever was thrown at them, even if it was the ones that practically owned them like slaves, she needed Juggernauts, no she needed Commandos, unrelenting Commandos that struck fear into their most stalwart enemies, never stopping, never giving up. My dark thoughts cleared as I noticed the shuttles that had left before my own, their engines sparks against the sea of stars.
 
My awe increased as the ship just seemed to get bigger, lights turned to hangars and hatches.
 
We passed under one of the guns stored away—what had looked like a toothpick was now bigger than the shuttle I was on. We never stood a chance. I thought as the hangar doors appeared before the shuttle and we taxied in. The Golden Refuge was two and a half kilometres long. At the belled out section she was a kilometre wide and eight hundred metres tall. She held a crew of twenty thousand and four thousand Mechas.
 
It probably had something to do with the fact that with all of our telescopes and technology we couldn’t see more than a tiny fraction of space in any detail. Wherever it had come from it had done its jobs; it had taken us from soft civilian (in most cases) humans and turned us into Mecha fighting bad asses. That could go out into the universe and spit in any enemies eye. As long as we were fighting hand to hand. We still hadn’t used melee or firearms yet.
 
“Docking.” The pilot said in the same bored voice of the boarding announcer.
 
Ramps lowered from the rear and sides of the shuttles as an officer walked in.
 
“Follow the blue and then purple lighting strips through the armouries to your rooms.” I slapped my harness. Releasing me, so I could walk down the ramp. A rush of fresh air and bright lighting met me as I felt myself relax. I felt my whole diaphragm relax as I didn’t have to take the massive breaths I needed to at the training station to get enough oxygen, and I could see clearly for thirty feet and my eyes didn’t hurt. It felt odd as I finally had an atmosphere that wasn’t made to specifically break me and make me stronger. I felt an alertness and lightness fill my body as my body sucked in the raw air as if it was ambrosia. The strength I felt was incredible; I saw a seat and wondered if I could rip it up with this new found strength. I felt alive for the first time in a long time. For the first time I was thankful for the soupy atmosphere and heavy gravity. It had taught my body how to live in a environment that wanted to kill it. Remembering where I was I continued on, finding the blue strip with ease. I turned around seeing that the others in my shuttle were falling in behind me, each stepping lightly as they continued with grins on their faces.
 
It looked like the mecha training had been more than a little useful as some people that didn’t notice the reduced gravity stomped the ground, falling over as they looked around dumbfounded.
 
Shaking my head I grinned as I continued on, other shuttles disgorging human Mechas that all flowed along the blue light strips which led directly to four armouries. The shuttle bay had painted strips showing where shuttles should land, and places where to walk. Even as the remaining shuttles came in, the hangar didn’t explosively decompress. An electrostatic field like that on our plasmid blades held the atmosphere of the ship so that we weren’t suffocating. It still made me speed up my walking not wanting to be in a room only protected from depressurization by an electrical field invisible except for the random particle interfering with its pathway.
 
The blue strip split into four, red, green, purple and yellow. I followed the Purple heading for armoury three. Inside it was like the armoury back on the training sphere, except for the first fifteen feet there was shuttered and locked weapon racks. After that there were lockers filled with mechas row upon row. I continued through the armoury into what appeared to be a living quarters. I could see people from the other armouries following their lights to their rooms.
 
Everything was bigger, with enough room to fit two, even three Mechas, at a squeeze, abreast. On the training structure it had been just big enough for a single Mecha, probably in case we tried to fight our officers. I grinned as I saw the looks of rust, scratches, and signs of life. Finally something I could understand and at least looked human, instead of the perfect walls and doors that looked as if they were part of the wall.
 
Again I looked at everyone following me. They looked to me, their eyes asking for me to tell them what to do.
 
“Alright everyone grab quarters and get used to it. Just relax for now. Get to know the area. You, find me the mess and tell the rest of three armouries people. Take people as needed.” I picked out a random person who nodded their head, grabbing three others as they ran away from the armouries, their heads on a swivel as they looked for my mess.
 
I walked up to the first room that I saw waving the door open as I walked in. The first thing I did was code the door to my DNA. Yasu did the same as she came in and I finally looked around the room.
 
The pod was rectangular one end being made into a head. The left side having two lockers with battle suits and a view screen and right side with a bed identical to the one I had slept on last night extending from it. In the lockers was also a data pad. I picked it up, my sleep training and know-how coming in use as I pinged the tag I’d placed on my armour. I let my breath out in a rush as I found it in the armoury I’d just walked through. I wandered out of the door now queued to my DNA and my IFF chip. The armoury was likely programmed it seemed as I walked in working on the data pad.
 
I scanned the room finding mine the only one in a work dock with someone next to it, bent over in a box of parts.
 
“Who is it?” An annoyed, yet familiar tone said.
 
“Shrift!?” Sure enough the Kuruvians head bopped out of the box a smile on his face as he saw me.
 
“Oh, James I thought I’d see you around, though I wasn’t sure looking at the state of your armour. I hear those marriage fights can become brutal.”
 
“That they can be,” I said still feeling my unhealed stomach. “How’s my Mecha?” I said moving on as I looked over his handiwork.
 
“Broken to all hell, it’s going to take me a few cycles to fix it!” He said frustrated, turning on the Mecha armour which was already being torn apart, a nerve port relay in his hand.
 
“Need a hand?” I asked as he shoved the unit into its place, running a start–up text.
 
“What, don’t want to be staying with your lady love tonight?” his tone dry.
 
“Well you’ve seen what she can do to a man when she’s being… passionate shall we say.” I said equally as dry.
 
Shrift gave a clicking laugh. “You may hide in my cave if you wish. It’s warm and I have cookies!” He said excitedly bringing forth both human and Kuruvian equivalents on a plate.
 
“Me hiding? No, just seeking wise refuge and council.” I winked, biting into the warm cookie.
 
“Wise indeed. I have after all seen what state your Mecha’s are in. Well let’s get rid of these armour plates. Your helmet, visor and the swivel bearings are shot. Your left arm will have to be replaced. Some of the lower back nerve ports will need to be replaced as well.” He rattled off the list of repairs as I mentally figured out the parts to use.
 
“Is there some kind of better medical systems we can add?”
 
A shine came to Shrift’s eye. “Well there is this new drug called H17E23. It’s a nanite, biological hybrid first aid drug to keep you humans alive. Though it is rare and production is limited, I’ve been able to persuade some manufacturers on the ship to keep us supplied with it.”
 
“Never heard of it.”
 
“It’s also known as hell fire.” He quirked his head to the side with a Kuruvian grin.
 
“Ah yes, never mind, I know it quite well.” I said with a pained look as I scratched my head.
 
“Thought you might. A new introduction system is needed; all of the other species take it orally. Humans with their outer blood stream can take it through the blood stream to get it to the area of injury faster.”
 
“Add an automatic injecting system that goes into the major arteries of the human body?” I said, beginning to think on the problem.
 
“Why not manual? Be safer if there is a misfire.” Shrift asked.
 
“With an auto injector we can have the same system but instead of having to inject it yourself the system will take over and do it for you. Be easier in battle, or if say you don’t have a hand to inject it.” I replied.
 
“This is why I am happy to be here with you, so many new ideas! Yes, yes let’s begin, from the bottom up as you humans say?” His manipulators moving in excitement.
 
“Indeed. Might as well do it on my battle suit and modify it for my… wife’s.” I said as if I had a bad taste in my mouth, Shrift staring at me oddly.
 
”I thought I was going to be single for the rest of my life.” I said in answer to his gaze.
 
“We should also work on connecting the battle suit to the mecha if it’s holding extra supplies of the hell fire. How long do you think it would take to modify everyone’s suit when we’re done with the prototypes?”
 
“Not too long, though Kuruvians don’t know much about clothing we just make them large so as to fit. If we want ones with needles over the veins we’re going to need to get better which might take some time.”
 
“There might be some humans that know their way around clothes.” I interjected. I hope Rick has an idea to get the humans organized. I thought before I noticed some force pushing me back as I gave Shrift a questioning look.
 
“We’re underway, seems all of the ships have been loaded.” Shrift said to my confused expression.
 
“Salchar sir!” The woman I’d sent to go and find the mess said breathlessly as she entered the armoury.
 
“Yes?”
 
“I found the messes there are three of them. Henry also told me to tell you that there are thirty two hundred Mechas on-board, bringing us to eighteen platoons and a hundred and eighty squads.”
 
“Thank you. Get three others to tell everyone to find out the location of their Mecha and familiarize themselves with its location, also the messes. Are there any training facilities?”
 
“Training occurs in the shuttle bay.” Shrift supplied, I nodded my thanks before turning back to the woman.
 
“Alright, thank you.” I gave her a lazy two finger salute, like I had given my squad; She quickly returned it as she left. I turned back to the Mecha. Shrift gave me his data pad which showed the schematic for the stand alone injector.
 
“Instead of having these channels, we should make self-containing packs so that if one’s broken another will fire and hopefully cover the area. It’ll be slower but still effective. It will also store more of the drug for us. We should add an external activator so that if it doesn’t fire and the person’s got the ability they can still fire the drug.” Shrift said, adding to our brainstorm.
 
“All good points. I think we’re going to have to work on the programming of when the drug will fire into an injured persons system.” I said as I gnawed my lip in thought.
 
“Why?”
 
“The drug is extremely painful, caused by the entire musculature of the person contracting as the drug tries to reach as much of the human system. It feels as if your body is trying to pull itself apart.”
 
“How long does it last?”
 
“It puts them out of combat for a half minute in most cases.”
 
“Ah indeed.” He said not fully understanding my vision of troops dropping to the ground, combat ineffective because they’d cut their arm on some loose padding.
 
“I think then that it should only be used if the person will die immediately or they’re in a situation where using it won’t be a possible factor in them dying because they’re so distracted.”
 
“A valid point, I can see what you’re saying. I think however we should start getting a blueprint together.”
 
“Of course.”
 
Shrift and I worked, people came by the armouries, nodding to me as they caught my eye. I don’t know how long it took for everyone to go through the armouries and find out where their exact Mecha was, located down to rack and associated number. I felt like someone had added to my instruction but seeing the added effect of them knowing exactly where their Mecha was I was fine with the additional order.
 
However it bore later thought as I’d need to find out who was adding to my orders and see what their angle was.
 
Somehow my brain turned to Rick as I remembered the thing he’d transferred to my pad. I pulled it out and opened its tab.
 
Hello, Rick? I wrote as I put it back in my pouch, waiting for a reply. I got one a few minutes later.
 
What’s up boss? He asked.
 
We need to come up with a way to organize all of these people.
 
I had an idea for that. He paused before a download appeared.
 
There was a table of organization with my name at the top without a tittle then branching off boxes which were empty. There was a side bar with forums, jobs and training.
 
I was wondering when you would ask.
 
Walk me through it.
 
So everyone makes a profile filling out these fields. Then those people that have been squad leaders, leaders of teams and such put that in here. Then you choose who is best for what positions.
 
Why me?
 
Because you are the boss. He replied as I shook my head at the pad, changing back to the page with the table of organization and pointed below my name.
 
Remember when I asked if you wanted to be a Sub-Commander, I wasn’t joking. I grinned.
 
I was hoping you’d forget. My grin grew as I continued on.
 
Now Training?
 
You’ll see there’s a tab. We can make a schedule so that no one starts degrading. Plus we can start moving onto developing other skills, or more advanced stuff. Most don’t know how to handle a weapon, or how to position themselves in a firefight. They know the overall tactics of fighting in space, and how to take an entrenched position. Yet there’s no focus on how to think for themselves. We’re small which means we need to know everything. Look at Canada.
 
Makes sense to me. You figure out who gets what positions. I saw Henry getting on a shuttle bound for the Golden Refuge so I’ll rope him into doing training.
 
Henry?
 
The leader of the first group we fought.
 
Ah yes, the Marine.
 
Indeed. I’ll get someone to track him down. As for jobs well Shrift and I have a doozy. I wrote down a basic outline for someone to make an auto injector battle suit.
 
Now get that thing out to everyone. Enforced three days rest however. Everyone needs some time to decompress. Could you make a forum where people could just talk? Maybe make clubs and that?
 
Yeah, it’d take a bit of work.
 
Well you do have that jobs tab.
 
Now go and get everyone registered on the thing. And enjoy walking around and looking out at space.
 
Sounds like a plan to me.
 
The next few people that entered the armoury I explained the new data pad tabs and uploaded it to them as they passed it off to everyone, quickly connecting the ship as Rick organized them by teams into squads, platoons and companies.
 
Shrift and I spent a few days working. We dug into his stash of ration bars when we relaxed, napping every so often. After everyone had become acquainted with their Mechas a few started coming in randomly seeing what me and Shrift were up to. During our building Henry came by. I was going to wait another day before finding him and seeing what he thought about training, it seemed he had beaten me to it.
 
“Sir.” He said in a gruff tone as I was behind a Mecha. I glanced from behind the mecha.
 
“Henry! One second.” I said as I put the compressed synthetic oil back into its housing. Damned thing had felt like giving me a shower. I got out from behind the mecha.
 
“How are the others?”
 
“They’re okay; most are trying to see if they can find anyone that they know.” He looked as if he was not sure if he should be at attention or at ease. We had looked at logs from previous fights. The Personal crew gave orders at the last minute, unless there was a big undertaking, which was rare. The rest of the time the Mecha’s were on their own time. Officers didn’t care to make their troops do anything as they would have to do something. Which was why no one cared that we were training, most of them put it down to some weird human trait.
 
“Will you relax?” I admonished as I wiped my hand on my suit, grabbing my pad from my back as I got to the table.
 
“Sir.”
 
“You’re not going to stop that are you?” I quirked an eyebrow.
 
“No sir.” I swear I could see a glimpse of a smile on his face as I saw his eyes dart to my mecha in question.
 
“An automated injector system for the hell fire.” Henry winced.
 
“Ouch.”
 
“Yeah, but it’ll keep you alive. We wanted to put it in the battle suits but for now that’s beyond us.” He nodded simply.
 
I studied Henry closer.
 
“You said you were in the Marines?” He stiffened before answering.
 
“Yes?”
 
“I was talking to Shrift and he says he can get us weapons with empty mags and no capacitors. I was thinking of starting some training.”
 
“Fire arms training.” He glanced upwards in thought.
 
“Yeah, I agree it bothers me how little we know about these weapons even when they’re so deadly. One wrong move and we’re going to have a blue on blue very easily.”
 
“Need more practice.” He nodded as I made a change on my data pad.
 
“I couldn’t agree more.”
 
“How many years in the Marines?”
 
“Three years.”
 
“Position.”
 
“Rifleman.”
 
“What did you do?”
 
“Two tours, Iraq and Afghanistan.”
 
“Why do you listen to what I say? I’m a year younger than you and a video game player.” I asked as I looked straight at him, I could see his mind twisting.
 
“Straight up.” I said as he seemed to deflate slightly.
 
“You did what no one else did, you stuck up for your squad even though they were strangers, you helped to keep us human and not become animals. I had no hope before I saw you. I had just got back from tour and now I’m being trained to go fight for the rest of my life for a group I don’t even care about. Then you stood up and all you wanted was a fair fight. I saw you standing there, small skinny and with people you didn’t trust behind you, and I saw your drive. Plus what does age matter here anyway? I’m married to a twelve year old and there are nine year olds that could kick my ass! I saw in that fight that you were not a person to fight unless you had to. You didn’t throw your weight around, you acted in a calculated manner. I doubt you saw many of my squad as you were looking over your own. I’ve talked to Rick and Marleen, both of them would follow you into the gates of hell. That takes a lot.”
 
“Uhh, well thank you.” I said, feeling quite awkward. He said nothing as I cleared my throat.
 
“What do you think would be best for us to learn now? Honest opinion I need it.”
 
“We need time with weapons. Myself included, we need training in EVA. We’ve been taught the bare basics, we need to learn how to not only act as soldiers but be them. We need discipline, not fear being what drives us. We’ve all been beaten down, now it’s time to build troops, if we can do it right we can build them into confident soldiers. Which means they’re going to need more than what their sleeping training showed them.”
 
“What would we teach them in this program?”
 
“They need to understand they are part of a team, one fault is a fault on all of them. We need them to want to advance themselves, we make them want to improve themselves  and their team. While your squad has that, not many others do have to such a degree. Only when we get that groundwork laid can we go onto the really advanced stuff.”
 
“Damn, I’m just realizing how much our training officers just left us in the wind. Sure we know how to fight and use a Mecha, but we don’t even know how to use a data pad, provide first aid…” I looked away my face a mixture of anger and annoyance as I added something to the table of organization.
 
“Get a plan together and we’ll start training everyone, for now no one has the option to not train, if we’re going into battle I want everyone ready for it. You’re now the training officer for the human Mechas. Get with Rick, he can help you locate other previous military members, I want a plan ready before tomorrow’s sleep cycle.”
 
“Sir, I’m a Marine Corporal. I’m not a sergeant or someone that should be in charge of something this big.” He said.
 
“Henry, you are a man with my confidence and with the abilities I need. I know you need to figure out what is going on yourself, but I have the confidence in you that you will be able to complete the tasks I give to you.” I let my tone soften.
 
“Henry, these people need you to have a fighting chance, and you’re it.”
 
“Sir there are people more qualified than me!”
 
“I bet there are, but so far I haven’t seen one in this fleet, and when you do find someone that you think that could do your position better than you, come to me and I will take the responsibility from you.” My tone level, not harsh nor soft as he nodded.
 
“Yes sir.”
 
“But until then, I’m going to need some sort of plan. Stop that siring business would you. I’m covered in grease and mecha innards.” I said as he grinned slightly.
 
“Habit sir, and until you get me out of this position you can expect it from me and all those that I train. Grease is nothing sir.”He said, looking like a statue.
 
“Not getting out of it that easy Henry. Also I don’t want one man one weapon people, I want one person any job kind of people.”
 
“Sir.”
 
“I’ll let you get to it then.” I said as he gave a quick two finger tap to his forehead before leaving. I grinned.
 
That was at least one position filled. What is with this two finger thing? I thought thinking that it was much more than just an off-handed gesture now I’d seen it so frequently.

Chapter, wormholes and Chiefs
 
Shrift and I were looking at our work as sirens blared and the intercom across the ship came to life.
 
“Prepare for worm jump!”
 
“I wasn’t sure if that was them charging the wormhole generators. I’ve been off ship for too long. I would have thought they were using the capacitors.” Shrift growled.
 
“Hmm?” I half asked/hummed as I fitted the last panel on my mecha.
 
Shrift looked like he was about to explain something before backing up.
 
“Since you don’t know much about wormholes I’ll start from the beginning. So the navigator has to do calculations to figure out how we get from the point we’re currently at to the destined point. The generators charge the wormhole drives which use massive amounts of power to create a wormhole from our point to the point the navigator has calculated. Then the helmsman pilots us through. In a few seconds we transfer to the emergence point and the helm and shields crew have to work together to accommodate for the new area of space we enter and the gravitational pulls on the ship, or we can be pulled apart.”
 
“Lovely where do the capacitors come into it?”
 
“They’re only on military vessels really. They’re used if we jump into an area where it’s not too nice shall we say and allow us to jump out to another point without having to charge our wormhole generators again.”
 
“So you can peek inside another system, if you don’t like it you can jump out again.”
 
“Exactly.”
 
“You sound like you know a lot about the ship.”
 
“Of course I do I was an engineer before I became an armourer. My teacher forced me to.” Shrift said in an annoyed tone, obviously there was some history there.
 
“Wormhole drive engaged.” I felt a moment of weightlessness and then nothing.
 
“So are we in a wormhole.” I said as I felt as if I weighed three times as much as the ship groaned.
 
“Transiting into real space again.” Shrift grunted as the ship bucked and turned before it shot forward.
 
“Damn, must be someone new at the helm and shield stations.” Shrift said, releasing the wall gingerly.
 
“We’re now three solar systems away from your own.” He said with a grin. “Welcome to wormhole travelling!” He spread his arms out before bringing them back. I’m not in Sol system anymore. I thought I would feel different, but I didn’t. My situation had only changed in the fact Earth was just a bit further away now.
 
“Oh and more than a few seconds of being in a wormhole would rip any ship apart.” He said following his previous line of thought.
 
“Wormhole Jumps are limited by their distance because of the period of time that the ship can sustain not being in reality which is less than a few seconds. Also they’re less rough once outside of the jump limit.” I looked at him in askance.
 
“Debris float in an encapsulating sphere around solar systems, encountering them make massive gravitational fields that affect the wormholes the ships travel through.”
 
Shrift cocked his head to the side waiting for a few seconds. “Now they’re turning us toward the hyper limit in the direction we want to go,” He flicked a finger. “And that would be the main engines firing.” He said listening to a sound I couldn’t differentiate from the rest of the ship.
 
“It’s good to be back on a ship.” Shrift said with a pleased smile. His pad light up with a new message as he grabbed it.
 
“Could you help me with some parts? They’re in storage still.”
 
“Slave driver.” I groaned halfheartedly as Shrift chattered to himself, the Kuruvian equivalent of a chuckle as he went through an opening between the racks which appeared to be a door which opened to a secondary hallway just big enough for a Mecha.
 
“Shrift do you have any frozen nitrogen?” I asked as I followed him.
 
“He asks me if I have any liquid nitrogen! This Human! Of course I do! What do you think this is? A Sarenmenti run armoury?” He admonished me for the very thought of his armoury being under stocked.
 
“I was just wondering if the previous Kuruvian left it under stocked.”
 
“What a terrible thought, as you will see the real Kuruvian engineers would never let such a catastrophe ever happen.”
 
We continued as I pondered his words.
 
“See how?”
 
“I’m taking you to my mentor, though he is a little.” He looked to search for the word. “Strange.” He finished as we walked into a maintenance bay, a door shutting and sealing behind me as I felt my guard come up. Another Kuruvian with a darker carapace and a large grin on his face came forward grabbing my hand and pumping it as I felt like a rag doll.
 
“Howdy James.” He said with a southern drawl as I felt my eyes go wide as I looked up at him.
 
“You’ve been listening to the human country again haven’t you?” Shrift said shaking his head in his hand.
 
“So what if I have? It’s damned fine music!” I looked at the new Kuruvian, noticing that he was wearing reinforced cowboy boots.
 
“We’re not here to talk about your music tastes Eddie.”
 
“Your work in the armoury has made you snippy!”
 
“Well whose fault is it that I’m in there!” The other one grumbled before looking back to me. I couldn’t help but grin.
 
“What?” Eddie demanded.
 
“You look exactly like father and son.” Eddie threw up his six arms in exasperation.
 
“I’ve got enough problems dealing with him as my protege to think of him as my son!” I could clearly see that Eddie, as much as he tried to hide it was actually proud of Shrift. Probably thinking of him as a son.
 
“Now that’s done.” He said squinting at me and Shrift as if we were small boys to be stopped from our nefarious doings.
 
“My name is Eddie, Chief engineer of the Imperial Dreadnought Resilient. I know who you are already Salchar.” He said with a grin as I felt a little uncomfortable.
 
“You might be how we can be free of the syndicate.” He continued.
 
“Huh?” Wow, really inspiring words there James. Great way to make an impression. I chided myself.
 
“What is the Resilient or the Syndicate?” I followed up.
 
“Remember he doesn’t know anything.” Shrift said sitting down on a chair and looking to Eddie whose features clouded.
 
“Dang, under educated unknowing…” He sounded as if he was going to continue with the insults as I crossed my arms and spoke up.
 
“Are you gonna complain or tell me? I just need an explanation.” I saw a gleam in Eddie’s eyes as he smiled.
 
“I have a feeling he’s the one.” His voice was devoid of any accent now as he studied me.
 
I quirked my eyebrow in question as sirens went off.
 
“Prepare for Worm jump.” An announcement followed.
 
“Those goddamn pirates! Keep running the capacitors instead of charging just because they’re impatient. “Eddie growled as I remembered my crash course on wormhole jumping.
 
If they use the capacitors we can’t generate a wormhole until we charge the generators.
 
“Do you want me to check on the systems?” Shrift asked breaking me out of my thoughts, as Eddie looked ready to strangle someone. Something that I had never seen on a Kuruvian.
 
“Yes, see that my engineering department hasn’t gone to sleep.” Eddie said, waving Shrift out.
 
“Wish I could be there, been a chief for forty years, first generation which is a rare thing and I’ve only told this secret to Shrift, and now you.” He seemed to gather himself before looking straight at my eyes.
 
“The Planetary defence force is a lie.” He deadpanned, as he stared into my eyes.
 
Either he’s an amazing liar or its the truth. I thought as I remembered my classes on body language eye contact and such, as well as my familiarity with Shrift and the other Kuruvians I’d seen.
 
“How?”
 
And so Eddie told me the story of how the Syndicate had siphoned off PDF ships while the Kalu/Union war had raged for near a century only to have the Syndicate finish of the Unions veterans with their fresh crews and fleets under the pirate Lady Fairgate.
 
The PDF in its dying breath destroyed everything that could help the pirates and was vulnerable. The pirates annoyed with having to still work their ships while they should be living as planetary rulers started using slaves to crew their ships. It didn’t work until Lady Fairgate came up with the idea of using the PDF as a front and having slaves who thought they were soldiers, engineers and such.
 
It worked and the Syndicate used people from the outer systems who had less interactions with the PDF. Though someone with information on the previous system realized what was going on. There were massive revolts but the pirates won and started using kill switches and went in search for planets that hadn’t been discovered yet, or were being observed.
 
They found the Sarenmenti and used their simple warrior code to make great shock troops, then with the Kuruvians they had engineers and thus the system had worked.
 
“So the Planetary defence force is in reality a massive band of pirates that have trained us to die for their greed.” I surmised as I leaned against a bulkhead, just simply understanding the information as the ramifications started pouring in after it.
 
“Yes.”
 
“What proof do you have?” I asked skeptically, dread building in my gut as I realized I wasn’t that stunned. The PDF, or the syndicate treated those under them that had been ‘recruited’ as practically slaves. Human history showed how slaves and free men fought, and that men that were free were more effective.
 
Yet the Syndicate were smart, they had people who believed that they were working to better those that they had left at home. Making them do anything to keep those they had trained with alive making them obedient and effective slaves. It was ingenious, cruel and effective. As much as I hated to admit it, it was an elegant solution.
 
“With the end of the Kalu and Union war the Union turned to those that they had dismissed from society, the AI league. The league in return for citizenry as well as having a space accepted as their own territory fought for the Union and broke the stalemate of the war and removed the Kalu threat. Now an AI is…”
 
“Artificial intelligence?” I asked, cutting him off as he tilted his head, the Kuruvian equivalent of a quirk of one’s eyebrow.
 
“Yes, how did you know?” He said looking at me quizzically
 
“We have lots of thoughts on AI’s on my planet. We haven’t created one, or are near to doing so, but we think about the ramifications of if they existed.”
 
“That will make things easier. Follow me.” He moved to a corner of the small room opening a hatch, quickly he went up the ladder.
 
“Cowards wait for fate.” I repeated my mantra as I followed him up into a maintenance shaft.
 
“You were talking about an alliance.” I questioned.
 
“Ah yes, well it was rumoured that the Union and defence force would stop their persecution of the AI’s if they assisted in helping stopping the Kalu-Union war.”
 
“Well did this alliance happen.” A buzzing had become louder as they still continued in to the ship.
 
“Well the Syndicate didn’t build this ship.” The buzzing increased, making any talking useless, even my shouted questions were unheard as we continued on.
 
After a short period we dropped down another maintenance hatch. I turned finding what looked to be solid silver blocks running in two rows from deck to ceiling.
 
Eddie shut the hatch and the humming sound lessened so that we could actually talk.
 
“Now I said that I would talk to you about the Planetary defence force, and the Resilient.”
 
“Yeah what is that?”
 
“Resilient?” A hologram came to life, the hologram was of a creature wearing what looked to be combat armour, she had four legs where a person’s legs would be and fine tentacles instead of hands. She was slight blue with two appendages that hung from either side of her humanoid face, I wasn’t sure if they were supposed to be like human hair or ears, but they moved independently, her eyes were old, yet kind, there was a slit that ran from one hair like appendage to the other. There was no visible way of how she breathed.
 
“Hello James Cook.” She said, her voice soothing like a caring mother’s. Her mouth isn’t moving. I realized—a shiver running down my spine.
 
“Hello, who are you?”
 
“I am Resilient, this ship.”
 
“So wait. You’re one of the ships that disappeared after the Kalu-Union war?”
 
“Yes, if you must remind me of my age.” She said, an amused look on her face.
 
“How can you prove that you’re an AI?”
 
“How can you prove that you’re sentient human?”
 
“I can give blood, finger prints…”
 
“I can show you my servers and my electronic signature.” She cut me off.
 
“So I’m going to have to trust you.” Great, first time on a ship and it’s sentient, oh and the Chiefs barking mad. Good stuff.
 
“Is that not the basis of every relationship?” She asked, reminding me of a wise woman.
 
“Why should I, you work for the Syndicate.” I crossed my arms.
 
“Not quite. “She replied as Eddie shifted uncomfortably.
 
“How so?”
 
“They don’t know of her existence, they just think that she’s a normal ship with no AI.” Eddie supplied as my brow creased.
 
“Why don’t you get rid of them?”
 
“Well I am just one ship and I can’t manage everything by myself. Also I needed to find someone willing to defeat them.” Resilient said.
 
“Why?”
 
“It is a test.” She said.
 
“What kind of test?”
 
“I was sent with a mission by the Planner. If you pass my tests then I will swear my allegiance to you.”
 
“How do I know you won’t break it?”
 
“I will write it into my code.” She said as Eddie’s breath rushed out in a hiss.
 
“What?” I looked to Eddie.
 
“If she goes against her code it’ll destroy her.” His face serious.
 
“You would swear your life to do what I said?” I asked in astonishment.
 
“Yes, or to someone that passes my tests. There have been one hundred and eighty nine before you.”
 
“How can I confirm what your saying is true? This could just all be a test by the syndicate/defence force.”
 
“There will be a raid on a ship in twenty minutes. I have put you and your partner on the roster. You better get in you Mecha.”
 
“How do you know?”
 
“I am this ship; I am tied into everything from communications, life support weapons and sensors.” She said cocking her head to the side.
 
“Oh.” Eddie was already moving to the maintenance hatch opening it to the buzz of the shaft.
 
“Won’t the syndicate see what I’m doing because if you’re saying what I think you’re saying?” I said as Eddie grinned.
 
“I’m the most complex super computer in light years. I can take care of the syndicate.” She sounded rather pleased with herself as Eddie grinned.
 
“We’ll keep you safe.”
 
“Pull all of the ships information that you board, and stay alive Salchar.” She said her hologram disappearing as I made to follow Eddie. My head full of questions as I was still trying to understand what had just happened.
 
Shrift was waiting in the maintenance room.
 
“Capacitor three Echo went.” He said as Eddie emerged.
 
“Damn idiots!” He said, turning as if remembering I was there as he turned to me.
 
“As she said keep yourself alive.” He gave a fierce nod before he marched out of the room.
 
“So you met the ship.” Shrift said with a grin as he escorted me back to the armoury.
 
“Yeah.” Not knowing, what else to say.
 
“She is something I’ll give her that.” He said winking as we were back in the armoury. I looked at Shrift as we stood there.
 
“Well out with it Salchar.” He said after a few seconds.
 
“Is what she and Eddie said about the AI’s Union, Syndicate and all of that true?” Eddie’s face took on a grave look.
 
“Yes, and she’s our only hope of defeating the Syndicate and freeing the people she’s enslaved. I guess that you are now too.”
 
I looked at my Mecha, right where we’d left it as I let that sink in.

Chapter First actions.
 
“Well she said that there would be a boarding party, if she was wrong about that then…”
 
“Prepare boarding party!” The person that used the intercom said.
 
“You were saying Salchar?” Shrift said, grinning as my data pad chirruped with an incoming message.
 
“Looks like I’m part of this boarding party.” I said quietly.
 
“Stay alive and worry about revolts once you’re back on Resilient.”
 
“I guess the Syndicate named her the Golden Refuge?”
 
“Yeah, damned assholes.” Eddie said moving to the armoury closest to the hangar.
 
“Well we’ll have something to do when you come back, here.” He pressed his hand to a circle next to one of two heavily armoured hatches. It unlocked revealing exotic weaponry from rail guns to plasma cannons, fletchette shotguns and crew serviced bead support weapons. Through his implants Shrift had already had the needed Mechas rotate down, their coffins waiting for their users to unlock them and climb into the secured Mechas.
 
Shrift gave me a hand with my own Mecha. I ran through diagnostics as he moved to the right wall of weapons.
 
“Hand out their weapons, the rack will flash as they come past.”
 
I grabbed my long sword. The thing weighed twenty pounds but my time training made it feel like nothing more than a needle. My heavy rail gun was outfitted for my Mecha, its fifty pounds feeling closer to five.
 
The Mecha and the weapon synced as the HUD displayed by the visor now showed an aiming reticule for the weapon as well as ammunition count and a green light for weapons function.
 
I put the sword and gun on my magnetized clamps on my back as I put the ammunition belt around my waist, I checked everything was in reach as the first Mecha—Yasu ran in. She opened her coffin and got into her Mecha in practiced movements as more and more people got into their Mechas.
 
I would be lying if part of the reason that I had stayed in the armoury instead was to avoid her, and the room that we shared.
 
I grabbed the first flashing rack; I recognized the sword as I grabbed both it and the associated rail gun. Yasu snatched her weaponry from me, her face cold. Nothing new there. Screw space killing me, or some alien I’d never seen before, or even my kill switch, this woman was going to kill me I was sure. No matter how long we were married for I had no doubt that it was going to feel like a very long marriage, I thought.
 
“After we need to talk.” Her eyes said it would not be on a topic I would very much enjoy.
 
“You’ve got it.” I said in a light tone which made her eyes thin in annoyance as she stormed out. Oh joy. I thought as I handed the next Mecha their weapons.
 
“Do not load your weapons, or pull out your melee weapons until I say so. We don’t need anyone dying from blue on blue!” I yelled to the compartment as the next person took their weapons gingerly, obviously cowed.
 
Better to have them to be respectfully scared of these weapons instead of filled with unwarranted confidence and shoot something, or someone.
 
The armoury was now fully open to streamline people running in one side and getting in their Mechas. Me handing them their weapons, then running out the other side, into the hangar and onto the awaiting shuttle.
 
I continued yelling my orders about weapons until no one else entered the armoury.
 
More ran past, nodding to me as they went. The last of them done, I ran out, loading and cocking my rail gun before placing it on safe. I had a firearms license in South Korea, plus in MAT the user reloaded manually and used a variety of weapons.
 
I glanced around the room and it was clear most of these people hadn’t looked at these weapons in any way other than something to be cleaned before; nearly none of them knew how to use them. I could see with how they pointed them at one another, slung them on their shoulders as if they were a rake, while holding the trigger. Others were still coming from other armouries as I stood at the front of the shuttle.
 
“Alright take your fingers off of the trigger and look here! I am not going to repeat this!” I barked as people turned to face me.
 
“Take the magazine; insert it into the mag well like this. It will click telling you it is firmly in there.” A few dropped theirs. I pointed to those who’d obviously used weapons before by their relaxed stance their barrel control and the fact their fingers were well away from the triggers.
 
“You, you, you and you spread out and help.” They nodded turning to the group and assessing the worst off.
 
If you’re resting point the barrel at the ground and for god’s sake keep your damned finger off of the trigger unless you want to kill someone.” I said.
 
A few people hastily aimed their weapons at the ground.
 
“Remember only point at what you want to kill. Use your swords where possible. Those comfortable with rifles use them. Messing around with a gun you don’t know how to use will get you killed.”
 
“Everyone grab a seat and keep those weapons pointed at the ground and the finger off of the trigger!” I pointed to the few that knew weapons and pointed them to other shuttles. My impromptu lesson over, it was up to those that knew how to use weapons to educate those who didn’t.
 
“Educate them as much as possible.” Should’ve had Henry go over those lessons sooner rather than later. Fucking bastard syndicates think of us as nothing more than mildly useful cattle.
 
I paused, realizing how I had already changed to believing the PDF was really the Syndicate. Though how would it be possible for a military to exist on slaves alone for this long. Plus with the PDF being multi-race why would there be a caste system of singular races for anyone below the ship’s crew. I shook my head, clearing my thoughts as I clamped my feet to the shuttles floor and began talking through how to use the rail guns everyone was equipped, they already knew how it worked through their lessons.
 
I wish the Syndicate thought it would be useful to teach us how to use weapons, instead of how to mistrust our fellow humans.
 
I thought as I moved on with my display, hoping that enough of them got what I was telling them.
 
The shuttle sealed itself before manoeuvring out of the bay before the main engines came online. We sped out of the bay, accelerating as we bore down on the enemy vessels.
 
On our HUDs a Sarenmenti Officer appeared. “You are to kill all inhabitants; it is believed they are carrying a deadly toxin in their bodies to release on the general population of the free planets. Not one being may be left alive.”
 
“My name is Turek and I am in charge of these two platoons. This is a temporary posting so don’t get used to me commanding you.” With that the HUD went back to its normal settings.
 
So we were going to be killing the equivalent of space terrorists I thought to myself as we waited in silence. Though what Eddie and Resilient had told me kept coming back as I wondered if they were really terrorists. The nerves now kicked in as I realized for the first time I was going to board an enemy ship in space in a Mecha.
 
This was the kind of scenario I’d gamed out in MAT but now it was real. Here I could die. I was with people who didn’t know which was the right end of a rail gun and who I had been fighting for months now. Any grudges they might have, I’d probably feel by way of a ‘stray’ round.
 
They probably felt the same way. We were so unorganized it was pitiful and it didn’t look like our officer was going to do anything about it. Grinding my teeth I spoke up.
 
“Alright, you and your partner will be a team. Five teams will make a section, ten will make a squad, and you already know the breakdown for platoons and Companies.” I threw up a grid of the seats different colours highlighting rows of ten people on my HUD transmitting it to the rest in the shuttle. I really need to thank Shrift for these little tricks.
 
“Those the same colour as you on this map are your section mates.” I threw up another one now in numbers. Sighing as I recognized one Mecha
 
“Those with the same number are in the same squad. You have a minute to pick a leader for both sections and squads.” I changed to a side channel.
 
“Alright Henry this is your show.”
 
“You’re the boss; you were the one that laid down the rules for us.” He said dumping responsibility right back at me. Putting me again in the lime light and making me the easiest target for the others grievances.
 
“The fair fight crap?” I said angrily.
 
“Yeah, that stuff stopped a lot of brawls getting out of control, those rules and words reminded us of our civility. No Salchar you’re the boss I’ll follow you.”
 
I hadn’t realized how far my little saying had gone, when I’d been saying it I was just hoping that the people opposite me wouldn’t kill me. Instead it had spread like wildfire. Humans clasped on to that statement which proved we had honour to one another, those that didn’t were left to get pounded by the enemy squads.
 
“What about the weapons stuff?”
 
“Don’t try to undercut yourself; we both know you just went over as much as possible. We’re attacking a ship; there should be hardly any opportunities for us to use our firearms.”
 
“Alright, though stay alive, we’re starting those classes as soon as we get back to the Re…fuge” I said, hoping that he hadn’t caught my slip as I composed myself as the weight I hoped to be gone from my shoulders firmly landed back on them.
 
An unknown private channel opened. “Hello Salchar.” It had a southern drawl
 
“Eddie?”
 
“One and only, now you know the universal port in your forefinger?” He paused waiting for me to confirm.
 
“Yes.”
 
“Good, use this to connect to the data terminals in the ship, discover the truth. Me and Resilient will keep you guys covered and make sure the Syndicate and your Sarenmenti officers don’t see what’ you’re doing.” With that the channel ended. I shook my head clearing it as I focused on just staying alive in the next few minutes.
 
“Henry you’re in charge of two platoons, I’ll take over one.” I changed to the general channel as I saw that leaders had been picked. I slotted them into the nets they would need to be in to keep command and control. I didn’t know how well it would go, at this stage it was adapt or die.
 
“Alright, if someone comes at you with a weapon put them down. Don’t piss on them, they will kill you. They won’t fight according to our code. Watch out for your teammate, section squad and platoon and do your job. We’ll be back before you know it.”
 
“Ten seconds.” A voice said through our helmets as the shuttle began jinking as we burned off speed.
 
The shuttle rattled dangerously as weapon fire came close enough for a few projected screens to go blank. I gritted my teeth against the forces pushing us around as the shuttle stopped braking and jinking with the clink of magnetic clamps locking to a surface.
 
“We’re on the hull.” A dull thump sounded. “Entry made!”
 
“Alright you Human bags of scum! Move!” Turek said on our HUDs.
 
We thumped our harnesses releasing them as we rushed to the magnetically clamped door, dual airlocks still closed as they equalized the pressure.
 
“Up and at them! Come on, I’m getting old here!” I said as a few were slow getting out of their seats.
 
I pulled my cocking handle, letting it go with a satisfying Mechanical click as my HUD warned me my weapon was loaded.
 
I brought it up to my shoulder as the airlocks opened the pressure equaled on either side as pop up sights appeared on my visor, without a word me and Yasu moved forward her sword ready and her rail gun on her back. A squat green looking humanoid peered around the corner ahead of us I let loose a burst as I advanced, the kinetic forces ripping apart his smaller body. We continued advancing into the larger area to get more people into the ship.
 
“Team two move right, three left, rest split up accordingly.” I said waiting for the two teams to be either side.
 
“You peer around and move down we’ll go forward.” I told them, getting nods as they confirmed my orders. Beads rang off of the roof and ceiling as the enemy had other ideas as we all ducked back behind cover…
 
“Four and five go through your respective walls with your plasmid weaponry.” I checked behind myself see them acting slowly.
 
“Yasu.” I said with a gesture. In three powerful strokes she cut a triangle in the bulkhead kicking the panel through as she went in.
 
“Clear!” She yelled as the other Mechas followed her sheepishly.
 
“Keep doing that till you get behind them then shoot them in the ass.” I said to the now chastised group who rushed to the next bulkhead. Henry had his people split into two groups as he used my idea and cut through the deck and the overhead dispersing people throughout the ship.
 
“Six and nine team on me.”
 
“Two, three—fire down the corridor on my signal.”
 
“Yasu we’ll jump across while they cover us.”
 
“Yes.” Not wanting to deal with the contempt in that voice I did the smart thing and went to fighting my own deadly battle.
 
“Two, three, now.” They fired as me and Yasu jumped across, our mechas legs on full power as we rolled to absorb the impact. “Six, nine follow!” I called back as I was scanning the hallway we were in as Yasu checked the nearest rooms. The other two teams followed quickly, scanning the area around us for anywhere the squat green men could pop out of.
 
At that point our bulkhead cutters had flanked the initial attackers and cut them down as two and three moved up with their reinforcements to clear along the hallway they’d been covering. Every third team followed me and Yasu as we made our way deeper into the ship.
 
“We need to disable the flight systems in engineering and the weapon systems that’ll stop us from getting off this thing and more reinforcements landing on it. Anything that looks like that gives it a wallop.” I said over the general channel. There were rooms filled with all kinds of alien goods from technology to simple metals. I quickly found the lines which would feed the fusion generator deviating from my initial line of approach as we came to a reinforced door.
 
I placed a charge on it, getting behind a corner. I used the track balls in my fingers to activate it. The door blew inward, a mecha team was inside before the debris from the door had settled. The green aliens were waiting. The first team through was cut to shreds as hundreds of beads penetrated their mechas and exploded.
 
“They have a crew serviced beader.” The team behind them yelled as they pulled back in to cover.
 
“Shit.” I pulled up a map; everything below us was parts to do with the fusion reactors housed around us. Not something I wanted to cut through.
 
“Don’t shoot anything in here. Unless I tell you to.” I told my teams as the beader let their presence be known with another few bursts.
 
I grabbed a stunner grenade thumbing the activator as I tossed it.
 
“Ready.” It went off with a muzzled thump and fizzle. “Go!” The lead teams charged their servos covering the twenty metres in less than a second as they fired point-blank into the five person group of mixed rifleman and beader group.
 
“We got them!” One said with childish glee. They think it’s a video game. The speaker undoubtedly one of the younger Mechas despite their adult appearance.
 
“Secure the area.” I detailed to a squad leader as I stepped to an interface putting in the universal jack.
 
Ships logs, maps personnel files and any other information I found I copied into my internal storage and uploaded blueprints to my squad of the ship. We had bare plans from before but this would make taking the ship much easier. It was a hauler with a full load, the dishes that were essential to projecting a Wormhole were damaged; meaning the ship could only run away with main thrusters. Which the ship we were on, was doing.
 
I checked, engineering hadn’t locked their stations as I used the manual override and cut the power to the engines and then took power away from the defence systems on the ship. The dull vibrations of weapon systems stopped as alarms sounded across the ship
 
“Engines and defence arrays are offline. You should have an overlay of the ship on your HUD’s now. I’m linking in sensors showing enemy presence on the ship.” I left a bug to wirelessly update us.
 
I changed to the squad commander I’d put in charge of creating defences.
 
“Hold here with a half squad, I’m taking the rest.”
 
“Yes commander.” He detailed who were to stay, the others grouping around me.
 
“We’re going to the command centre.” They nodded as I traced the path on my HUD as two teams pushed before me.
 
“What are you doing?” I asked angrily.
 
“Keeping your ass safe Commander.”
 
“What’s your name?”
 
“Jeremiah.”
 
“You’ve got balls Jeremiah.” I grinned despite myself as I hit the man on the back.
 
“Lead on then Jeremiah.” We left the relative safety of the engineering deck following my route to the command centre. We found the odd fighter as we quickly worked our way to the blast doors of the freighter’s command deck.
 
“Yasu do you have a charge?” She quickly moved to the blast door that separated us from the ships command centre. She pulled one from a Mecha double stacking it with hers before she stuck them to the door. They expanded so that they were on the edges of the door.
 
We pulled back finding myself at the front of the stack as Yasu blew the door without warning. I rushed through the door turning and clearing the left side of the command centre, Yasu turning to clear the right.
 
A plasmid sword came up from behind a terminal, cutting the barrel of my rail gun. I rolled forward into where the sword had come from drawing my pistol and pulling my sword free in a shower of sparks as it cut through another terminal and into the attacker that had cut my rail gun in two. As he fell another attacker was bringing up a shotgun. Without thinking I shot him in the leg with my pistol causing him to slip as I put another two rounds in his chest.
 
Enraged by the death of their comrades more of the squat green aliens rushed from the depressed command deck firing wildly and attacking my Mechas with their plasmid melee weapons.
 
The Mechas behind me waited unable to move on because of me blocking the way and me unable to move because of the aliens.
 
“Widen the door!” I yelled.
 
I fired my pistol killing four before it was empty I threw it at the nearest alien only a metre away making them flinch as I brought my sword down, cutting them in two.
 
More swarmed Yasu and I as we used our bigger stature and strength to dispatch them with savage blows. Survival overcoming finesse.
 
Finally there was no more of them and we advanced into the room the widened blast door pouring out Mechas who flooded the room.
 
“Secure the stations. You four keep an eye on the blast door.” Quickly they rushed to obey, casting quick glances at the alien hardware in the room.
 
I was mentally and physically drained; my stomach ached from the half healed wound. I moved to lean against the captain’s chair, being built for the aliens we’d killed it wouldn’t fit me and my Mecha. I looked at the purple and green coloured command centre. It was so alien yet it looked like a bridge on any one of the science fiction movies or television shows we had back on Earth.
 
I looked away from the bridge studying the armrest, “There you are you little sucker.” I said to myself as I found a universal jack in the side of it. I pulled my finger tip off again and allowed my Mecha to drain it of information parsing it out to Yasu this time my storage mostly full.
 
“Why am I downloading things?” She asked coming closer eyeing me warily.
 
“We’re the first people to leave Earth into an unknown universe and we’re attacking ships we don’t even understand the basics of. We need information, if humans are going to come out onto the galactic level we need to know the dangers we face and how to best combat them.
 
“Why would anyone attack Earth? We’re under the PDF’s protection.” Someone that had overheard our conversation asked. If I was still in command when we got there was going to be a few extra lessons on rank.
 
“You know how terrorist organizations act when someone disrupts their plans. They attack the people that disrupted it; it was like the Americans and Al Qaeda. The Americans stopped supplying them weapons to fight off the Russians and Al Qaeda attacked them for not doing as they said, trying to make an example of the United states. Plus the PDF don’t seem all that worried about our lives do they? Best if we look out after ourselves first.” I turned now fully to the questioner the room listening.
 
“Unlike back then we can’t fight these people, we don’t even understand the basics of Wormhole jumping. We don’t have ships or weapons on Earth to defend against, say a terrorist paying Earth a visit and dropping a few KEW’s on our heads killing all life on Earth and making it inhabitable by humans…”
 
“KEW’s?”
 
“Kinetic Energy weapons.” Still seeing they didn’t get it I leaned forward to better explain it pain exploding from my stomach, I grimaced leaning back.
 
“It’s basically a very large and heavy mass that is accelerated until it hits a target. It imparts all of its gathered energy on the target. One KEW was the asteroid that killed of the dinosaurs and put Earth into an ice age. That one wasn’t even artificially accelerated.”
 
I took off my helmet looking at them.
 
“Earth needs to know how to defend herself and it’s up to us to find out how to give humanity those tools. If we don’t then Earth and possibly our race is susceptible to elimination.
 
People don’t kid yourselves we’re the ones keeping the enemies at our gates at bay and the ones to make sure the human race keeps living on even if Earth itself isn’t there.”
 
This sobered everyone in the room. My eyes had wandered finding the main view screens. It showed the ship in the middle the other two massive ships which made up its convoy and the ten ships of the free planets fleet.
 
“You two see what you can get out of the sensor arrays.” I said pointing to a group near a computer bank.
 
They slung their rifles as they dropped into the lower sections their implants allowing them to read the information on the screens.
 
Yasu moved so she was scanning the one doorway which led into the command centre.
 
“Alright you two are with me. The rest of you link up with second platoon and see if you can be of any use.”
 
They found the other Mechas on their HUDs easily before they walked out, checking for threats.
 
She’s if nothing if not vigilant. I brought up the captains logs on a small screen built into the armrest of his chair.
 
As I read my mask became more rigid as underneath I warred with emotion. Confusion, panic, guilt and finally anger filled me as I hope the log to be a lie checking it against the other logs of the crew.
 
“Fucking aliens.” I said my voice cold as I shut the view screen off with a fist through it, as everyone in the room jumped a bit looking at me. I waved for them to continue their work as I looked at the main view screens—brooding.
 
“Can one of you try to connect me with the other ships in the convoy?” I said to the squad left with me.
 
“I can try commander.” A woman said raising her hand.
 
I waved her to the comms station not trusting myself to say more than absolutely necessary. After a few painful minutes she finally got a connection.
 
“We have a connection to the second vessel, with a Rick.”
 
“Patch him through.” I said turning to the screen and trying to look as if I wasn’t supporting myself on the chair.
 
“Rick, good to see you.” I said as the man appeared sitting on top of rather than in his own captain’s chair his armour pockmarked from some kind of shrapnel.
 
“Commander.” He said becoming straighter in his seat.
 
“Wish you’d all stop that but we have something more important. You jacked into the ship yet?”
 
A look came over his face.
 
“Of course you did, now did you get all of the logs?”
 
“Not yet.”
 
“Well get them, read them and post them on the forums.”
 
“Sure…” He trailed off, not certain what a bunch of logs would be useful for.”
 
“Commander.” He set to work putting his port into the chair as I looked at the woman in the comms seat who’d spoken.
 
“We’ve got contact, Iron Bok Soo he says he’s called.” She looked confused.
 
“Got to go Rick.” I said, feeling as if my guts were in a vice.
 
“Understood boss, I’ll get back to you as soon as possible when I’m done.”
 
“Good luck.”
 
Rick was replaced by an angry looking heavily muscled man even visible underneath his Mecha who leaned forward, his look of anger being replaced with a grin.
 
“Salchar! That’s you isn’t it!”
 
“You better believe it Bok Soo.” I replied with a grin seeing the first member of Mecha Tail in months was a wave of relief. “I see you’re more mobile.”
 
“Yeah first time in the med bay and voila my legs work again.” He said with a pleased grin I returned it happy he’d finally gotten the mobility back he’d been missing for so long.
 
“Paid for it with an added five years on my contract.” He growled before continuing.
 
“That’s only until they end of the war and five years.” I said lightly. It does make a perfect cover for never letting us go. I thought as I continued talking.
 
“Have fun training? I heard about your rules.”
 
“Apparently a lot of people did.” I said dryly. He laughed at this.
 
“We spent more time drinking soju than training.” He reminded me with a grin in his voice.
 
“Yeah but you all didn’t seem to have the Earth shattering headache after!” I complained as he grinned.
 
“Have you seen the rest of MT?” I asked.
 
“Nope, only damned stone warrior.” I saw Yasu’s head move minutely to listen better. “You?”
 
“None other than you, but may I introduce my wife.” I said with a flourish.
 
“I’m guarding the door.” Her icy tone making it apparent she didn’t want to be introduced as Bok Soo’s eyes went wide.
 
“That’s not who I think it is!?” He let go a belly laugh slapping the armrest into uselessness with his servo assisted HANDS.
 
“Omo this is daebak! You married the ice mistress!!” He said as I glared at him trying to silence his laughing as I noticed a stiff movement of her head.
 
“Shut up Bok Soo.” I muttered.
 
“Ah Salchar, you should meet my own Young Eun Hee!” A Mecha beside him punched him in the armoured shoulder.
 
“Why my cherry blossom.” He said looking completely unabashed.
 
“Good luck Eun Hee.” I said bowing my head to her slightly.
 
“Good to meet my husband’s Hyung.” She replied bowing her head deeper than I had in a sign of respect.
 
“Hey I’m older than him!”
 
“When have you ever acted that way?” She retorted hotly turning on Bok Soo I could see the twinkle in her belying any malicious intent feeling my own eyebrow raise skeptically and a grin appear on my face.
 
“Well…” He grinned back at her unable to stay serious. I remembered where I was and the limited time we might have.
 
“Use the universal jack in your forefinger.”
 
“Found that one when I pulled the finger off one time.”
 
“You always where good at taking things apart.” We grinned at one another. “Okay so use it to jack into the command chair, should be on your left.” He did so.
 
“Alright now access the logs of all personnel and parse it out among your people. Read them. Also upload the sleep training files you find needed for helms, navigator sensors, tactical and weapons bays.”
 
“Doing so.” His voice all business now.
 
“Alright I’m going to setup a forum turned chat room like we had on MAT running through the low level communications. We’ll run it like a buffer system. Whenever we have contact the we’ll upload information to those connected until it reaches its destination.”
 
“Same codes?”
 
“Yes. I have it on my visor chip which I kept so I can pull it all from there. Get everyone linked in. I’m going to make it your job to work with Rick and get in contact with everyone, including those not on just our ships.”
 
“Understood, Rick?” he said with a questioning stare before returning back to his work.
 
“We were in the same squad on the training station. Good guy, military American Air force reservist.”
 
“Sounds like you’ve been busy.”
 
“Just surviving.”
 
“Look after yourself Salchar.” His voice dead serious as he looked me in the eye.
 
“You too Hyung. Good luck Eun Hee.” I said nodding to the impromptu comm. officer as she cut the feeds. I turned to the group working on the sensor array.
 
“What have you got on sensors?”
 
“Confirmed ten ships they’re classed as two massive troop carriers, four small corvettes, two cruisers a battleship and the Golden Refuge.”
 
“Alright pull all of the sensor data. I want full scans of everything on the hull; pinpoint anything useful like sensors or weapon systems. Use your universal ports.”
 
“Yes Commander.” I put my helmet back on as it locked I pulled up my communications suites.
 
“Henry, you cleared the ship yet?”
 
“Yes Commander. Just coming back to your position.”
 
“Alright. Good job Henry.”
 
“Return to the shuttle.” Officer Turek said through everyone’s helmets with almost a bored tone. It seemed that whatever interference Eddie and Resilient had run had worked.
 
“Alright, you two take point.” I said as I remembered my broken rifle bringing my plasmid sword to bear and reloading my pistol as I followed the two I’d pointed to. Yasu and the others falling in behind me.
 
Even with the ship reported as clear I didn’t want to find out it wasn’t as we walked slowly. Henry quickly met up with us combing our force with his as we filed though the ship and to the shuttle. The interior of the ship where the fighting had happened was left pockmarked and burnt from fire, with the green aliens and their blood creating a vivid contrast. We piled in the shuttle as fast as possible securing ourselves in our harnesses the wounded eerily silent, either unconscious or asleep from their wounds and hell fire in their systems. Twelve hadn’t made it back to the shuttle.
 
The airlocks quickly sealed as the pilots unclamped from the hull and accelerated for the Golden refuge.
 
I could see another larger shuttle used by the crew slide into place over the airlock we left behind before I started reading more into the information we’d scrounged from the ship.
 
We disembarked from the shuttle people telling their battle stories already. I stayed quiet the entire time as I kept reading through the information we’d gotten from the other ship. I numbly gave back my broken rifle and put my weaponry away before removing my Mecha.
 
I sat on the seat Shrift had left from when we’d been working on my Mecha. Not noticing the glare from my wife as she practically slammed her Mecha into its spot and stormed out of the bay. Or Henry as he shooed others back to their rooms instead of bothering me casting me a look as I thought, read and anger grew within me. I put down the pad, my fists white from being clenched so hard.
 
“Something on your mind?” Shrift asked as the armoury doors locked on each side.
 
“Could say that,” I hissed. “I have my confirmation. Now how can you Eddie and Resilient help me?”
 
“We can disable and destroy the internal kill switches. The ones on your Mecha is another problem.”
 
So we have a piece of a solution.
 
“How in the hell am I going to convince the others.” I said to myself more than Shrift.
 
“There’s a documentary.” He pulled out his data pad and a movie file waited on my data pad.
 
“That’ll help some.” I said as I jumped through the video.
 
“Now go and take a damned shower.” Shrift said after a few minutes, bringing me back to reality.
 
I smelt myself, not liking the result, as my stomach reminded me that it required food.
 
“Sounds like a good idea.” I said, stretching as I walked out of the armoury, typing a message to Henry.
 
Meet in the mess.
 
I followed a map that someone had created of Resilient, quickly getting to the mess as I joined the line for food. I returned a few nods and a few grins which I replied in kind to before I took my seat, eating and checking the data pad.
 
Five minutes later Henry appeared, I waved to the food as he went and grabbed a bowl and joined me.
 
“I outlined on there the things I think we should go through; from basic fire arms drills and handling to using them in close quarters and everything in between.” I flipped through a few very detailed pages. As he ate, the man certainly didn’t waste any time, he had already picked out people to be trainers.
 
“I take it you’ve looked into these trainers?” I said as Henry cleared his throat.
 
“I checked all of their skills first. I also only picked people that are willing to teach, and not order about. It’s why the list is so small.” He said in his no-nonsense way, I knew anything that he said would be as if written in stone. If he said the sky was purple, it was purple and I could trust it.
 
“Very well. I’d like to meet them if possible.” Henry took back his pad and typed something out as I ate and he joined me after he was done typing.
 
They appeared in a few minutes.
 
“Well grab some food and explain to me your plans. I want every detail.” They nearly all seemed to grin as they grabbed food and clustered around Henry and myself.
 
Looks like I might have an NCO core. I was going to need to build an army and I needed the most experienced at the centre of it, pushing the less experienced forward. If I played my cards right I could make something that was a half-way decent group on the Refuge. I could only show the other ships how to do it.
 
I asked them one by one how they knew what they knew about the areas they were to be training others in. Their answers left no doubts in my mind that Henry had picked well. As they talked I glanced around the room looking for anyone paying us more attention than I would like to see or if anyone had any qualms with what we were doing. By now the crew and the Sarenmenti must know what we were doing with their random observations. If they didn’t they would soon when we began training tomorrow.
 
It didn’t seem like anyone cared as we had our discussion. I did however study the other occupants in the room, mainly the Kuruvians and Sarenmenti. The few Kuruvians in the room constantly mingled with the humans asking them questions. All Kuruvians had one major similarity, they were curious as hell, much more than humans. I didn’t doubt that most of them were recording us eating and interacting with one another to study it later on.
 
The Sarenmenti with us were all officers who kept to themselves. I watched as they grabbed the food in their four jaws, tossing their heads back and cutting the hard rations to shreds. It was hard not to stare at such a bizarre eating method.
 
After everyone had finished their food and Henry had outlined the training program in detail they all looked to me.
 
“You’ve convinced me you’ve got my go-ahead. Based on your performance which Henry will record you will all be allotted a rank, from squad leader to Company Commander.” They all nodded seriously. Henry sitting back, already evaluating them and looking at them as if he was going to give them people to command.
 
“Otherwise Henry I want you to get started tomorrow, people still need to get accustomed to Golden Refuge we don’t want to throw too much at them. Also have a talk with Shrift and the other armourers about the weapons.”
 
“Sir.”
 
“Now I’m going to take a shower and get some sleep.” I stood nodding to them as the majority of them gave me lazy two finger salutes as I moved to put my tray in the retrieval bay and pulled out my data pad.
 
Following it to my own quarters. I reached it finding a hand reader which I put my hand over, my identity chip unlocking the door as I looked up to see an irate Yasu coming out of the shower wearing nothing but towels.
 
“I didn’t see anything!” I said immediately turning away—and into the traitorous door which had closed on me
 
“Baka!” she said noises coming from behind me as I heard a closet being pulled open viciously.
 
“You dressed?” I received an infuriated pillow to the head in way of response.
 
“I am dressed you Fujitsu.” She said moments later. Great Japanese swear words. Swear words and certain phrases from different cultures hadn’t been translated yet, though I hope they would be soon. Not knowing what Yasu was calling me would play on my mind.
 
“Alright, I’m going to take a shower and then sleep for a few hours.” I said as I edged towards the shower
 
She made a noise that made it clear it didn’t matter to her as I turned and walked briskly into the bathroom.
 
Breathing a sigh of relief as the door behind me. I peeled off my battle suit as I got in the shower letting the battery acid like cleaning solution wash over me studying my still mostly healed stomach before toweling off. Even when it seemed that my possible problems would be lessened, instead they’d grown even more. I put on my battle suit feeling drained as I walked back out into the main room, finding it pitch black.
 
“Salchar.”
 
“Yes?” I said as I grabbed the pillow she’d thrown at me as I made myself as comfortable as possible on the floor. Thankful for the battle suits internal temperature adjustment feature which kept me warm as I lay there.
 
“As we are married we shall have a truce for now.” She said, looking at me as if expecting something.
 
“What?” I asked.
 
“You said we would talk.” He expression becoming darker.
 
“Ah yes, I will leave you alone. Don’t worry.” I said, feeling nervous as she looked more annoyed than happy.
 
“Is that what you think of me? As a woman not worthy of you?” Is it why you have not had a minute for me? You think you bested me with your cheap trickery in the Marriage battle that I am no longer worth your time?”
 
“I didn’t mean…”
 
“Now you show pity as if I am some feeble girl that needs to be coddled!” She was clearly furious.
 
“I hope that you’re comfortable, husband.” She flopped into bed, clearly not wanting to talk any more. The way she said husband sounding more like traitor to my ears.
 
Marrying your nemesis, this universe loves me.” I grumbled as I got comfortable and fell asleep. I’d wake up to the sound of any movement after training.

Chapter Engineers territory
 
Shrift entered the middle ring as it was called; it housed sections important to keeping the ship running. It was mainly controlled by engineering.
 
The outer ring was filled with weapons, armour and shuttle bays. The central ring was the command centre and mostly sleeping quarters for the commanders. He walked up to an engineer working on a panel.
 
“Where’s Eddie?”
 
“He’s looking over reactor four.”
 
“Thank you.” Shrift went off, a grin appearing on his face as he felt at home in the Mechanical areas of the ship. A small shiver ran through his exoskeleton as he rubbed his prosthetic arm.
 
His thoughts of his accident melted away as he heard the tell tale calls of Eddie.
 
“You! Yes you, what in the Kresh do you think you’re doing. Hey! Even I can see from here with my eyes that the plasma output is building pressure! There’s a damned kink!”
 
A cowboy boot went sailing through the air.
 
“OW!”
 
“Well if you were dealing with the damned plasma conduit instead of staring it like a damned idiot you wouldn’t have been hit by my boot now would you!” Shrift saw the Kuruvians mouth close before they tried to argue the logic of that statement as Eddie continued on.
 
“You two help him and you better be helping him not skiving off!” Eddie yelled as three engineers beat a hasty retreat running past Shrift as he walked into the room a grin on his face.
 
“What are you doing here armourer.” Eddie said as he caught eye of Shrift.
 
“You made me take the job!” That made the other Kuruvians move away, no doubt expecting the other cowboy boot still attached to the Chief engineers foot to come sailing through the air.
 
Instead he took a seat on a chair, pointing to the other as Shrift took it.
 
“So what do you think of Salchar?” He asked, as if Shrift hadn’t said anything.
 
“He’s a lot more interesting than the Sarenmenti, he’s smart and he knows how to get people working together. He always has a plan, and those that follow him will succeed. I’ve seen it on the fights, and even with his first raid. He’s made to be a leader.”
 
“Yes he is and we’re going to do all we can to help him.”
 
“I didn’t think that you’d like him this quick.”
 
“I see potential in him. Though we just need him to realize it.”
 
“Realize what?”
 
“That he needs to play this just like he did his game. Once he realizes that, then he’ll be great.”
 
“How can we help him do that?”
 
“Support him; he needs to trust in others. I can see he doesn’t he’s paranoid about everything and that will wear away his ability to lead.”
 
Shrift nodded his head.
 
“We need to get him working with his crew, Resilient tells me that the chat forum is online but no one’s used it.”
 
“He hasn’t slept since he got here.”
 
“Give him a shot of this.” Eddie produced a bag of wake-up vials.
 
“But…”
 
“Do it Shrift he has work to do, don’t want a slacker leading us.” With that he stood hefting his belt as he went to sort out some problem as Shrift stood and walked back to his armouries.
 
***
 
I woke with a start as a data pad hit me in the stomach. Cursing and leaning to one side from the pain that curled my toes I eyed Yasu’s face. Anger evident on my distorted face. Any emotion on her face turning to stone before I could understand it. With a breath my posture returned as I couldn’t do anything but pick myself up and slowly go to the head, every movement making me call out in pain.
 
I pressed the tab of the battle suit finding that my stomach’s scar had opened. I breathed rapidly feeling shock coming on. In my haze I saw Shrift had sent the message.
 
I splashed water on my face in an attempt to cool myself, seeing my white clammy face in the mirror. I pressed the tab on my battle suit again, moaning in pain. After a few seconds I started moving. Yasu watched me sitting bolt upright as I swayed through the doorway and used the walls to hold myself up as I got to the armoury, thankfully no one saw me as I found Shrift inside.
 
“I’m sorry I woke you, I…”
 
I fell to my knees rolling on my back.
 
“James!”
 
“Get me a hell fire!” I yelled as I pressed the tab on my battle suit. Yeah it’s open and bleeding and I don’t even want to know what that is.
 
Shrift pushed it to me, his hands shaking.
 
“You’re going to have to stick me I can’t do it. Just put it as close to the wound as possible.” I said as I lay there looking at the ceiling as Shrift looked at my stomach.
 
“Do it!” Startled he stabbed my stomach the injector pushing its contents out as the hell fire took control of my muscles. I went as stiff as a board unable to cry out, tears in my eyes as my veins and body felt as if it was on fire.
 
“Hold the sides together.” I was able to grunt out as the pain was focusing around it. My body was slowly unclenching other than the wounded area. I felt even more tired than when I had gone to sleep.
 
Shrift did so as the skin came back together like it was two sides of a zipper.
 
I laid there looking at the ceiling for a few minutes.
 
“Thanks Shrift.”
 
“N…no problem.” He sat back, leaning against a Mecha rack, looking at my stomach. I breathed a few times, feeling good enough to stand as I pressed the battle suits tabs, sealing me up.
 
I stayed on the floor as I talked.
 
“So what did you want to tell me?”
 
“In eight Earth days we will make planet fall, a full planetary invasion. Your people need to be ready.”
 
“Shit. Can I have my data pad with a calendar and a clock on it, Earth style?”
 
My data pad beeped, Resilient had heard me.
 
“Why haven’t you done something before now?” I asked looking at Shrift, who finally looked back at me instead of my stomach.
 
“The Sarenmenti have been doing this for so long that they’re mostly born into the service, they live to serve and fight. They’ve been accustomed to this life. We aren’t fighters by any stretch of the imagination, we can fire weapon systems and the like but we don’t have the build or the inclination to fight in hand to hand. No matter what information the Sarenmenti are given they will fight for the defence force no matter what.
 
“Humans can fight and can fight well, plus in this force there are more of you than there are Sarenmenti which puts things to our advantage.”
 
“What are your plans afterwards if this is true and we win?”
 
“Well then I’m not sure.” He said looking rather stumped.
 
“I think I can help with that.”
 
“What are you thinking of?”
 
“Making them pay.” I said coldly as Shrift shivered at my tone.
 
“Indeed.”
 
***
 
She didn’t know what Salchar had been up to the past few days which kept him away from her so often. Training had started again and in a big way. There was weapons training, boarding and disembarking shuttles and anything else we could think of, or learn through sleep training. People were wearing Mechas all the time, there was now a clock on the data pads and people could communicate to one another through a forum chat room which was filled with information about training and allowed people to ask questions, or talk to people on the ship, or even on the Carrier War Drop and the Battleship Sun blazer. She knew that Salchar was behind it somehow, and the others talked about him in revered tones.
 
No one bitched about the training, everyone knew it would keep them alive. It also helped that it didn’t pit us against one another, but force us to help one another to become better. Friendships and relationships were quickly made, as everyone started coming together.
 
Yasu participated, but it was half-hearted. She knew most of the things she was being taught. All the training did was give her awkward moments when there was something partners should do together and Yasu didn’t have a partner. Then there were the times she went to the mess she felt an odd feeling of, awkwardness as she looked at the couples that went everywhere with one another as she was alone.
 
All she had gotten in the days since he’d disappeared was a text message asking her if she could run a hand to hand tutorial. She hadn’t replied but a few days later one of the younger Mechas asked her to teach her to defend herself. She had no doubt that Salchar had told the little girl to say that, but Yasu couldn’t call herself a warrior if she didn’t abide by her code.
 
So she started teaching hand to hand for half of the day. Wandering around to see if there was anything that looked interesting which she could join in on, or something she didn’t know.
 
These were just distractions until she got back to her empty room. Left to ponder, with most of the other couples after the action aboard the ship they’d relieved their pent up stress of battle with one another.
 
When they’d finished the assault her husband had ignored her yet again. He slighted her by sleeping on the floor, as if he was disgusted to share a bed with her.
 
She’d been woken up by his data pad beeping. Annoyed she’d thrown it at him her face had registered shock as it hit him in the stomach and the battle suit crimped as if trying to stop a wound bleeding. His face showing pure rage as her mask had descended.
 
She could see the signs of blood loss as he practically crawled into the head in so much pain. She’d been in shock as he came out, his face deathly white as he stayed out of the doorway. She’d rushed to the door seeing him go into the armouries; falling to his knees she felt her heart quiver. Shrift rushed over with a needle as the armouries doors closed.
 
She stayed awake waiting even as the lights turned off to signal the night cycle and then back on to recognize the day. She wanted to say sorry, that she hadn’t meant to. She didn’t want to track him down in public and announce his wound to the world. She’d asked Shrift later how he was; he looked mortified as he said Salchar was fine before he went to do something else.
 
She wanted to tell him how he was enough of a warrior to not warrant that shame. Just as she was thinking he might warrant it for making her wait so long her implants and the speakers of the Mecha living quarters came to life.
 
“All Mecha units are to assemble in the hangar.”
 
She picked herself up tiredly checking her clothes were in order as she came out of her quarters blending in with the other battle suit wearing humans as they were greeted by a group of Sarenmenti with one standing on a pedestal and less than twenty standing around it, waiting for them to all file in.
 
She looked around the room seeing Shrift before she saw James beside him. Salchar she reminded herself with a cold voice her eyes becoming hard as he felt her stare turning and locking stares with her. Anger pain and annoyance filled his eyes before he quickly looked away as if he hadn’t seen her.
 
Anger filled her with his flippant ways. Did she want to be his wife! No! Yet they were married she vowed to make him understand his duties to her as his wife. Any thought of apologies for opening his wound lost.
 
“My name is officer Drask. I will be in charge of the two Mecha platoons on this ship.” He said as the last of the four thousand Mechas walked in.
 
“These will be your platoon officers in charge of you.” He signalled to the Sarenmenti around him with a wave. Then the room darkened as a holographic projector behind him fired up and a dust bowl of a world appeared in mid-air eliciting a few gasps as most humans hadn’t seen more than a few holographic image and none this big or detailed.
 
“In two days’ time we’ll be dropping onto Planet 3247. We’ve been tasked with taking the power stations on the planet. Our forces will be compromised of the battalion of humans currently in service, with support from the shuttle craft and the fleet” The planet expanded showing power stations highlighted on the planet as well as population centres usually hundreds of kilometres away.
 
***
 
He had my full attention, my annoyance at Yasu’s cold stare forgotten as my mind was working.
 
Twenty thousand humans are in the Mecha corps. We need to ramp up training with rifles and swords then. Squad, Platoon and even Company drills and methods to attack the enemy on flat terrain. I thought as he continued to talk.
 
“You will be armed, but remember your commanders will have a kill switch on them, any attempt on their life will mean you and your mate will die.” Drask said in a bored tone.
 
Great if I died the ice mistress was going to follow me into hell. Putting that chilling thought to the back of my head pulled out a data pad sending messages to a few of the names on my data pad as a rough group of four hundred got messages and stayed behind as the rest of the Mechas left. The Sarenmenti stared at us for a few minutes before shaking their heads, probably putting it down to a human quirk, even if a Kuruvian was beside me facing the u-shape that the others had taken.
 
Waiting till they left I started talking.
 
“We need to ramp up training, as you can see we have minimal time to get our people ready.”
 
“What made you boss?” One man asked.
 
“He’s Salchar you idiot.” Another barked, the other man chastised as he looked at me with wide eyes.
 
“Well because needs must, if any of you think you can do a better job, please take over.” I said opening my arms open.
 
Oddly no one put their hands up.
 
“No one could.” Henry said, nods coming from around the U.
 
“Well you’re all smarter than me, that’s for sure.” I said glumly as they chuckled good naturedly.
 
“Anyone with something that will help us in this specific task bring it to your commanders. Also anyone that has been involved with intelligence gathering, hacking, and computer systems or had good technical, engineering or trade skills is to meet me in armoury four.”
 
“Henry is the organization table satisfactory?”
 
“Yes sir. Wish we had more than just our ship and that of Bok Soo and Rick.”
 
“We’ll just have to manage.” I shrugged as he nodded.
 
“That table is how things will remain until later. Make sure that there are clear lines of authority if someone goes down.” Henry nodded soberly.
 
“Yes commander.”
 
“Also I’m going to have a video setup in one of the maintenance hubs, all squads are to see it. It makes a few things make more sense.” I gave them a look that I hoped instilled the importance of the documentary they were about to see that Eddie had scrambled together. When are we going to show them the video?” Instead of first aid I’m going to have you run your squads into the maintenance hubs I showed you and watch it. Answer any questions they have and direct them to the locked forums for question. Make sure they don’t discuss what they saw with others, as they might not have watched it already. Anything else?”
 
They nodded that there wasn’t.
 
“Alright then see to your squads.” I gave them the two finger lazy salute. I don’t know how it had come to be, but that and head bowing were how respect was shown, instead of the rigid salutes of the military back on Earth.
 
I guessed it made us look as if we were playing soldiers, I didn’t care.

Chapter Vacations over
 
“Well that was interesting.” Shrift said as I entered the armoury.
 
“Yes and it also means you’re going to have a lot of people using Mecha’s to run through weapons drills.”
 
He sighed in annoyance, “I wish we had those simulation units but only spec ops get those.” He groaned as he unlocked the racks of Mechas.
 
I pulled the universal jack from the data pad connecting it to my internal port on my neck. I downloaded all of the video and audio from myself I’d got in the meeting and with my own people before sending it through the chat room to Bok Soo and Rick.
 
The forum and chat room piggybacked the signals of the dreadnought out to the other nine ships updating on every connected human owned data pad. Resilient had flashed a message the first time she made contact with the data pads once I’d come back from the boarding action. A few had signed in with their name, ship and armoury. A few had ignored it, but more and more were joining the network, solving our communication issues.
 
Shrift had told me that the Kuruvians used similar systems to transmit information and talk to their family members on other ships as such all of them were in the loop.
 
I looked up as a small group entered the armoury, heading towards me.
 
“Uhh excuse me but what are we here for?” A man asked as I sat there sending a message to Henry’s data pad.
 
“Well you’re here to organize them, good initiative.” I said with a smile looking up from my data pad, the man obviously wishing he didn’t speak now as he looked at the others in the room now looking at him expectantly.
 
“What do you need us to do Commander?” He asked after a few moments of collecting himself.
 
“What’s your name?”
 
“Felix.” I pulled the data pads cord out of my neck, a few looking away as the cable retracted into the data pad.
 
“Felix I need the engineering associated people and those who know computers and intelligence gathering in two separate groups, in say five minutes. If you don’t get this done in five minutes I’ll have someone replace you.” I said with a happy smile as I went back to my data pad.
 
With a lot of shouting and moving Felix had the group broken into two in three minutes.
 
“Good now there are four squads that will be coming through here in,” I consulted my data pad which contained the training schedule of the ship. “Four minutes. Felix who are your leaders?”
 
“Min Hae will be in charge of the intelligence group. I will be in charge of the engineering group.”
 
Most of the people that had been taken from the Earth had been from Korea, Japan, China, and the west coast of America and Canada. It was where the training station had been when their collectors had dropped down, recruiting, us.
 
They needed people, they didn’t care where they came from.
 
Thankfully with the implanted translators the language barrier had been negated and most things had been hammered out with what I thought to be the best of all the cultures coming together.
 
Anything like problems like being annoyed someone that wasn’t from your area in the world was in charge of you had disappeared, there was no time to worry about things like that when we were all just trying to survive. Prejudice would usually result with a boot to the head and someone telling you to pull your head out of your ass. It was work together, or die.
 
“Alright, Shrift.” I wrote a message on my data pad holding it to him as he shook his head in the negative and I continued.
 
“First we’re going to watch a little movie, follow me.”
 
I took them through to the maintenance hub. I hooked in my data pad and began playing the video documentary as I secured the hatches and doors. The people in the room looked at me in question as I took a seat and watched the movie with them. At first a younger Eddie appeared.
 
“Hello there, I am the chief Engineer of the Resilient, known to you possibly as the Golden Refuge. Now hold onto your manipulators less they fly off.” He said as he began with the history that we had all been taught, then he continued with videos, files he’d scrounged up that depicted the battles as the Syndicate attacked the PDF. Eventually leading to the rise of the Syndicate as well as the destruction of so much technology and information, which seemed to be the largest thing Eddie focuses on. He was only Kuruvian after all.
 
Then he continued on with how the PDF started to expand to fill its menial roles. How it took the barely cave dwelling Sarenmenti and forced them into the warriors that they were. How they’d done the same with the Kuruvians, all of them told the same lie. Making all of the ‘recruits’ all but slaves in name. He talked on how the races were matched together in an attempt for them to mate, then they would have their children taken away only to be trained from birth to be a member of the PDF, making the later generations of recruits fanatics for the group that had given them a home and filled their minds with propaganda.
 
Throughout he played reports, had videos, transmissions and such that he had picked up over the years.
 
He looked up, right at everyone in the room. “The PDF is a lie, and even if it wasn’t do you want to have your planet and children become slaves?”
 
The video disappeared as shock and anger showed on nearly every face.
 
“Is that real?” Min Hae asked as everyone turned to me.
 
“I believe so, I pulled information from the ships that we raided. From what I read it supports what you’ve just seen. I need you and your people to go through it with a fine comb to find what’s real and not.” He nodded as I turned to Felix.
 
“I need you and yours to rig every Mecha we have with auto-injector systems, and work on getting a system put in our battle suits. I put one in mine and Yasu’s to have one male and female setup Improve the design if you desire. I was doing it on the quick.” He nodded. “I also want you to work on disabling the Mecha kill switches. I was thinking of maybe using liquid nitrogen or another freezing substance to freeze it and a Mechanism to break it. That’s all up to you guys.”
 
“I think we can come up with something.” Felix said.
 
“Have you showed the others this video?” One of the intelligence guys asked.
 
“Not yet, through training I’m going to rotate people through and have they watched it. I’ve also transmitted it to the other ships for them to watch.”
 
“Isn’t there the risk that someone might betray us?”
 
“Betray us to the Sarenmenti, or the ship’s crew that we never see?” Someone replied, talking of the ship’s crew with more vehemence than the Sarenmenti. The man that had asked the question blushed. No one would betray another human to the other species on the ship, to each other—maybe.
 
“That’s good thinking though, we need to think about keeping all of this contained, the crew and Sarenmenti can’t know what we’re doing.”
 
“What about the Kuruvians?”
 
“All of them are on our side, they all know the truth.”
 
“If they knew the truth why haven’t they acted?” Felix asked.
 
“They’ve been bred to be engineers and discoverers, the majority of them are not suited for combat. Only a few of their people are even willing to put on a Mecha and fight. They’re mostly the gunners of each ship.”
 
“What are we doing this in aid of, what’s the end goal?” Min Hae asked, a few others nodding.
 
“To take control of the ships in this fleet.” I said simply, I had nothing to hide, either we succeeded or failed, if we failed well I doubted I would have much time to regret my actions.
 
“You are Salchar.” Min Hae said as if that was reason enough for my plan to work as looks of disbelief became shrugs of acceptance.
 
“That’s why I’m going to pull people from both your groups for special positions within the ship. So give me your best and I’ll let them pick from the listings of positions first.”
 
“What positions?”
 
“Well I’m going to need navigators, engineers, pilots for shuttles, sensor crew and all the rest. If you know anyone that would suit those positions push it to Min Hae and Felix who can then push it to me. Though as said before; do not tell anyone what you’re doing unless you’re allowed and they know what our real situation is.
 
I saw the gleam in more than one eye, it was always good to give these people some kind of goal it motivated them and I needed motivated and determined people now.
 
“You know that lovely undisturbed sleep you’ve been having the past couple of days. Well you can say good bye to it as we’ll be doing sleep training from now on!” This was met with a few grumbles but even those that complained leaned forward, they wanted to learn more.
 
They accepted this as the engineering groups took my suit with my initial plan on the kill switch as well as the auto injector function me and Shrift hadn’t fully ironed out. Shrift went off with them happily answering their questions about the Mecha as me and Min Hae’s group took over my couple pod and I parsed out the information I had to them all.
 
The armoury door opened as Yasu glared at me. I quickly finished what I was doing and made my way to her.
 
“How are the hand to hand classes going?”
 
“They are willing to learn, even more so after the announcement that we will be taking a planet.” She said soberly, obviously not wanting to talk about that.
 
“What are you up to Salchar?” Her eyes studying my face—there was no way I was going to be lying my way out of it. I tried to think of how best to explain it as a squad was being guided to the maintenance hub-turned presentation room.
 
“Go with them.” She studied me for a second before doing so. There’s so many ways this can go wrong I realized as I was placing my trust in thousands of people. It made me want to stop doing what I was doing and bring it back to three or four people I could trust completely. As soon as I had the thought I dismissed it remembering my unknown promise to them. They deserved an equal chance to survive; it was up to all of us to
 
As night cycle came around I called Min Hae, Felix, Henry and my wonderful wife into the armoury, Shrift already there.
 
A few people came in bringing a gravity cart that some engineering Kuruvians had given us with drinks and food on it.
 
“Thanks, guys.” I said as they were all smiles getting back to work as the cart floated between us acting as an impromptu table.
 
I grabbed a bowl of goop eagerly, seeing others waiting looking at me.
 
“Hurry up, don’t know when you’ll be eating next.” I said as I swallowed my food and followed it with some old energy drink tasting squeeze bottle putting it back on the cart as they took little longer than me to finish off their meals.
 
“Alright starting from my left around to the right, tell me how thing are going, split into advances, problems and thoughts towards further advancement.” I pointed to Henry who started.
 
“We’ve put people into two groups, those proficient with rifles and those not. Those that are we’re putting through the paces of heavy weaponry as me and my people learn more about them ourselves.
 
They won’t be anywhere near as proficient as I’d like but they’ll know enough to not shoot buddy in the back. After we’re on the planet we can pick up on training. We’re going through the basics of advancing under fire, leap frogging it’s called. One group covers and the other advances, before covering the first group who advance, continuing on until they reach the objective. It’s a damn workout doing it but they’re getting better.”
 
“Good, please identify those in the slower group on the command roster. Also your lessons are your own you are allowed to modify them as you wish. Talk with Yasu about tactics and strategy, teach the leaders and commanders, having them pass it down in the free time their people have and during training.” Henry nodded as he was writing on his data pad. I looked to the next person.
 
“Min Hae.”
 
“We’re working on making the forum and chat room easier to use. In the meantime we’ve put together a file from the ships we raided.” He took a breath. “Everything we’ve got so far points to the documentary and what the Kuruvians are saying being true.
 
We’ve been able to capture messages between the ships crew which have been interesting, especially between the Captains.” His face was dark as he looked to us.
 
“In what way?” I asked.
 
“The conversations have also backed up the documentary.”
 
“Do you have a transcript from one?”
 
“Yes. This is between two low ranking bridge crew members.” He said, finding the transcript before narrating it.
 
The raid on Chaleel should be good, I overhead Captain Welick talking to Captain Quiart we should be making six figures off of this.
 
Yeah but we’ll be lucky to see a tenth of that.”
 
At least we’re not slaves. We’ll probably  lose half of them from accidents or fighting all the while they’ll be thinking that they’re killing terrorists.
 
Means more money for us. Don’t have to split with them. All we have to do is watch.
 
Min Hae cleared his throat.
 
“They go on for some time swapping war stories, we’ve checked them against the history we have so far and it confirms our worries.”
 
“Definitively?”
 
“Yes, but we’re going to need more than this to get people motivated. Even after the documentary more than one shrugged it off. These people want to survive, though with taking Chaleel we can get access to a wealth of information with that we can show the rest what is really going on and hopefully get them motivated into doing something about it.”
 
I nodded my agreement.
 
“Make sure that information goes to the leaders and Commanders Henry.” Henry and Min Hae leant towards one another swapping notes.
 
“Very well then—Felix what do you have?”
 
“We think we’ve got a way to stop the kill switch.” Felix said as ears perked up looking at first to him and then me.
 
“Think?” I asked, not thrilled by the use of the word.
 
“Well the kill switch is a gas operated system five slugs positioned around the neck that once activated the pressurized gas will detonate the slugs effectively severing the head and then proceeding to bounce through the Mecha until it’s kinetic energy is stopped.”
 
“Ouch.” I said with a grimace.
 
“Yes, ouch. You can’t hack the remote switch or it goes off. Removing it or tampering with the housing it again, goes off.”
 
“Why not just deactivate it when we’re not in Mechas?” Yasu asked Henry and Min Hae giving agreeing nods as well as studying glances.
 
I waved to Felix, I knew the reason but he could explain it a lot better than I could.
 
“If we’re in a battle situation we won’t have the time. Plus we don’t know if they will alert the Syndicates or not.”
 
“When do you think we can start putting them into the mechas?”
 
“Well supplies are an issue, plus fabricating all of these takes time. I suggest an excursion on 3247.” He looked at me making the statement a question.
 
“Sounds good to me. We’ll keep everyone on the lookout for the necessary materials and machines. Put it on the forum as well as lists for their HUDs make sure all of the other ships know.”
 
“Yes sir.” He pulled his data pad out.
 
“Make sure that’s only put on after everyone’s seen the video though.”
 
“How sure are we about the security of the chat network, forums and such?”
 
“Well…” My pad vibrated as I pulled it out.
 
It’s secure, and any work that happens inside this armoury I can cover up.
 
-R
 
“It’s secure, as well as all activities within this armoury, as such Felix and Min Hae I want you to keep all work inside the armoury, don’t even talk about what you’re doing unless it’s in here.”
 
They nodded somberly as I looked to Yasu.
 
“Yasu?”
 
“I have begun with hand to hand training. It will take some time. There will be some effect by the time of planet fall but it’ll be minimal.”
 
“Can we get them fighting with plasmid weaponry more?”
 
“There are a few that are better suited for that than hand to hand. I will make separate classes.” She paused looking at her hands before she looked at me.
 
“Would you be able to help teach them? There are not many that are advanced enough to be teaching.”
 
Is she offering me a peace offering? I thought as I replied.
 
“I’ll try to help out as much as possible.” I nodded as I wondered how I’d fit it in, even without needing sleep by using the wake up that Shrift had there still didn’t seem to be enough time for everything. It would be good to keep active and it looked like trying to get away from her was not going to work.
 
“Alright Felix and Min Hae have you got the lists for the people and the positions they want to take?”
 
They sent them to my data pad as I scanned the people and the small bio with them.
 
“Alright good, here’s the sleep training trees.” I flicked them the data packets that Resilient had supplied.
 
“Why are you giving them to us?” Felix asked.
 
“You know your people better than I do, tell them that I’m the one running it so that you can see what they try to do when not being observed by me. It will put you in a position to see all sides of them before they start training. Plus if I die we need other copies of the sleep training floating around. Which reminds me.” I sent more training packets to Yasu and Henry.
 
“That’s sleep teachings which pertain to your areas of expertise, weapons, hand to hand and machinery.”
 
I didn’t tell them that I’d been on all three as soon as I’d found them. It was good to keep a few tricks up your sleeve.
 
“Alright Henry, Yasu I’m going to need people that would suit tactical and sensors. So people with quick reflexes and good communication skills. Those for gunner positions should have both and amazing aiming, the ability to work in adverse conditions and can work in a three dimensional mind frame.”
 
“Maybe we should start with some null gravity training?” Henry said.
 
“Good thinking.” I said with a smile.
 
“Basically whoever you think is best suited for the job postings I put on the forum, put them through the training.
 
From this point on everyone will be doing sleep training, there’s just too much we don’t know to be asleep and not learning what could keep us alive in this cold bitch called space.” They nodded agreeing.
 
“Now there will be people that will want to do other things, like someone in current engineering that will want to be a doctor and such, so work together, people are to be given equal opportunities. Suggest training to them but they have to choose. It’s up to us to guide them into the right positions based on what we know and give them a dose of reality when they need it.” They nodded seriously realizing they were partly shaping people’s futures with their decisions, decisions not to be taken lightly.
 
“I’m going to pass on a report on what we’ve found to Iron Bok Soo and Rick Casterly and see what they say in reply. Also get some sleep people, and that’s an order I’m going to need you fresh for Chaleel.”
 
They picked themselves up and tiredly gave their two finger salutes walking out of the armoury and back to their quarters with Yasu leading them out of the door any rage that she might’ve lost in taking it out on other people clearly not enough to stop what anger she felt toward me.
 
Henry stayed behind waiting for me.
 
“Might want to take your own advice once in a while boss.” He said nodding in the direction of Yasu.
 
“I’m more likely to get a shiv in my side than I am to get a hello.” I said with a sigh.
 
“Best to try and fix any broken fences, talk to her and air things out.”
 
“You might have an idea but I’ll finish up here before I get some sleep.” I sighed as I thought of what I still had to do.
 
“I’ll check on the night watches.” Henry said picking himself up and pushing the gravity cart in front of him.
 
“We have watches?”
 
“Yes roving in the main areas and then stand alone in place in main entry ways. The Kuruvians were quite nervous when we started going around the hangar bay. Then Eddie gave everyone a lecture that if they touch everything he was going to teach them how to fix what they’d broken, all the while he was throwing cowboy boots at them. Since then both the Kuruvians and us have been more than happy to keep to our own things and fume about his antics when he isn’t around. I wonder if he meant his lecture to bond the two groups.” He looked thoughtfully at the ceiling.
 
“Sounds like Eddie alright.” Shrift said rubbing his head. “Doing two things at once but don’t doubt his teaching being the hard way.” I grinned.
 
“You’ve met him before?” Henry said looking to me and Shrift
 
“Yes, I should really get him in on these meetings if we have any more in the future. Could you see about that Shrift?”
 
“He probably won’t like it too much but I think I might be able to wrangle him into them every so often.”
 
“Also see if you could get a few people working on the upgrades on the Mecha.”
 
“You’re lucky us Kuruvians need a quarter of the sleep you humans do.” It was his turn to look thoughtful before continuing.
 
“Well at least the others of your species, you seem to stay awake even more than us.” He said pointing to me.
 
“Got to keep people on their toes.” I said with a wink.
 
“Alright I’ll try and get some help with the other armourers and see if I can get some people from engineering Eddie will probably be happy to hand me a few lay abouts. Though where he’s got a shoe I have a rail gun.” He said with an evil grin me and Henry returned in kind as he walked out into a maintenance shaft and through the wild maze that was the realm of the all-powerful Eddie.
 
“Reminds me that we need to get a complete outlay of the ships.” My data pad beeped with it. I could get used to having a ship AI.
 
“First get some damned sleep sir.”
 
“Sir? I was never a sir.”
 
“Well you are now. You’re leading our ragtag group which makes you a sir in my books.”
 
“Well let’s see if I can actually produce before you start saying sir, sounds weird.”
 
“Sure Commander. Sleep? You’ve been awake for four days now.”
 
“Well then, I think that’s a new record.” I said with a yawn.
 
“Alright wake me up in a few needs to…” I trailed off.
 
“Yes commander, let’s get you home.” With a guiding hand he brought me to my door.
 
“Thanks Henry.”
 
“No problem boss.”
 
As I walked in I heard him talking to someone.
 
“No one is to disturb him until I say so, understood?”
 
“Yes commander!” I heard Henry growl as the door closed behind me.
 
I basked in the dark my eyes finally resting. The lights came on with blinding brightness.
 
“OH GOD! TURN THEM OFF!” I yelled as the lights quickly turned off.
 
“Damn!” I felt my head pounding from the assault on my eyes. I laid down finding my pillow missing.
 
“You got a pillow?” One sailed out of the darkness with an oompf.
 
“Thanks Yasu.” I muttered as I lay down comfortably as the wake up wore off. As I quickly passed out.
 
I woke up pulling my data pad from its pouch on my back seeing the time I jumped up with a start pulling down reports and scanning through them. The door opened and I found a team outside my door in their Mechas which gave me a start as they saluted me. I returned it quickly my face becoming a mask making it appeared like I expected two Mechas standing guard outside my door. I made my way to the mess grabbing a few tubes. It was the same as thegoop we ate in training, but in squeezable packets.
 
Many agreed it was an improvement just because it made eating them faster.
 
Had quickly become our command centre and where I practically lived. The other armouries were being used to refit the Mechas with the kill switch disabler. It was a terrible name I know.
 
I moved on out to the hangar where groups of Mechas were in their suits using weaponry from pistols to heavy crew serviced plasma and bead cannons. Others were going through a series of movements that depicted wielding a sword and fighting hand to hand.
 
I walked around talking to people here and there looking as if I knew what they meant about plasma blow off, heat relay replacers.
 
“You’re wife’s training has helped immensely, people’s co-ordination’s improved and we’re now nearly as good as you and your squad were.” One woman said as I saw a gleam of worship in her eyes.
 
I smiled making a comment about how she was great at training people before moving off.
 
Great, now the Mechas like her. I thought to myself as they complimented her more and I moved on to the melee weapons and hand to hand teachers.
 
Again I saw the glow of worship in these people’s eyes.
 
“Oh yes your wife said that you’d be able to help with the more advanced fighters. She did tell us to make sure you keep to one fighting style.” I scratched my head awkwardly.
 
“Aish. Alright which style was she using?”
 
“Ninjitsu with the revolutionary moves. As well as Mecha adapted ones.”
 
“She would go with the ones she came up with.” I said sighing. “Alright I’ll grab my Mecha.”
 
I quickly did so having them go through what they’d already learnt I was surprised to see how much they’d improved in such a short time. They also had healthy determination to learn more, which is what I needed more than anything.
 
In most games and even the military on Earth fighting with melee weapons and hand to hand was seen as wasteful when people could be training with weapon systems and adapting to the hardware. Now in close quarters and possibly on a ship we didn’t want a rogue round going through a hull or a fusion core so hand to hand had again become a much desired skill.
 
“Alright, stop, this is as painful to watch as I would expect stabbing myself in the eyes with a pair of blunt knives would be! Yes you’re following the moves, but that’s it. You aren’t using the Mecha’s power to make those hits hit like a freight train, or spinning and flipping so fast you can hit an enemy before they’ve completed their attack.
 
Today I want you to fight by landing the most damage on a target, hammer them down, don’t piss on them! Again!” I had them run through it stopping them again shortly afterwards.
 
“Alright watch this.” I threw a flurry of slashes combination of attacking and parrying or blocking moves as fast as my Mecha could move my arms blurring at the incredible speed the Mecha moving as fast as my brain could think. I followed up a stabbing motion with a low kick, then a skip and a high kick my leg snapping out as the servos screeched I came back rolling turning the momentum into a spinning kick then flipping myself to my feet again going through blocks and attacks.
 
I finished my breathing a little hard as my Mecha and battle suit cooled me off and kept me oxygenated taking off my helmet as I got close to them.
 
“Fighting is about killing or incapacitating the other bastard, uses everything at your disposal, your Mecha’s power, their own momentum and your training. Your blade is an extension of yourself, you shouldn’t need to look where it is, you should know. We’ll continue with more advanced moves and into holds later. First I want to see you able to do what you know with your mecha at one hundred percent.” I said with finality my eyes like turrets as I scanned the group in front of me who said resoundingly.
 
“Yes Sensei.” Great she even had them using Japanese terms. I growled internally. I have to work with what I’ve got.
 
“I’m sorry I must be FUCKING DEAF. I CAN’T HEAR YOU!” I said putting a gauntleted hand next my ear turning it in a show to clear it.
 
“Yes Sensei!”
 
“What is the purpose of an armoured Marine Commandos?”
 
“What?” One of the teachers asked as I mentally kicked myself. I’d been thinking of a name for the Mechas than other, well Mechas. I’d landed on armoured Marine Commandos. I was going to announce it later but a combination of lack of sleep and adrenaline had worked it out of me.
 
I came to my full height as I saw the majority of people looking at me after my outburst.
 
“On Earth as some of you might know there is a famous group that fights on water and land, they began when ships made out of wood and cloth sailed our oceans. They were called Marines. More of a brotherhood than a unit, formed from people all over the world fighting to protect their own countries rights and freedoms. They are the tip of the spear, in the countries called Australia and the United Kingdom these Marines are called Royal Marine Commandos in the United States they’re called Marines. They’re best of the best able to fight in any conditions and train to fight with their entirety.Emotion is fuel to their fire, anger is made to focus instead of let it turn into a barrier, pain is to clear the mind. Sorrow is to carry the burdens we have and continue. That is what we need you Mechas to be. armoured Marine Commandos,” I rolled on over their confused faces as I paced, the entire hangar listening to my every word.
 
“Marines are men and women that embrace the odds whatever they might be and dive into danger. They are hard people that will never expect to be thanked or praised. They will take on the jobs which look suicidal and snatch victory when all else seems lost.” I stood fast, looking out over them. “You will be the warrior soldiers of the human race that will make the enemy piss themselves when they hear of the armoured Marine Commandos!” I yelled, my eyes becoming hooded.
 
“So when I ask what the purpose of the armoured Marine Commandos is, you will answer; to close with and destroy the enemy, no matter the odds, terrain or environment.” I growled.
 
“What is the purpose of the armoured Marine Commandos?” I demanded, looking around the hangar which had filled up with more humans coming from the living quarters.
 
“To close with and destroy the enemy, no matter the odds, terrain or environment.” They stumbled through it.
 
“LOUDER MARINES!” I said through my speakers as they all seemed to stand straighter, determination carved on their faces.
 
“To close with and destroy the enemy, no matter the odds, terrain or environment!”
 
“I will say this once more. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE armourED MARINE COMMANDOS?”
 
“TO CLOSE WITH AND DESTROY THE ENEMY NO MATTER THE ODDS, TERRAIN OR ENVIROMENT!”
 
“DAMN FUCKING RIGHT!” I growled. “Make sure you never forget it.” I said as I scanned the room.
 
“Trainers, back on your troops!” I turned back to my own group.
 
“Show me half of the drive you just showed me there and you might be able to do some more advanced moves.” I pointed to one of the better fighters.
 
“You come here, you’ve been elected human dummy!” I said in a voice that made my volun-told dummy and any others seriously doubt they wanted to be my practice partner.
 
“Sir are you sure you don’t want to put your helmet on?” My dummy asked.
 
Truth be told I was going too, but when a student asks a question like that it’s time to show him balls of platinum. So I tossed it to the side.
 
It thumped down some distance away, as my brain finally engaged. Damn. That was a stupid Idea. I saw him swallow as sweat ran down his face as I felt beads of sweat on my neck.
 
“Alright everyone we’re going to work on combining your hand to hand with sword fighting.” I clenched my hand around an invisible hilt unable to see my simulated sword as I wasn’t wearing my helmet. Stupid, stupid, stupid! Where the hell do I come up with these ideas?
 
“Alright let’s begin.” It started slowly and after a few bouts I released the dummy. A look of relief coming over his face. I grabbed my helmet, quickly tucking it under my arm and telling him to spar with others. I wandered around giving advice between bouts.
 
I was going to need some kind of matting to stop the Mechas getting beaten up so much mentally wincing at how Shrift was going to react to the half beaten suits.
 
After I saw a few still not putting their full effort in I pointed at the first offender.
 
“You’re my new dummy.” The new dummy walked with a cocky swagger of a person more sure of their importance and size and street fighting skill.
 
“Come at me.” I said activating my sim sword, going to put my helmet on when he blindsided me.
 
He made it look like he was going to use his sim sword, waiting for me to become distracted with my helmet. Before I had it on he came at me with fists. I had to throw my helmet and use the sim sword which was still invisible to me and working. My attacker hadn’t turned off his mecha simulation.
 
I didn’t have much time to think on this as all of his blows were aimed at my head. I forgot the sword as I brought my fists to bear. Fighting with something I couldn’t see would only make it harder. I ducked and weaved from his fists seeing him getting tired.
 
I could see by his movements he wasn’t here to fight he wanted to kill me and the blows aimed at my unhelmeted head drove that point home. I dropped, grabbing his lower thigh and under his arm and tossed him across the room. A second sooner and he would’ve closed his arm on my head and popped it like a grape.
 
I flung myself after him stopping myself against the bulkhead that had stopped him.
 
He was picking himself up grabbing a wrench he tossed at my head. It glanced off of my arm I used to deflect it. I dropped on him my hands and legs wrapping around him making him unable to move as I tightened my grip as his servos popped into uselessness.
 
The room was quiet as training stopped. I rolled off of him ripping his helmet off. It was the leader of a squad that instead of accepting my rules which had now become known as Salchar’s code had tried to use the handshake as a pull to knock me out.
 
“This is sword training, not melee training. You will learn to follow orders.” Iron filling my voice.
 
“Fuck your orders; I didn’t sign up for this.”
 
“You think any of us did? We’re making the best of a shitty situation without you trying to kill people.”
 
“Isn’t that what we’re doing here?”
 
“We’re training to kill the enemy, not one another.”
 
“Fuck you Salchar, fuck you, fuck your goddamn code and the way you think we should scrap the shit off of your boots.”
 
“I left one of your legs working; you will go to the armouries and fix your Mecha.”
 
“That’s a Kuruvians job.” He spat dismissively. I grinned evilly.
 
“It’s now your job.” I said my face inches from his.
 
“You will be under chief engineer Eddie until he approves your transfer back to the AMC.” I turned to some Kuruvians doing work on a shuttle who’d heard what was going on.
 
“Take him to Eddie.”
 
One nodded to me and then talked to the others two still worked on the craft as four came to me still wrapped up. They pressed his immobilizer and carried him away.
 
“Good luck, you’re going to need it.” I said in a sing song voice as I turned back to my group.
 
“That’s how to immobilize a Mecha with holds.” I looked to the room as a whole.
 
“Who said it was time to rest, we’re making planet fall in a day people!” My tone like iron as people rushed back into their lessons. As if to punctuate my point the overhead speakers started.
 
“Prepare for worm jump.” A voice sounded. People pausing to look up until they caught my look as I stared at them pointedly as I walked back to my class. The crew started a countdown
 
Everyone in the hangar paused briefly as the sensation of passing through a worm hole started and then we were violently shaken. Those with their Mechas boots connected to the ground staying upright. Those not taking a tumble as their squad leaders took care of them.
 
The rest of the training time went well I worked through three groups before Yasu appeared her face thoughtful as she walked in until she saw me and became an icy mask.
 
“I’ll leave them in your capable hands Yasu.” I said bowing to her; she made half of the motion back to me.
 
I walked to the mess grabbing food, some people looked at me oddly as I clanked in, still in my Mecha. I didn’t pay them any attention I ate as I read my data pad. There always seemed to be more information to read.
 
With my paranoia gained from being a gamer star and an orphan I liked the safety of the armour. I felt invincible and it had saved my life more than once already. I began to wonder if I could have it charged while I was in it.
 
With that thought I wandered into armoury one, it and two were outfitting Mechas with human joints instead of the Mecha general joints as well as auto injectors and the kill switch disablers. The third was being used as a fitting station for the other Mechas and four was Min Hae’s base and meeting room for Henry and Yasu to teach the leaders and Commander strategy and tactics. It had put a hold on whatever marital issues we had, though I had a feeling they wouldn’t disappear as easily.
 
It was a mad house, there was a mix of humans getting stuck in and Kuruvians that were pulling apart and putting Mechas back in what resembled a factory line.
 
I walked up to Shrift wrestling with a bent overlapping plate of armour that lay underneath the hardened outside shell, it dissipated the force of the projectile over a wider area making it harder to make a hole in the under layers of armour and kill the user or wound them, but it would still leave them bruised to all hell.
 
“I heard you told them to start fighting in their top class Mechas!” He said brandishing the crowbar in his hand as I approached now my hands up in the air in surrender.
 
“I might have done something like that.”
 
“Might! Do you know how much time it takes to get out the dents you put in the armour!”
 
“You showed us maintenance, just show them all how to look after their kit, plus the tools and I’ll see they look after it and take any issues to you. They need to fight in their armour, the more time they spend in it the more used to it they’ll be.”
 
“It would make it easier on the armourers who’re all trying to make the armour more amenable to your body types!” He said, clearly frustrated.
 
“Alright I’ll have a talk with Henry and set something up, in the meantime, do you have anything like a mat for Mechas?”
 
“A mat?”
 
“Something they can fall onto or hit and not damage the bay or their Mechas.”
 
“I think that there’s some insulation around.”
 
“That’s good idea. Have to talk to Eddie, to see if he can get his people to set it up.”
 
“Yeah he should have something up in a few hours.” He made to leave.
 
“Could I charge my armour while being in it?”
 
“Yeah sure, could sleep in it if you wanted just run a power line into the main feed in your quarters?”
 
“Wonderful!”
 
“You’re not going to sleep in it with Lady Yasu trying to sleep there.” He said in a disapproving tone. Lady Yasu was it now? I grumbled in my head.
 
“Just wanted to know if we needed to sleep in them on planet.”
 
“Of course.” He said in a tone that made his doubt clear.
 
“Also I need you to work on some kind of non-lethal projectile for the rail gun.”
 
“The only kind I can make is electric rounds they’ll incapacitate people as long as they’re not in armour. Though there is a slight chance that they will kill.”
 
“Alright, something’s better than nothing I guess. Anyways I, I’ve got to go to a meeting.” I said hurriedly as my HUD pinged an alert. No rest for the wicked I guess.
 
Shrift waved goodbye as he made for the nearest maintenance walkway. They were much easier to use to get through the ship than the pathways the Syndicates had made by welding shut certain doors, making it a curled maze to get to the heart of the ship.
 
I went to the fourth armoury. “Alright gunners, on me.” This group was the ones that had opted to be gunners for the Golden Refuge. If I was going to take over this ship I needed to defend it. While sensors, communications and most positions that were needed on the bridge could be practiced with a Mecha and a simulation program being run as well as some sleep training and data pad tests, that could only go so far for gunners. Gunners needed to actually use the interface, change out capacitors fix stoppages, know how to aim properly, all things a veteran knew and no computer program could show.
 
I didn’t wait for them as I stomped out of the armouries across the hangar and to the weapons bays. Weapons were pulled in and most of them had their guts pulled out with Kuruvians and Sarenmenti working on them. I felt the group tense as they saw the Sarenmenti. They were seen as the officers, trainers and ultimately the ones that would and could kill them with a flick of a switch. Something I was going to have to do something about.
 
I found the gunner chief a Kuruvian named Brusk he looked over my group a grin spreading across his face as I said that they wanted to become gunners and they were taking sleep teaching already to that extent.
 
“Thank god maybe some sentients that can hit a broadside of a barn and aren’t worried about the breakage.” A few savage grins among the crew behind me made his grin spread wider.
 
“What is a pinwheel mounted one hundred and eighty millimetre rail guns’ rate of fire?” Hands shot up as he looked at them questioningly. As I supplied an explanation.
 
“In our culture chief to answer a question instead of having everyone answer at once we put up our hands and the person asking the question picks an answerer.
 
“Interesting.” He pointed to someone.
 
“Which model chief?”
 
“Medium X110 model.” He pointed to someone else.
 
“With unlinked, linked motherboards or manual?” His grin became dark.
 
“What do you mean by linked?”
 
“Linked mother boards,”
 
“That much linked together could create an AI.” I saw the answerers face split into a grin.
 
“Have an auto-shutdown command feature built in.”
 
“It’s overridden and the AI is growing.”
 
“Grenade.”
 
“All run by computer programming. It’s been hacked”
 
“Homemade explosive rig, chemical compound with a manual firing Mechanism.” This made the chiefs eyes light up. You have prior knowledge of weapons?”
 
They nodded.
 
“They were picked for their willingness and their previous experience. Most of the people in front of you have pulled apart weapons, made their own rounds, made weapons, put them back together and in one case have a patented automatic rifle.”
 
“Chief Zor!” A Sarenmenti ambled over, grease on his overalls as he chewed what looked like a baseball sized chunk of gum.
 
“What you got Chief?”
 
“I think we got some recruits.” Zor’s eyes lit up as he looked at the group. “Maybe, aren’t a proper race until they chew something?” The translator said in its electronic voice.
 
I turned seeing more than a few grinning. There was a relaxed feel to these Sarenmenti that there had never been with the trainers. Plus after the video quite a few people understood it wasn’t the Sarenmenti’s fault that they were the way they were. A large chunk of them had been bred by the PDF to be Mechas.
 
One raised his hand. “Well if you’re sharing?” Chief Brusk let out a deep laugh as Zor’s face took on a sour expression.
 
“You were the one that wondered if they’d chew.” Brusk said, elbowing Zor who retrieved a tin from his leg, tossing it to the gunners.
 
“That’s my personal chew, yah damned animals. Make sure I get that tin back, and you’ll be making your own after this!” He said as the tin was passed around, Brusk clearly enjoying his fellow chief’s discomfort.
 
I took a chew too before handing it back. It tasted like salty raisin, yet made me feel strangely alert. I saw a few didn’t like the taste, but no one spit it out as a small smile grew on my face.
 
“Chiefs I think I’ll leave them in your capable hands.” I said as few of the Sarenmenti/Kuruvian gunner teams wandered over to inspect the newbie’s.
 
“Thank you commander, we’ll make them fine gun bunnies yet!”
 
“If you ever are able to make chewing tobacco maybe some games between the AMC and gunner core might be in order for a prize.”
 
“Indeed.” Brusk said looking thoughtful.
 
I gave them all a two finger salute as I walked out of the deck.
 
“Let’s see what you know other than damned numbers! Ready the deck for simulation!”
 
I looked back at the two chiefs seeing the same gleam in his Henry and my physical trainer for MAT had had in their eyes. The look that all military trainers seemed to have when promising new meat was given to them to turn into hardened veterans to be proud of.
 
Zor gave me a two finger salute. I grinned as I returned it. I thought I saw a hint of a grin under his unrelenting chewing.
 
I walked back into Mecha territory making sure the kids hadn’t set fire to the place in the time I’d left I thought with a grin; before I settled into a professional mask as I stomped through the hangar which was filled with training Mechas. It was a good sight, we were finally getting organized.
 
I looked around happily as I returned to the fourth armoury, grabbing a stool and began the last meeting I’d have before we made it to Chaleel.

Chapter Best Laid Plans
 
“Alright Min Hae.” I said. He’d been waiting as a holographic projector fired up and a star system filled the area between us. Planets with little descriptions were highlighted.
 
“This planet matches the projected one we saw in the hangar.” He zoomed into the planet.
 
“I didn’t know we had access to sensors.”
 
“We only got access to them today, I was wary as we still don’t know much about the base coding but I thought it was worth the risk.” Resilient is worth her weight in gold.
 
“I agree, continue.”
 
He zoomed in on the planet which now swelled the screen.
 
“At this range we can pick up fifteen different power stations, as well as three orbital platforms along the planets equator used to pass goods into space via elevators for ships to dock and trade. As we entered the system the ships that were docked with these platforms all lit their drives and powered away.
 
I haven’t been able to identify weapon systems as we don’t know what to look for at this point and we may be too far away to pick up that kind of detail. We’ll know more later, but we assume there’s something at least on the platform but they’re all civilian so they won’t do very well against the battering they’ll get from the Imperial Dreadnought and her sisters.” He zoomed in on the massive elevators that extended from the surface of the planet, and into the orbiting path around the planet.
 
“The platforms from intercepted comms traffic look like simple harvest collectors. From the planet’s surface she looks to be a farm planet she makes food and sells it from the platforms to ships coming and going. From the platforms and the fact she has three makes me think it’s a very profitable planet.” Eddie put in.
 
“Alright pass the information to the others and bring up those power plants get as much detail on them.”
 
With grim determination we ran through scenarios for each looked for the best landing sites, entrance points and defensive formations. Everything we needed to invade another planet, take over multiple power plants and hold them for an unknown period of time.
 
Eddie was up next, he looked over the planets hologram picking out probable areas where he thought the machines to make the kill switch disablers would be located. As well as information centres, we were still critically low on information and we needed more to convince the humans in the fleet. Hell we still didn’t have a tenth of the information I wished we had for the planetary invasion.
 
Finally all of the assaults planned as well as hopeful drops into areas we hoped held information and the fabbers we needed and we sat back feeling drained.
 
“Alright people make sure to get everyone rested and give them plenty of time dealing with their own personal issues. Take your people by groups to the mess so they get something in them. We’re going into combat possibly tomorrow so we need to be ready.” I said wondering to myself where the time had gone as I’d rushed around the ship constantly.
 
“You’ve made me proud to serve with you, hopefully we can find out what we need to know and figure out a plan of what to do afterwards.” I said catching Min Hae in my peripherals.
 
“I’m going to grab some food, and then some sleep.” I said slapping my gauntleted hands against my legs. With that the meeting was over as people talked to one another. I got into a rack and took off my armour, I liked the comfort it gave me while wearing it, but I didn’t want to be sore and chafed from the un-adjusted soft points which I numbly adjusted. I didn’t realize how much training and planning tired someone out. I wandered to the mess everyone seeming a little nervous around me, but thankfully not stopping me as I got some of the same old slop. What I would do for a steak, or just something to put my teeth into!
 
I looked around the room scanning for a seat and seeing Yasu saying goodbye to a couple she knew as she sat by herself. For once I felt sorry for her as she sat alone isolated eating her food a sad expression on her face. Fate is for cowards I thought to myself as I walked over, not really understanding why I did.
 
She looked at me with a surprised look as I began eating my goop.
 
“Why are you eating with me?” She said in such a way that made it sound as if I was the one disgusted with her. This was probably one of the dumber ideas I’d had.
 
“Why not?” I said with a light smile. Small steps. I reminded myself as I continued eating. I smiled into my bowl as she looked into her own bowl and I thought I saw her lips quiver upward for a millisecond before she relaxed minutely and continued eating.
 
We ate in companionable silence both thinking over our own issues before we left together. I used the head first and promptly passed out on my pillow on the floor I was too tired from running around the ship to deal with the thought that Yasu would kill me in my sleep. I had bigger things to worry about and even that would have to wait till after we took the power plants on the planet.
 
I awoke in a cold sweat. I felt as if I was going to throw up and I was more scared than I’d been in my entire life. I flexed my forearms trying to feel the control I at least had over my own body. What I hadn’t been worrying about while I was awake hit me like a wave. I saw all the ways that what I was doing could go wrong and it could lead to all of the members of MT, hell all of the twenty thousand humans that where a part of this fleet, there were so many variables so many unknowns.
 
I picked myself up trying to tide over my anxiousness as I looked at Yasu sleeping. I was going to turn away but the look of peace on her face made me pause as I studied the sheets which were all that separated us, and well my battle suit.
 
Her long legs were drawn up to her, framed by the sheet as well as her side and her delicate looking but strong arms. Her face drew me in though her heart shaped face framing her eyes and mouth which was fuller than I thought as she wasn’t pressing them together in an angry expression. I leaned on the edge of the bed studying her hair she’d left free making a halo around her head but not taking away from her beauty.
 
I thought of the small glimmer of a smile I’d seen in the mess I grinned, my mouth turning into a soft smile as I looked at her. She is beautiful.
 
She might’ve trained to be a fighter her entire life but there was something soft in her.
 
I forgot about war, the possibility of death or the dark thoughts I had about going on. “I wish I could see you smile before I die.” I said softly a sad smile coming to my face and my eyes becoming watery.
 
“You big softie.” I admonished myself as sadness overwhelmed me at the possibility of never seeing that.
 
“Hopefully someone somewhere will be able to smile because of what we do today.” I said to myself happy at that possibility, even if I was no longer alive to see it.
 
Soberly I walked out of my room and into the mess I found a lot of people that had been having a hard time sleeping I nodded to them content to be in my own world as I got a squeeze bottle of goop and continued down to the armoury.
 
“Report?” I said any nervousness I had gone as the person on watch came over to me giving me a data pad.
 
“We’ve continued our current course we’ll be in range in five hours.”
 
“Alright start waking people up in three if they aren’t already.” I said as I got into my own Mecha.
 
Shrift came in at that point looking like death warmed over.
 
“Hey Shrift.” I aid as I studied his appearance.
 
“You owe me more beers—as you call it—than you can count.”
 
“So you get it all done?
 
“Got it all done? Did you understand what you asked us to do? We had to refit four thousand Mecha’s for people, as well as design and make enough damned stun rounds for everyone to have a load out for the entire battalion. We’re still making more incase they’re needed.”
 
“Hopefully we won’t need them. Go and get some sleep you look like hell.”
 
“I feel like it too, I’m going to my quarters, ping me on the data pad if you need me.” He said his stare making it clear to not disturb him unless it was vitally important.
 
“Will do.” I said as he walked off through the hangar and to his waiting quarters in the inner layer of the ship with the other Kuruvians.
 
I turned back to the man on watch. “Tell Min Hae as soon as he’s awake to find me.”
 
“Yes sir.”
 
I walked out with the Mecha now taking off my gauntlets so I wouldn’t turn the squeeze bottle of tea into a colourful explosion from the enhanced Mecha’s power.
 
The hangar was quiet as everyone had been ordered to rest. A few early risers were using their Mechas to apply resistance to their movements allowing them to work out.
 
I joined them moving in the Mecha to limber up and wake up as I squeezed my purple goop into my mouth. It was a very delicate procedure, too much force and the bottle would explode. With Mechas, too much force was a very easy thing to happen.
 
“Commander Salchar?” I heard over my comm. channel.
 
“Yes Min Hae?”
 
“Will you meet with me in armoury four?”
 
“Sure, see you there.” I squeezed the remainder of the drink into my mouth as I walked into the armoury.
 
“What’s up?” I asked looking at Min Hae’s confused expression.
 
“Why aren’t we trying to break free of the Syndicate?”
 
“We don’t have people with the skills to fill all of the positions needed. Say we take the ship, that with our Commandos skills is questionable, then what? We don’t have the people trained or proficient enough for us to control the ship. Sure the Kuruvians can keep us afloat, but we will still need to learn everything. Right now we’re learning as much as possible so that our people can take over. Yet that is just three ships. Other than Rick and Bok Soo’s ship, no other has begun training their people to take over ship functions.
 
If we take this ship, the other ships find out and we don’t know how to use the ship then we will die. If we do know how to fight with the ship then we kill all of the other humans with us. This means we have to convince the other ships of the threat and get them trained up as well. All of this takes time. If we attack now we lose that advantage. Also as we wait we gain more information from the Syndicate crews on their activities and we know what the hell we’re getting ourselves into.”
 
“Yes sir, I just hate not being able to do something. Plus we’re doing the same thing to this planet that the Syndicate did to Earth.”
 
“I know your frustration, but we need to wait. We even need this battle to happen, just so that we can link up with other groups from other ships and pass on what we know and get them ready.”
 
“I… I understand.” He said, visibly deflating
 
“It’s just that people are going to die, both the people on the planet and our own, and while we can do something about me, it isn’t enough. I guess this is what is meant between a rock and a hard place.” I put my armoured hand on his shoulder.
 
“I know.” I’m going to be sending these people in to battle when I could be taking this ship, but to do so would condemn us all to death. For us all to survive a few must die, that is the most heartless saying I’ve ever heard.
 
I walked out of the armoury, me and Min Hae with our own mental battles as we waited.
 
Three hours later everyone was awake and our Sarenmenti officers were coming down from their areas.
 
“Henry, have individual squads attach themselves to an officer so we don’t have a break down in command.” I said through a private communications channel
 
“Understood Commander.”
 
I saw Yasu moving with a squad which I fell into place quickly as I realized it was my own as we marched up to the officer.
 
“Formation, HALT!” I said as we came to a stop. Henry had worked through drill with the weapons skills to give him a tool to enlighten the Mechas to the errors of their ways. It had been a worthwhile training tool and I could see the pride in everyone’s faces, even as our feet came down sounding like a wave instead of a solid noise. It was still damned good in the short time we’d had.
 
“Who in the hell are you?” The Sarenmenti officer demanded as we stood there for a few seconds.
 
“We’re your Platoon.” I said. The officer grunted with the hint of a Sarenmenti smile on his lips I could see through his visor.
 
“Well not too bad, looked good with that stomping thing you did there. I’m Officer Turek I’m in charge of the first company,” He pointed to me. ”You will gather others to be my personal squad. Which means you will be the frisking best! Line up for weapons, unless you’ve got any other surprises for me?”
 
“We have planned insertion points, objectives and defensive perimetres from our thought objectives.” His eyes seemed to go wide at this as he came close to me.
 
“Show me.”
 
I took off gauntlet grabbing my data pad from my back pouch showing it to him as he came close.
 
He took off his helmet and gauntlets taking the data pad from me and studying it.
 
“Damn, this is a better battle plan than I’ve ever seen. Who came up with this?”
 
“We worked together sir.”
 
He nodded in acceptance. ”Alright looks good, I think I’m going to push it higher I know that I’ll feel better if more of my people have these plans especially the way that some always have an… internal battle plan shall we say that never fully forms.”
 
I nodded in agreement with a grin. I saw as he transmitted the information to his commander, my HUD tracing the electronic tracker and recorder I’d put in the plan as it passed through the golden refuge’s communication array and onto the other ships that made up the fleet, being digested and used by over ninety percent of the Mecha troops.
 
“You’ve just become this Platoons commander as I won’t have time to hold your hand having to co-ordinate with higher and other platoons. That also means you will be my second in command on the field, no matter what the other officers say. Now go and grab your weapons we’ll be one of the first shuttles down.” He raised his voice making sure everyone could hear.
 
“Right turn!” I said as we all turned our feet thumping into the ground in synchronization.
 
“Forward March!” Again we moved off towards the armoury. We split into our team filing through and grabbing weapons as they were handed out of the now open armouries.
 
I secured my weapons and ammunition as I had with the raid before running back over to where Turek was waiting.
 
“Alright you know your people better than I do so help me to pick out their officers.”
 
“We prefer commanders, sir.”
 
“Very well doesn’t matter to me I just want to know who I punish when their group doesn’t perform as ordered.”
 
He took me by three groups as I told him on a private channel who the best commanders would be keeping the commanders we’d previously had in their positions.
 
“Very well, back to your squad,” He paused looking at me. ”What is your name?”
 
“Salchar sir.”
 
“Very well back to your squad Salchar.”
 
“Yes sir.” I ran back to the shuttle my squad was loaded on. Everyone had their magazines loaded without their rifles cocked, yet still pointed down as to minimize the damage if their weapons went off. I checked making sure that none of them were actually readied with a bolt in the chamber. The training had done its job.
 
I watched on my HUD as the other squads were quickly gathered and put on their own shuttles. Now with nothing to do but wait, the nerves were setting in.
 
I looked at Yasu beside me wearing her Mecha, her face now set as she concentrated on a part of the ground as she gripped where she held her rifle.
 
I felt butterflies fill my stomach as I too concentrated on my rifle, trying to distract me from what was going to happen.
 
I saw the pilots as they boarded, one looking like the creature I’d seen which had declared we were going to be recruited. The other was scaly looking but with the same bipedal structure humans had.
 
They walked into the cockpit which sealed and locked behind them. A few minutes later I could feel the power plants come alive as the doors shut and sealed before the thrusters and main engines fired, as we meandered forward. The view screens showing the massive hangar doors opening before the shuttle.
 
We were going to the first planet that wasn’t located in our solar system. Armed to the teeth with technology we barely knew ourselves and here I was my nervousness turning to excitement. Sure there was a high possibility I could die, but I’d traveled through star systems, I’d been in a star ship and I was about to step on another planet that supported life tens of light years from my home planet. Adrenaline filled me as I couldn’t help stop grinning as the hangar doors finished opening as I looked at the beautiful marble that hung admist darkness, a perfect balance of just the right things, that had somehow come together to make something stunning, one of a kind and damned right awesome.
 
This is what space travel is about. Seeing the incredible. I thought as the rest of the shuttle, the ship and the universe left me as I admired that planet, stuck in a moment of peace before the shuttle rose, jarring me and ending that moment as I checked my gear. The time for reflection was over, the time for surviving had descended.
 
We accelerated out of the hangar doors as to one side we saw the planet from the hologram and then back to the Syndicate ships which were belching fire, as the platforms at the top of the elevators that reached into space were halos of fire, striking out at the Syndicate ships in silence. The shuttle in front of us exploded as one of the streams of fire plowed into it, catching the engines. Already a hundred humans were dead.
 
Then the pilots turned our world into a roller coaster as the world seemed to stop, as it did on a roller coaster, just before the drop. Then, you drop, your body and mind sure you’re going to die as adrenaline floods your system.
 
My stomach plummeted as the shuttle did things that I didn’t think possible, with the floor, ceiling and walls becoming each other as acceleration and gravities assaulted my body. Then we entered atmosphere as our previous moving felt as if a light kiss as we were hurled against our harnesses. It didn’t seem they thought we’d had enough as they added in jinks swerves and dives as we were thrown across the sky to get away from incoming fire.
 
“We’re taking incoming.” The pilots said a little too late as the telltale pings announced the incoming fire from the ground, thankfully nothing punctured as another series of moves took us out of the line of fire.
 
With re-entry it wouldn’t take much to rip our shuttle, and us inside it apart. As I saw with other shuttles that got rounds in the wrong place and split into sections, and turning in to fireballs and shrapnel.
 
I looked at the sensor tied in displays. I could see the small groupings of ground troops with their portable launchers as well as more than a few cannon emplacements.
 
Here I was thinking that they’d clear the ground. Annoyed I activated my magnetic clamps in my boots as I hit my harness, standing up as it retracted.
 
“I’m going to need this.” I said as I took a man’s crew serviced bead cannon and a magazine handing him my rifle in exchange as I opened a channel to support weapon teams.
 
“One support team to each airlock, triple team to main ramp. Brace yourselves and fire at targets to warn them off.”
 
I changed to Yasu’s channel. “Hold me.”
 
“This isn’t the time…”
 
“Just get over here.” I said as I punched the emergency open on the airlocks inner checking I was securing with my boots. She came up behind me as I jacked a round into the bead cannons chamber hitting the outer airlocks release. The wind howled as I grinned freely, only the Mechas power allowing me to lean out of the airlock, the high speed air buffeting me.
 
“WOOO HOOOO!” I yelled as we rushed over the ground. My one fist held onto Yasu as I leaned out of the shuttle, my other hand holding bead support weapon. She planted her feet grabbing onto me with all of her servo assisted power ready to pull me back in once I’d stopped my idiotic stunt.
 
I lined up my bead cannon with enemy positions my HUD was highlighting through the shuttles sensors. I zoomed in aiming close but not at the native fighters as I crunched in on weapon and squeezed off a burst.
 
Thraaaap! The beads exploded as they hit the ground throwing up dust and debris; making the group of would be attackers duck as I looked for a new target and let off a longer burst getting used to the buck of the bead cannon. Again the weapon burped rounds in a telltale Thraaap! Reminding me of a Gatling gun but with each of its projectiles like miniature bombs upon impact.
 
The other support weapon teams got the idea as they too were leaning out of the other airlocks, and were on the rear ramp hosing the enemy groups and emplacements.
 
My nerves were forgotten as I looked out of the shuttle at the others in close formation. Apparently word had gotten out as team serviced weapons burped. It felt as if we were invincible, there was nothing that could stop us as we charged into battle I crunched back in on the bead cannon and lined up my next strafing run.
 
I saw the landing zone come up ahead.
 
“Support increase rate of fire!” The shuttle became the epicentre of weapons fire as beads, rail gun rounds and volatile plasma spat out from every opening ripping up everything in sight that looked questionable. The shuttle’s thrusters flared cutting our acceleration and halting us.
 
I grabbed a pull bar above my head used when the shuttle was in zero gravity stopping myself and Yasu from being thrown from the shuttle as it touched down.
 
“Alright out you get, move, move, move! Gun teams on top of the shuttle roof, lay down supporting fire.” Then on Yasu’s channel.
 
“Disengage your boots and hold on.” I said as giving her a second as I used all of the servo assisted power I could get out of my arm to pull me and her up into a swing onto the side of the shuttle. She held on, quickly attaching her own boots as I walked up the side and onto the roof. She let go of me once on top giving me a cold stare probably from carrying her up the side of the shuttle. I didn’t have time for it as I checked my cannon and she loaded her rail gun.
 
I checked my arcs as I messaged the original owner of the cannon.
 
Other Mechas threw themselves onto the roof with leaps, hoists, or by simply walking up it like I’d done as they turned outwards. The power station was the only feature of the land for miles, a road led to a metropolis but any other features were hidden from view.
 
The owner of the weapon jumped onto the roof in a single bound passing off his rifle to me.
 
“It’s loaded and safeties on.” I said as I got out from behind the gun and dropped to the ground below.
 
I put my rifle at the low ready pointing to the ground and cocking it as me and Yasu followed the Commandos that had already made it to the entrance to the power plant. We split up at the first intersection. Both me and Yasu bringing our rifles up into our shoulders as we walked quickly through the hall. Three people ran from left to right across the corridor we entered the building through. Yasu took down one as I took down two. I grinned to myself
 
At least I’m still better with a rifle I mentally applauded myself as we moved up and checked the alien’s vitals, my HUD saying that they were still alive.
 
“Secure them.” I said the team behind me doing so as another took their place.
 
They announced their presence with an under arm tap to me. As I tapped Yasu as we moved from the wall now with enough people to cover both sides.
 
“Corridor running left to right.” She called on the close channel that would reach those within ten metres.
 
Again the tap was passed up as they signalled their acceptance of the news and what they had to do.
 
Another team of two couples moved up on the right.
 
“One, two, THREE.” We burst around the corner not finding anything the teams moved down their corridors now as another went straight.
 
“Where do you want the prisoners?” The team that had bound the Natives asked.
 
“Hold them in the corridor until we can find a room to leave them in.”
 
“Yes sir.”
 
We were moving down the corridor again as we came across a room to our right. We lined up again ready to take the door as Yasu moved past to cover straight ahead and I checked the door.
 
“It’s unlocked, entry in three, two, one.” I pulled the door with me as the person behind me charged into the left another to the right Yasu following them and me following as the team behind us covered the hallway past us now coming to the door I incase we needed immediate help.
 
The room was filled with machinery. “Left all clear.” Yasu and her partner said.
 
“Right all clear.” I said as I lowered my rifle and pulled out my universal jack inserting it into a port on the machinery.
 
The other teams were moving to the next room in the hall already as me and the others started pulling any information we could get from the confusing machines.
 
We ran queries against the information not finding anything that we needed immediately we tacked onto the end of the advancing teams.
 
“Sir we have enemy forces approaching.” The gunner team’s leader said as I pulled his sensor readings seeing the advancing vehicles and their dirt plume.
 
“Alright disable the vehicles, no damage to the drivers and such. Then I want you to fire a secure radio to them.”
 
“Yes sir.” He sounded confused, but he had his orders.
 
“We’ve found the control centre sir.” The teams that had gone straight reported as the support weapons on the shuttle began firing, the people around me and no doubt the rest of them moving to face the fire.
 
“Good, Jack in and make sure everything’s kosher.”
 
“On it commander.”
 
The greatest thing with command is having people obey you, even if you were throwing around orders which sounded strange to yourself.
 
“Right side point here. Cleared our section of the building, seven beings all stunned.”
 
“Has any got a suitable collection point for the beings?” I asked.
 
“Yes sir we’ve got a storage closet on the straight path in to the command centre.” The team leader for left side said.
 
“Good work.” My HUD showed I had an incoming communication from the support weapons Commander I quickly changed over as I noticed the firing had stopped.
 
Vehicles are disabled and we launched a comm. unit to them as close as possible. It’s amongst the disabled vehicles but the remaining vehicles have pulled back.”
 
“Understood, start moving your people to the roof of the plant to cover the entire area.”
 
“Sir.”
 
“This is left side, we are clear, entire power plant is cleared and secured.”
 
“Good, get in defensive positions Squad Commanders over watch it.”
 
I connected to the comm. unit that the support group had launched via special launcher to the convoy.
 
“Hello I want to talk about the release of the operators of this power plant.” I said my translator still set on translating the language I found on the machines; hopefully it was the same as these reaction forces spoke.
 
“This is Major Luret, what are your demands and what is your name?” He said gruffly, it was a fifty/fifty if someone was going to pick up the comm. unit.
 
“My name is Commander Salchar,” Well I had to look somewhat official feeling a little guilty at using not only my gamer name but the given ‘rank’ by the others I knew. Though it had nothing behind it but bluster I doubted he could figure that out on the other end of a comm. unit.
 
“I wish to discuss the release of the power plant personnel into your care.”
 
“What do you want in return pirate?” He said in a disgusted tone.
 
“Information.”
 
“What kind of information.”
 
I needed to go out on a limb and if he reported higher I could have the support squad in over watch kill him before he did anything.
 
I pulled up the sensors on the shuttle and the Mechas making an image of the Major. He looked humanoid like every alien I’d seen but with scaly skin like that of the shuttle pilot but with a larger snouted head. These aliens looked similar to standing crocodiles without tails and much smaller heads.
 
“Sensor reports on the ships in orbit as well as shuttle ones. I will also need a complete training cycle for all positions. Also any news articles pertaining to us.”
 
“Want to show off the slaughtering scum you are.” He spat.
 
“Good, then you can send it to us, you have five minutes. I have a short period here between where they’re alive and they might be dead.” I didn’t expand why this might happen as I changed channels to one called holding team.
 
“Have you got the personnel?”
 
“Yes Commander.”
 
“Alright get them to the door closest to the disabled vehicles.”
 
“We don’t have gravity carts to move them and they’re heavy bastards.”
 
“Well wake them up but keep a guard on them so they don’t get any ideas.”
 
“We can do that sir, could I get some more people to assist.”
 
“I’ll send what I can.” I switched channels.
 
“Organize a party to assist the right raiding squad in moving the prisoners.”
 
“Sir.” I changed back to the channel with the Major on it.
 
“Once I give you back your people there will be a perimetre of fifty kilometres around this power plant. Anyone coming inside will be killed. Air traffic is to be kept back two hundred kilometres and not above us. If you bring in artillery we will destroy it. Understood?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Do you have my data?”
 
“Transmitting.”
 
“Holding team, point them in the direction of the disable vehicles and let them go.”
 
“Prisoners will be released momentarily.” I said as I confirmed them transmitting data I collected.
 
The flow suddenly stopped as I received all of the information. At the same time I saw the still bound group of fifteen aliens running for the vehicles for all they were worth.
 
“Alright team leaders work out shifts.” I said on the general push as I accessed the command chat.
 
“So anyone new in here?” Rick answered as I felt a little bit of stress come off my shoulders.
 
“We’ve got into contact with eighty percent of the human battalion and gaining more connections. Though some people are isolated like you in power stations with no interaction with other Commandos. We’ll gain contact with them when we get back on our ships. Though we’ve been able to make a better roster for all of the people we have.” Min Hae supplied leaving out the assumption that we were leaving Chaleel.
 
“Good, and it’s good to hear you two again, the straight text messages just aren’t the same. I have a personal favor; have we found the members of MT?” I asked nervously, knowing that I was putting my people ahead of the others as I promised to myself that I wouldn’t.
 
“Yes we have.”
 
Bok Sook spoke up. “We also found that all of SR is here too. As we’ve found with our own crews everyone is between ten and twenty in decent shape, mostly MAT players, military, or physically inclined in some fashion. We were mostly taken from Korea, Japan and the coast of Canada and America. It also seems we have a smattering of Australians. Loud bastards though.” Bok Sook said with feeling.
 
“Do we know whose individual ship leaders, commanders and the like are?”
 
“Not yet. There are a lot of competitive groups among the ships humans vying for power.” Rick said.
 
“Great.” I knew that they were going to pick the biggest and baddest groups to lead their ships. Though it made my position more insecure as they’d have their eyes on my position, wanting to gain more power. When I could I needed to set up a real chain of command in the other ships. Though without physically being there, it was going to be problematic.
 
“What’s the status of our disablers?” Bok Sook asked.
 
“There’s heavy fighting in the city and not all of the other ships got stun rounds. There’s been bloodshed but there’s nothing we can do about that now.” Rick answered, he was jacked into what was going on way more than me and Bok Sook were.
 
I felt guilt sweep through me, I quelled it there would be time for that later, now I had to keep my people alive. I’d find out later how bad it had been.
 
“Alright just tell him to get what we need as fast as possible and then bug out. I’ve gotten the information I requested from the natives of the planet. I’m transmitting it to you, spread it out, we’ll want copies. Also seeing how long we’re here we’ll begin training.” I saw another channel was open.
 
“Have to go, Officer’s calling.” I cut their channel opening the requesting channel.
 
“Yes officer Turek?”
 
“I see on sensors that the personnel of the facility have been released.”
 
“Yes sir the major was adamant when I requested that we get a perimetre fifty kilometres wide in all directions and clear airspace.”
 
“You should have sent a few to show good faith, not all of them!”
 
“I’m sorry sir I didn’t think of that.” He sighed annoyed but expectantly.
 
“You’ve just come out of basic its expected you’ll be nothing more than a moron.”
 
“Yes sir. The men are wondering how long we’ll be staying here.”
 
“It was dependent on how long it would take us to hold these power plants. Now with them in our hands we’ll just have to wait for a smaller fleet to arrive and take custody of the planet. They’ll be able to eradicate any terrorist activity and help the authorities turn this planet back into a contributing free planet.” He said proudly as I winced inside. While I knew it wasn’t the Sarenmenti’s fault for their current position. I didn’t want to include them in my plan, due to their devotion to the PDF. If I added them, then there was that many more people who could potential tell the ship’s crew, stopping us before we’d begun.
 
I just hoped that if we did get ourselves free that the Sarenmenti would see the truth, and listen, instead of becoming closer to the Syndicate even more. I needed every soul I could get behind me, if it was human, Sarenmenti, Kuruvian or otherwise.
 
“Yes sir. I will let them know, should we set up shifts. My species require frequent feeding and regular sleep periods as well as periods of activity.”
 
“Alright you know your own species better than I do—continue on. I’ll be around to keep an eye on you and drop in at random times to make sure people aren’t slacking that should be working.”
 
“Yes sir.” I changed to a general channel to every human connected to the network we’d created.
 
“Alright listen up, we don’t know how long we’ll be on planet, we’ll be waiting for another fleet of ships to arrive and take over from us. In the meantime everyone will be doing sleep lessons and lessons in the field. Squads without a leader are to designate one by fair vote, or one will be picked for you. Leaders and Commanders—create shifts as well as training schedules based upon what you have. Salchar out.”
 
Reports filed in slowly from the groups around the planet on their readiness. I felt myself grin as I sat in my room. Finally we were getting somewhere it seemed. Someone kept on checking on me at irregular intervals no doubt checking to make sure I hadn’t gone and disappeared.
 
After being away from everyone for a few hours as the flood of reports slowed I picked myself up moving to the area around the shuttle where everyone was training in the time we had. We only worked on our hand to hand combat and weapons drills. No one was to train at the new station simulations such as sensors tactical or any of that. I didn’t need the Sarenmenti’s finding out we knew how to work something other than a Mecha.
 
Yasu saw me as I walked out into the open area.
 
“Here I’ll show you how to do an arm bar.” She said her eyes alight as she caught me.
 
I didn’t like the sound of that as I turned beating a hasty retreat for the firearms training area.
 
“Salchar could you help me demonstrate?” She said, he voice like honey. While her eyes flashing in malice.
 
Crap. This is going to hurt. I said a smile on my face as I cringed inside.
 
“Yes baby.” Her eyes told me she was going to get me back for my words.
 
You just had to provoke her.
 
I removed my sword and the rest of the battle rattle I had as I walked into a drawn in the sand corridor. The other Commandos spread around to get a better view of the fight—all of them grinning. Sadistic bastards.
 
“Advance.” Yasu said, breaking of my line of thinking as I forget everything else letting my body relax as I stepped inside the ‘corridor’.
 
I bowed Yasu a little shocked as she mirrored me. Yes I know how to fight honourably in Japan as well as every other damned country. I raised my fists as I studied her.
 
She stood facing me with her hands at her side a look of confidence and gloating. She thought she was better than me in hand to hand, and I was going to have to take her down. Though it meant I would have to actually fight, and not let her get the arm bar as she wanted. I wouldn’t get her respect by going down like a twerp.
 
I advanced.
 
She responded with a flurry of fists I blocked as she pounded on. She still wasn’t used to her Mecha I could tell as her hits were coming lighter than what the Mecha could put out. I rocked with the blows and the kicks which made me stagger instead of falling on my ass. What she lacked in the Mechas power she made up for in speed and number of blows she landed—she was pissed.
 
She jumped backwards as I brought my leg up in a kick aimed at her groin. But my practice spent using my nerve ports to change my power output over the manual controls paid off. Her grin disappeared as just my toe made contact with her Mecha—but with all of the Mechas servos behind it.
 
She was thrown into the air as I jumped forward. I went to land a punch on her shoulder but she turned, grabbing my arm and planting her feet in my shoulder.
 
The change of weight made me stumble as I used the clamps on my boots thankfully staying upright. I tried to curl the arm she was on but her legs fought me. Well she got me into an arm bar. I granted as my Mechas joints screeched at the pressure of being pulled apart and my arm felt as if it was going to snap from the pressure.
 
I jumped landing on her, using my free right hand to pound on her shoulders. Still she held on like the hellcat she was. I could feel the muscles and bones in my arm straining as well as the actual armour of my Mecha and the exoskeleton underneath.
 
I felt something twist awkwardly and release as my world became blinding pain in my arm. I thought about tapping—for a second, and then pain infused rage rook over. I looked at Yasu I could see that she’d felt my arm come out of its socket.
 
“You can stop.” She said over suit to suit comms.
 
“No.” I growled as I controlled my arm through my nerve ports, the exoskeleton acting like my own bone and muscle as I threw myself on my right. She still held on as I picked myself up. She applied more pressure. I tasted blood as I bit into my lip rising to my feet. I squatted as I got low she released her legs from around my arm and her hands off of my own.
 
You’re not getting away that easily. I grabbed her collar as I Jumped, wrenching her around as my shoulder was on fire. Only Taleels constant use of the pain implants making me able to bear the pain. I flipped her, my fully weight falling on her.
 
I took a few breaths. Idiot. Pulling her apart in hand to hands stupid. You need her to train the others. I said selfishly as I rolled off of her before taking a knee and tapping the ground. I bowed to her, as she did too, getting out of her fighting stance. I didn’t see if she’d completed it as I opened my visor.
 
“And that is how you get out of an arm bar. Arm bars are good for any race as enough pressure and that arm is useless unless they can use their nerve ports properly. Something all of you should focus on.” I looked around getting some nods back as I grinned.
 
“Well then, I need to go and check on the weapons training.”
 
Slowly I grabbed the battle rattle I’d put on the ground thankful for the exoskeleton and nerve ports. Without them then the others would see the extent of my injuries. I moved my arm trying to get a feel for how bad it was. YEAH! Definitely dislocated. I winced as I jarred it.
 
I did as I said and looked in on the troops working with the weapons team, I was thankful I’d put two teams of them in each squad not only giving us shooters we could rely on but also the ability to train at any point in time. They were worth their weight in gold; I watched as they went through FISEH. It was pronounced fish but stood for; fighting in someone else’s house, when I first heard the term explained more than one person had broken out grinning.
 
“Are you interested in having a go commander?” One of the trainers asked as I watched.
 
I wanted to say no and that I was in need of relocating my damned shoulder instead my mouth worked before I could think.
 
“If you’ve got room for me.” A grin on my face. Cocky asshole, this trying to look like a leader thing is for the dogs. I groaned, inwardly hoping that the trainer would say they didn’t.
 
“Always commander, the stack going in could use another man.” He said pointing to them.
 
I nodded to him as I slapped my rifle into the dislocated arms hand jarring pain travelling up my arm. I hid my wince as I thought about the stupid situations my big mouth had gotten me into. Dreading how much work would pile up as I was working on my fighting skills.
 
I wanted to be a damnde good solider, but a leader had to learn how to look at the overall strategy, not just develop their personal skills. I was good with my soldiering, but I was only use to commanding three others, not twenty thousand others.
 
I tagged onto the back of a stack; with nothing much else to do until someone had an urgent emergency.
 
I found a quiet corner that I slumped in after I’d been training for three hours of FISEH no sooner had my ass hit ground than Yasu walked in. I made to stand up as she put a finger to my chest, stopping me.
 
“Out of your Mecha—now.”
 
“I don’t think now is the time…”
 
“armour off, now.” Her brooking no argument.
 
I grunted as I pulled my helmet off. My grunts quickly turned to gasps as I tried to undo the straps that connected my shoulders to the Mecha.
 
“You dislocated your arm didn’t you?” I didn’t reply lying there trying to ease the pain.
 
“Then you felt it was a great idea to go and do fish for three hours!” She tossed her hands up in the air as she threw off her gauntlets and helmet squatting in front of me and removing the straps of my Mecha freeing my arm.
 
I could feel it swell as she released them.
 
“For someone that’s ten steps ahead of everyone you really are an idiot sometimes.” She said pulling my arm out of the Mecha as I breathed angrily at the pain.
 
“This is going to hurt.”
 
“Wait whaAAAAAAAT!” I yelled as she put my shoulder back into place with a painful click.
 
“Please never do anything like that again.” She produced a needle and stuck it in my shoulder.
 
“What did I just say?” I said as I felt a burning sensation spreading through my arm as she pulled the needle out.
 
“That’s hell fire; you should be good in a few minutes.”
 
“Feels like someone stuck a hot poker in my arm!” I yelled gritting my teeth at the pain as I tried to find consolation in the ceiling.
 
“Interesting.” She said a smile on her lips. I looked at her sourly trying to look annoyed as I let a little laugh go the pain increased as she left. After a few minutes it died down to a throb and then nothing. I moved my arm feeling as if nothing had changed. I got back into my Mecha thinking of her smile as I walked around the station.
 
We continued training for the next few days until one day I was jerked awake by a red flashing of my HUD.
 
I opened the emergency channel without thought my body already moving as I checked my rifle and walked outside as everyone was scrambling for defensive positions.
 
“What is it?” I demanded as I reached the watch commander.
 
“We have an incoming craft from the population centres as well as land vehicles.”
 
“Major, the fuck do you think you’re doing!” I demanded on the comm channel for the communicator I’d had basically shot at them.
 
“This is General Carsickle with who am I speaking with.”
 
“Commander Salchar, now turn your crap around.” I said as I jumped onto the top of the shuttle in a single bound to get a better look of the situation dialing in my visors magnification to see the dust plumes of the advancing vehicles.
 
“Commander, you and your force will surrender to my forces or I will kill you.” He said surety ringing though his voice.
 
I looked at the incoming craft with my sensors as I felt the building thrum of engines warming up beneath me.
 
“I can’t stop anyone from shooting you if you attack us and if you kill me no one will surrender. They will rip you apart and move onto your population centres. By now you should know of our assets both orbiting your planet and the actual weaponized systems we wear and use. All of which will destroy you the minute I’m dead. If I’m not dead and you kill one of my own, even then I will use everything in my power to make this planet burn. So your options are to step down, or have your name on a plaque I will put on your planet as the man that led to its destruction.”
 
Don’t turn me into a Sarenmenti. I don’t want to kill you, you bastard.
 
“Get your people to stand down or we will destroy you.” I wish I could see his face to get some read on him.
 
Officer Turek jumped on top of the shuttle unlimbering his rifle. I couldn’t say anything that would get me unwanted attention from the Sarenmenti.
 
“You have invaded our perimetre, anyone inside in the next minute will be dealt with extreme prejudice.” Turek said through all of our external speakers. I brought my own rifle up changing magazines to live ones instead of stun. I changed to the private Command channel.
 
“Commander what do we do?” Henry asked, his voice calm, ready to do what needed to be done. I wish I had the surety that he had.
 
“Have sharpshooters take out vehicles. Then have secondary shooters hit those that come from the vehicles with stun rounds.”
 
A speaker crackled to life from the grounds vehicles—General Carsickle’s voice coming from it.
 
“Surrender and you will be tried in a court of law, if you don’t you will be killed by our forces.”
 
“Operate as seen fit, I will contact if situation changes.” I said cutting the command channel
 
“Turn back or you will be destroyed, even if you kill me and my people here on the ground those above us will not hesitate to bombard you into oblivion.” Turek said as he lowered himself, beckoning me to do the same as he raised his rifle sight to his eye.
 
“I doubt that Commander, if they wanted us dead they would’ve killed us off. The Syndicate enslaves the population of a planet to do their bidding, much as they have probably done to your planet and makes them do whatever they want to gain more wealth. In our case they’re probably after our harvests and our raw materials. Neither of which we are inclined to give to them without a fight.”
 
I knew that if the roles were reversed that I would be doing exactly what Carsickle was doing. Now I needed to keep my people alive, this planet alive, and inspire a revolt. When did my life get so damned difficult!
 
“Minute up,” Turek said shaking his head as he crunched in on his rifle lining up his shot. “Fire.”
 
“Take out their drives; stun those that are out of the vehicles.” Leaders flashed their acknowledgement as their people were firing.
 
I had been sighting on a floating craft, hoping they worked like a grav cart I thought as I fired into were the grav drives should be. For a minute my heart was in my throat as I saw the menacing ordinance tip forward with the craft as if coming in for an attack run. Then the ship continued to buck in every direction as it became clear it couldn’t support its own weight as it tried to pull back in the direction it had come.
 
I switched targets, the extra training coming to the fore as I sighted another armoured vehicle driving towards us; with an exhale and a stroke of the trigger the vehicle looked as if it had met a wall as the kinetic forces of the round pulverized the forward section. I had no time to think of my actions as I changed targets. The machine gun teams kept anyone that jumped out of the vehicles down. Sharpshooters stopped the vehicles in their tracks trying to disable rather than kill. The others dropped the aggressive Chaleelians that seemed determined to rush forward with stun rounds.
 
“They’re retreating.” A gun team called out, other reports of the enemy running away coming in.
 
“Officer Turek I propose we have a small force advance on them attacking them and pushing them back and also capable of taking prisoners, it seems that our act of good will has been over looked.”
 
“James how are our forces going to advance, they’ll get picked off.”
 
“We have a tactic for that.” He studied me as if he could see through my polarized visor for a minute.
 
“Alright, go for it, no more than twenty five percent casualties.” After reading Min Hae’s reports on what the personal crew said of the troops, this kind of callous talk was the norm. It still made me think how badly the past troops had fared that such casualty percentages were common place on the front lines.
 
“Yes sir.” I said shaking the thought free, time for that later.
 
“Reserve Leader!”
 
“Yes sir?”
 
“We’re going to advance on them by leap frog. Should be fine as we can get cover from the gunners. Questions?”
 
“Are we using live or stun?”
 
“Stun.”
 
“Sir,” Then without missing a beat. “Everyone change to stun and hold those mags high for inspection. Section commanders check.” I heard the squad commander say as I changed channel again.
 
“Yasu we’re going out.”
 
“I’ll be there momentarily.” She said. I launched myslef backwards with my arms. I tucked into a roll, landing on the ground between the shuttle and the plant. Yasu dropping from the power plants roof. The reserve piled out of where they’d been waiting in the building, gathering around us.
 
The Mechas armour plating scratched and groaned with the accompanied noises of gears moving and the pneumatics and hydraulics of the exoskeleton. They don’t just look deadly, they sound like it too.
 
And they did look deadly, the added armour made us look like giants, the bulky shoulders which were extended for the exo-skeleton so they were level with our head made us all look like ominous line backers.
 
I changed magazines for stun as I studied the scared and nervous faces of those hidden behind their visors.
 
“Let’s snag us some aliens!” I said in a hillbilly accent eliciting a few grins and nervous laughs as I saw them visibly relax.
 
“You know what to do people, spread out arrowhead formation.” It took them some time to get set up in a satisfactory way with me mentally reminding myself that most of these people hadn’t even used a real weapon until today, having only simmed with it for a few days.
 
I foresaw more training in the future if I was alive to see it, as I took my own place in the formation.
 
“Alright move in sections and then by teams. If it goes to shit I’ll tell you to do individual.” I said looked over everyone as I saw nods. I changed to the reserves leaders’ channel.
 
“It’s your show. I’m just here for the ride.”
 
“Uhh.. Yes, thank you sir.”
 
“Don’t worry, you wouldn’t be a leader unless I had faith in you.”
 
“Yes sir!” He said, more confident as he talked to the support leader co-coordinating a fire plan as we moved forward, every Mecha scanning for enemy.
 
Some—the brave, stupid, stunned or scared were still huddled around the vehicles. Dust flew up around us as we dove for the ground. Support replied in kind with their hammering fire.
 
“Move in sections!” The reserves leader barked as training took over. In sections people fired as the others launched themselves forward. With the Mechas power we didn’t have to stand to move forward. Just bunch our legs under us and hurl ourselves forward in one explosive push. We looked more like dogs as we lied down, firing as the other section moved, then once they were in position we lurched forward, no higher than a few feet. It had been Henry’s idea when we’d been discussing the power amplification of the Mechas. Though it was even more tiring than normal leap frogging.
 
We’d been going for five minutes as I saw people starting to get complacent.
 
Some were still popping their heads up like lemmings—in an attempt to find the enemy.
 
“Pick your targets people. Two section stay down! This is not a fucking drill!” The squad leader said as more than one had taken a knee to get more power, their legs getting fatigued.
 
I was feeling drained as I knew everyone else was. We were just fifty metres now from the disabled trucks.
 
I heard an engine roar as transport jumped from its hiding place behind a sand dune less than fifteen metres in front of me.
 
I dropped my rifle loaded with a magazine of stun rounds as I pulled the pistol and stroked two rounds into the engine block. The front of the truck flattened as if hit by an invisible wall, it’s inertia so much that the back end of the transport flipped into the air shuddering as it came back down. Instead of facing us it was now turned away at an angle.
 
“Team five and six take the transport. Everyone else clear your area and get some cover.” The Leader said as two teams picked themselves up covering the distance in seconds.
 
“One team cover, the other search.” I said suggestively on private channels to them as they stood at the back of the truck.
 
“Squad Leader, we have troops here.”
 
“Stun them!” I said as they quickly raised their rifles I could hear the automatic chatter of rail gun rounds as I holstered my pistol and grabbed my rifle.
 
“Sorry Squad Leader.”
 
“None taken Sir, would’ve been my call anyway. Could you look after that transport, I’ll give you one section and provide cover and security.”
 
“Good thinking.”
 
We changed channels dealing with our separate squads.
 
“Move to the mid-section of the transport, third team clears the crew cabin.” I said to the remainder of my squad not at the rear of the transport.
 
“Yes Salchar!” They rushed to the cabin. “How are the ones in the rear?”
 
“Stunned. We’re removing weapons of any kind and binding them.”
 
“Good, make sure that they don’t die.”
 
“Salchar this is team in the crew cabin. The two up front are alive, but badly wounded.”
 
“Shit, are they able to move.”
 
“No Sir, I would say that without medical assistance they’ll die.”
 
“Fucking brilliant.” I muttered to myself.
 
“What was that sir?”
 
“Nothing.” I looked at the transport, thinking. “I have an idea. Two section get behind the transport. Squad leader can you have your people create a line off of the transport.”
 
“Sir.” He moved to do so, barking orders as he got people in position quickly. I changed to the commander I put in charge of the people at the power plant.
 
“We’re going to use this transport as cover pushing it ahead of us and piling the unconscious and wounded in.”
 
“Understood Commander, we’ll give you the best possible covering fire.”I cut the channel as I fired off orders to collect all wounded and stunned.
 
They did so as stunned natives were unceremoniously dumped into the back end of the transport. I wrote a message in the sand people glancing at it as they came by. Keep as many pistols as possible. I didn’t know how linked in the Sarenmenti Officers were and I didn’t need them to know about our extra weaponry…
 
I took up position on another disabled vehicle as more enemy troops were piled in the transport. Yasu stayed with me I watched Yasu shoot with growing jealousy. Shit she could shoot now too! At least I’m taller still I consoled myself as the last solider was placed in the back of the transport.
 
“Alright brace the truck, seventh and eighth team you’re on the sides, fire and give back sensor data.” I slung my rifle as I put by hands against the armoured transports side. Hands slammed into it on either side of me.
 
“Three two one, PUSH!” I said as the multi-ton truck shifted the armour bending from our applied force.
 
“Left, right left.” I said rhythmically as we pushed the truck forward I saw the sensor read back from the teams on either side as they fired away at the force which was staying back with their vehicles outside of the determined perimetre.
 
“General cease fire we’re going to return your injured people to you, we don’t have the facilities to heal them.”
 
“Why should we believe you? We saw you shooting them before you put them into the truck, it’s filled with nothing but dead.”
 
“Have we lied thus far?”
 
“You knowing that word means that you have the ability to speak falsely.” He did have me there.
 
“These men’s deaths will be on your conscious.”
 
“No they will be in yours, you attacked us.” I thought of some colourful words.
 
“No, you entered our pre-determined cordon.”
 
“In an attempt to take back our power plant!” I sighed trying to take another path.
 
“The people that we’ve shot what happened to them? Did they all die?”
 
“No, most where unconscious for a day your weapons are weak against us.” He boasted.
 
“As you should’ve seen with this transport we can kill you easily. We don’t want to. This fucking dick measuring contest isn’t doing anything. We will leave you the transport we’ll even show you that they’re alive. If your people shoot they will be stopped, using deadly force if necessary. If you want your people back come to a hundred metres past your destroyed trucks.”
 
“Alright, damn it; you have ten minutes of cease fire.” He growled unhappy with the situation as I was. Though I needed to make trust between us and the Chaleelians. I didn’t know how long we’d be on planet and in the future I might need their help.
 
The fire slowed and then stopped as I heard the tell-tale loud voices of people passing orders. “Alright second team your with me.”
 
I turned onto a side channel with Yasu. “Keep them alive if I die.”
 
“How do you expect them to follow me?”
 
“Look like you know what the hell you’re doing, don’t show fear and once you make a decision don’t waver.”
 
“It’s easy for you seeing as you’ve got actual authority and know what you’re doing unlike me!” She said pointedly.
 
“I have no clue half the time what’s going on and the only authority I have is that I look like have a plan.”
 
“Do you?”
 
“I always do.” I said with a grin I saw her face relax even after what I’d said and the fact it was a complete lie. All I knew was that I didn’t want these aliens going back to Earth and bombing it. Personally I didn’t care all that much for Earth but as MT had become my family their actual families, brothers, sisters, mothers and fathers had also become part of my family. I didn’t want them to die or the friends and family of the people that called me Commander.
 
Leadership meant that I had to make the decisions which would keep us alive and on mission no matter the sacrifices, I had to make the hard decisions. Hopefully this one would bring mine and this planets people together in some kind of trust. If not well as my new saying went, I wouldn’t be around to care.
 
“Coming past seventh, both you and eighth keep your eyes out. The rest of you be ready to pull back. Listen to your Leader, Yasu’s taking over for me.” I drew my plasma sword cutting open the transport.
 
“Those coming with me put the critically wounded on your backs.”
 
We did so rapidly our magnetic weapon clamps holding onto the enemy soldier’s armour as our servo’s noise became more pronounced as we moved.
 
“Everyone good?” They greened up on my HUD as I tapped the seventh teammates, they lowered their weapons to let us pass. I took the top of the arrowhead formation with the other two separating to other side of me facing outwards. I saw a corresponding team come out behind the grouping of mostly disabled armoured vehicles. Two of them had gravity carts the other six eyed us warily. The people with gravity carts helped us load up the wounded as they began talking into communicators and rushing the carts to the rear to get aid.
 
“Alright, there’s more in the vehicle. I hope me and mine can create a trust between our people.” I said as half of us that had brought the casualties continued to face them as the others connected tethers to us so we were never fully turned away from the enemy force. We kept our arms low, but close to our weapons as we slowly walked backwards. I grinned appreciating the teamwork my people showed.
 
“Die you cur!” One said wielding a blade that glinted in the planets harsh sunlight as they drove it into the team member beside me with incredible force; the other five all brandished similar weapons.
 
A mask of rage fell across my face as without thinking my fist went through the first attackers head. With a press of a button in my Mecha I cut the tether to me and the guider.
 
Rage filled me as I saw the maniacal smiles as the attacking natives laughed as they attacked another one of the people that had unquestioningly followed my order. One of tens of thousands that had been abducted from their family and all that they knew and here this creature was going to kill them.
 
Something primal in me let go as I put my Mecha to full power, it hummed with god like strength.
 
I roared in incoherent rage my Mecha amplifying it and adding in terrifying subsonics. It made the attackers pause. I charged towards them. My fist impaling one I threw them off shaking my fist. A kick launched another fifteen feet into an armoured car crumpling the windscreen. Then my blade was in my hand as the attackers came at me with a cross cut I killed two, the last putting something into my Mecha’s forearm. It registered limited movement on my HUD as I grabbed his fist crushing his hand as I drew him in. Pain and fear over powering everything else as he looked up to me as I qued my visor to shut.
 
“Tell General Carsickle this.” I said my voice a deadly whisper.
 
He nodded gulping his eyes wide with pain.
 
“The perimetre is doubled; anyone that crosses it without my permission will be killed. No more stun rounds. He has to earn my trust, or I will wipe this planet clean.”
 
It was at that point I found out they had similar waste expending systems as humans as a stain appeared on his pants.
 
With that I threw him five or ten feet. Turning away towards my people who were scanning the armoured vehicles that had come to meet us nervous weapons aimed at us.
 
I used my plasmid sword to cut off the end of what was little more than a shiv stuck in my arm. I sheathed my plasmid sword grabbing my rifle without looking at the natives, as if I didn’t have a care in the world of their weapons.
 
“You have ten minutes, you better get running.” I growled as I unloaded my stun rounds whipping them through an armoured windshield and loading my other magazine as I joined the rest of the force which had gone with me behind the transport.
 
“Sitrep.”
 
“One critical, needs immediate medical chair, the hell fire is only just keeping him alive. Three light wounded.” Yasu said coming near me. “Make that four.” I flinched my damaged arm seeing the glinting sword still in it.
 
“Okay, everyone we’re withdrawing. Third squad helps second squad back to the power plant. Run, full power.” Without a word third grabbed the injured man a bloody gash in his Mecha running for all they had as his partner followed behind. A Mecha being used at full power was a frightening sight, they didn’t move faster as much as they blurred.
 
“Fire support full covering fire. One critical, four light. Get those Chaleelians off of my front porch.”
 
“Understood, we’ll bring the pain.” The slight background noise of gunfire turned into a storm as rounds flew around the truck.
 
“That’s our queue people, zig zag.”
 
We ran full out it was exhilarating to finally open up the Mecha but my mind was other places.
 
“First aid responders, prepare the med bay in the shuttle one critically wounded. Third team report on status.”
 
“This is third, wound to the main body cavity, stab wound and slash through Mecha armour. Weapon unknown at this point. Heavy bleeding, I don’t know what else to say.” They said desperately.
 
“Weapon was a mono-blade.” I supplied remembering the glinting blade from one of the slideshows Taleel had shown us back on the training sphere, it felt as if it had been months ago and I’d only been in two actions.
 
“Alright this is the med team, are they breathing, conscious?”
 
“I can’t tell and no I don’t think so.”
 
“Male, female?”
 
“Male.”
 
“Alright bring them straight to the shuttle, get someone to quick release their front so we can get him in faster and put pressure on the wound.”
 
The Mecha had automated tourniquets but with an open bleeding wound in the persons centre mass there wasn’t anywhere to stop the blood coming from, also because every wound was different it meant that if the centre piece of the chesty applied pressure it could be too much or too little for the wound.
 
The other second team member was ripping off the armour as fast as the catches would allow, sometimes breaking them in their frustration, tossing them away and their own gauntlets as they pressed the wounds together. The first aiders descended on the wounded man as he was hauled to the shuttle.
 
The reserve squad and I reached the power plant as they were already halfway into the shuttle. I could see them doing CPR outside, before hurriedly taking them into the shuttle and the medical chair that was built into it.
 
I didn’t stop moving as I jumped onto the wall of the power plant running up it to the roof where Turek and the Support Leader were.
 
“Good work James, I’m impressed.” Turek said studying me as the gunner commander looked a little green I looked at myself still covered in the blood and parts of the natives. I must’ve made an intimidating image covered in blood and gore in my Mecha a broken sword sticking out of my arm and a grim expression on my face. I didn’t reply as I saw a plume of dust from vehicles moving away towing the transport filled with wounded.
 
“You should get that looked at.” Turek pointed to the hilt still in my arm.
 
“Yes Officer Turek.” I said still scanning the plumes I wanted to see the natives gone first.
 
A medic that had been doing CPR climbed onto the roof. I looked at her questioningly—she simply shook her head. I’d hoped the near magical medical machines could put the man back together but even miracle machines don’t work how we want them to all the time.
 
I felt myself slump in my armour feeling guilty and dejecting my anger towards the natives turned towards me. Why did I need to go out there and return their wounded, screw them. Their trust wasn’t worth one of my men, nothing. I felt myself shaking.
 
“Alright, get your assault team rested and fed. Rotate people around. I’ll be in the command centre if you need any help.” Turek said, patted me before going as I issued orders.
 
“Perimetre and sharpshooters twenty five percent. Gun crews rotate off, reserve units up top at fifty percent. I want a squad ready at all times suited and ready to go within seconds. Another two at least awake but can take off some of their Mecha, the rest you’re on free time. Every four hours we’ll rotate the ready squad into the perimetre defences and gun crews. One of the half armoured squads taking their place and another squad roused from sleep or their activities a partially armoured up.”
 
“Fourth squad on reaction duty ninth and tenth half armoured, squad heads form up on me in main entrance to sort through rotation.” My voice was as numb and dead as I felt inside. Once I’d covered my bases I walked off the edge of the building people’s voices of alarm dull against my ears. I hit the ground rolling and walked into the power station finding a secluded room.
 
As I sat I felt reality hit me like a wave, I’d known on a level that this was real, but it hadn’t sunk in that this wasn’t a tournament, people didn’t come back, they died. I pulled off my helmet throwing it in the corner of the room angrily. Yasu walked in as I looked at her I didn’t care at this point as I looked at my hands as I sat down.
 
I kept going back to the point where I had told the Chaleelians how I would clear the entire planet for my people. It wasn’t until I said the words that I realized it were true. Why did I want to save them all? Was I an idiot? I should’ve just kept to saving MT and running away. Yet I couldn’t the faces of the Commandos around me filled my mind, the faces of George, Hoi, Rick, Abella, Marleen, as soon as I had started calling myself Salchar and acting like I knew something I had accepted the responsibility of getting them home. Yet it was one thing saying it, and another realizing the truth behind it.
 
I heard the door shut as I continued looking at my hands, lost in my crushing world of responsibilities. I was twenty! Couldn’t they just leave me alone!
 
“This won’t do.” She said after five minutes I looked up in shock thinking she’d left when the door had closed.
 
She hoisted me out of my seat pushing me into the wall so that her face was inches from mine.
 
“Goddamn it James you’re these people’s leader, you don’t have time to mope over a loss, we’re still in enemy territory. They need someone to look up to, before it’s always been you, they need you again.”
 
“They need me? They’ll do just fine by themselves; all I’ve done is get them killed!” I snarled back.
 
“No what you’ve done is kept us human, given us direction, trained us so that we can survive and you’re working to payback our captors in spades. You’re the man with the plan, the man that’ll get us home.”
 
She looked at me her eyes searching as I looked away. The hope in her eyes unbearable I felt like putting my fist through the wall. My nemesis was looking to me for guidance whatever would happen next?
 
“It’s because of me that he died.” I said quietly new grief rolling over me as I stated what I truly felt.
 
She acted as if she’d been shot, before coming closer to my face.
 
“Don’t be an idiot James, use your brain. The aliens that abducted us and forced us to fight are to blame for all of this.”
 
“You don’t understand.” My eyes boring into hers. “I was the one that gave the orders he was following me, not the damned aliens. In my gesture of trying to get some common ground with the natives. He did as I asked. I Commander damned Salchar.” I pushed her away with a swipe of my arm as I slumped back into the chair I’d been sitting in, bending it with the Mechas weight.
 
“More will die as well.” She said from behind me resting a hand on my shoulder. I shook it off before staring at the floor.
 
“Yes people will blame you for their deaths, but without you do you think we’ll lose more or less?” She continued.
 
“Get someone else to do it, Henry’s great with soldiers.”
 
“Yes he is but there’s too much going on for him to take over, plus he will never take over from you, he’s too damned loyal. Even though he acts like a dolt he’s smart and he knows that you can get us out of this mess. Did you realize that he and all of the leaders and commanders he chose fought us?”
 
“No.” I said, still staring at the floor, not really paying attention.
 
“He did that so that all of them know what kind of person you are and have trust that in the darkest situation you’ll look out for everyone, not just yourself. He’s been drilling that into the Commandos since he got training them. You aren’t just a man anymor3e. You are the embodiment of whatever the hell we are. If you give up then we will never have a chance.” She turned the chair resting both of her hands on my shoulders so I couldn’t turn away.
 
“James, they can’t do it without you, they need you, and they need the damned prick Commander Salchar. With his smiling mask and confident eyes, the man with a plan that isn’t perfect but cares for his people and will do what needs to be done.”
 
“What if I get them all killed?” I asked, not looking her in the eyes.
 
“They accept that they can die, but they’ve accepted you. If they hadn’t then we would already be dead.”
 
“I can’t do it.” I looked away, I knew I was being selfish, but there was nothing I could do I had seventeen thousand half trained or less scared people with Mechas that I could kind of rely on. A planet that would be destroyed with everyone we had ever known and an enemy that spanned systems and had billions of mindless troop slaves. Victory was not possible.
 
“They need you, MT needs you, and the human race needs you. I need you.” There was a crack in her mask, insecurity plaguing her face. I finally looked up, seeing the first real emotion on her face, I didn’t think as I grabbed the front of her Mecha, pulling her to me as our lips met.
 
I felt my worries seep away as for a few seconds we stayed there before I released her. She stumbled backwards looking at me stunned her hand hovering over her mouth as she stared at me.
 
Uhh, what… Why… ughh, dumb move James! I thought as I saw my own shock echo back from her as she recovered first.
 
“Now are you going to help us, or look like a deer in the headlights as you Americans say?”
 
I grinned.
 
“What?” She said, her face becoming icy.
 
“Closest I’ve ever heard you come to making a joke.” my grin becoming a smile as she crossed her arms and raised an imperious eyebrow as my smile faded and our brief moment of levity faded as cold anger filled me at the injustice of everything that had happened to all of the enslaved Humans and Kuruvians, and Sarenmenti, and the hundreds of worlds of the Union. I fed on that anger as I thought on what Yasu had said. I leaned on the console in the room, looking at a series of lights without seeing them, feeling my mouth move as it seemed to bypass my brain’s own wants and hopes for another to take over, for someone with a real plan, instead of the hashed together mess I was creating to do what needed to be done for me.
 
There was no one coming, there was just me.
 
“Alright, if they need Commander Salchar then they’ll get him.” I whispered, iron in my tone as I stood slowly and donned my helmet, my face taking on an emotionless mask. Wondering what in the hell I’d just done, and why. Though I saw in that moment the uncertainty and fear that lay behind Yasu’s face clear, it was a look that I had seen on every Commando’s face, making it seem to be the norm. I would burden that fear and uncertainty, I would take the blame. And I would win.
 
I knew I had to leave my old self behind softness was going to have to become steel, I needed to change to not play at being Commander Salchar, but to actually be him.
 
I wasn’t the gamer genius Salchar that played MAT I was Commander Salchar and I would do anything to keep my people alive. I had no family; but I had one twenty thousand big. They may not like me, trust me or even want me alive but regardless I was going to do everything in my power to get them home and keep them safe.
 
I checked my weapons over automatically as I walked through the power plant, mentally preparing myself as I walked to the shuttle.
 
The medics and first aiders greeted me with silent nods. Third team was still there waiting outside as I walked inside.
 
The team mate of the now dead soldier sat puffy eyed looking at the seats her partner lay on. Unable to cry as her eyes had run dry. An attendant with her tried to rise as I came in the room startling her as she tried to do the same. I waved them down as I walked in front of the crying second team member squatting so I was eye to eye with her.
 
“Commander Salchar.” She stumbled over the words wiping her eyes trying to come to attention in her seat.
 
I touched her arm with a light hand. “Please call me James, my friends do.” I said giving her a sad but kind smile.
 
“Uhh, yes.” She nodded shakily.
 
“What’s your name?”
 
“Hitomi Robinson… Niiya now.” She said as she looked to be gearing up for another crying session. I brought her into a hug our Mechas clanking as she rested on my Mecha’s armoured outer layer.
 
“Come on Hitomi lets go grab some food.”
 
“But Steve.”
 
“He’s with his ancestors now and he wouldn’t want you to starve or be in pain on his account would he?” I said looking at her as she averted her eyes.
 
“No.” She said quietly to the floor.
 
“Come on, follow me.” I said as I helped her get to her feet letting her rest most of her weight on me as I numbly walked out of the shuttle and into the mess with her feeling like lead as I settled her at one of the makeshift tables we’d created in the room we’d turned into our mess.
 
“Yasu I need your help.” I said as I grabbed a plate of warmed rations over a private comm channel.
 
“What with?”
 
“Hitomi, we need to get her fed and hopefully get her to sleep.”
 
“Where are you?”
 
“In the mess.”
 
“Bring her to our quarters.”
 
“We have quarters?” I asked dumbfounded.
 
“Yes.” Her harsh tone returning before she calmed down. “Never mind, I’ll come and find you.”
 
She did so with a group of other Japanese looking women. Hitomi barely looked up having not touched her food except in mild gestures more for me than herself.
 
“Hi Hitomi, I’m Yasu, let’s get you out of that Mecha.” Hitomi nodded numbly as Yasu and the other women whisked Hitomi off. I continued eating my rations others soberly nodding to me as I ate.
 
After some time of being left with my thoughts they returned now both Yasu and Hitomi in new battle suits. Yasu was at her side, both of them talking in low voices.
 
Yasu signalled to me to follow I did so as they walked outside, into the now night sky. They sat along the wall of the power plant, looking up instead of out at the beauty of the night sky, the four moons visible.
 
The desert was bathed in a low blue glow, the moons green, purple, silver and pink. I stared at the moons and the stars for a long time, feeling infinitesimally small. Yet another biotic life in a teeming mass of them, barely a figure of note in the plan of things.
 
After a few minutes of reflection I moved to join Yasu and Hitomi.
 
“You and James are so perfect though, me and Steven we always had problems, we always fought and swore at one another. I wish our marriage was a calm one like yours but, it was destined to be another way.”
 
Both Yasu and I snorted at the same time at that. Looking at one another for the first time I think ever without open hostility, for maybe half a second and then she looked at me as if I was something to be scraped off her shoe and then burned in an incinerator.
 
“We have one of the worst marriages that I know of.” I grinned as I sat down opposite them taking off my helmet and gauntlets.
 
“Quite possibly, I don’t know many others which are as cataclysmically wrong as our marriage.” Yasu added Hitomi looking at us with confusion written on her face. I leapt in to explain.
 
“First off before this we were gamers I was the leader of a group called Mecha tail and played some games. When a new game that relied on physical input came onto the market, made by her father.” I pointed at Yasu.
 
“MT had to drop out to get used to the new input. While we were training she created a team called Samurai’s Revenge. A team of actual fighters making her my teams’ biggest rival. Plus messages by the media didn’t help our rivalry. The day we were recruited Yasu and I were going to finally have our show down to see which the better team, SR or MT.”
 
“They apparently thought we were dishonourable warrior’s. While we thought them as pompous shits.” I stared at Yasu who had the decency to look abashed as Hitomi let go a smile.
 
“Plus I mostly lived in Korea and as you know things between Koreans and Japanese have still not fully healed. Then she stabbed me and the rest is history.” I said with a grin.
 
“She stabbed you?” Hiotmi’s eyes went wide as she looked between us.
 
“The idiot launched himself at me while I had my sword ready, so he speared himself. Then held onto me as he knocked my visor off and then me out. Was not the way I was expecting to get a proposal. Wasn’t the worst one though I’ve heard by many accounts.” Yasu said with a certain amount of pride filling her voice.
 
“In our marriage we don’t fight as much as we’re cold to one another and we try to interact as minimally as possible. We haven’t shared our wedding bed yet.” Yasu said as I felt my cheeks redden. Shocked that she was saying such things. Though I guess it had all built up. She was finally getting her opportunity to speak and she was taking it.
 
“No! You haven’t consummated the marriage?” Hitomi asked looking aghast.
 
“No.”
 
“Well you have been busy, plus it seems there are a lot of issues between you two. I also sense that you two aren’t big talkers which is harsh on any relationship. You two need to work through your issues, not try to dodge them and then each other. You’re married both legally in the galaxy and on Earth there’s nothing much more binding or official than that.” She said with a small sad smile—obviously thinking of other things.
 
“So what did you do before you did this?” I asked as I tried to steer her away from painful memories.
 
“I wrote and drew manga. I was working on a new series when I was recruited.” Then anger clouded her face. “There has to be some rule against just plucking us from the face of our home planet, throw us at one another in fights and declare we’re trained. Then ship us off with nothing much more than brawling experience and Mechas to war. It’s so unfair!” her eyes were looking thunderous now as Yasu comforted her and shot me a look that would’ve burned through armour. Then Hitomi looked to me.
 
“They really are the Syndicate aren’t they?”
 
“Yes and something has to be done about them. The reality is that if we don’t, no one else is going to damned well do it for us. We have to stand up for one another, no matter the odds because our species, planet and everything that we claim to make us human hangs in the balance. If we fail we risk losing everything.”
 
“You should’ve been a politician instead of a soldier, I’d vote for you every time.” She said as I grinned.
 
“Yeah but then I’d have to wear a suit and look at other twerps wearing suits. I’m not really a suit guy. At least one that isn’t coated in armour plating, makes my thighs look way too fat otherwise.” I shrugged in my two ton Mecha eliciting another small smile from Hitomi which warmed my heart and had brought me out of my numbness more than any time I could’ve spent staring at a wall.
 
“This place might be deadly but the sky is beautiful. I’m happy Steven was able to die on such a breathtaking planet such as this one, instead of some sewage planet far away from Earth.” She said sadly as we sat there in companionable silence Yasu rubbed Hitomi’s hands as we all looked at the picturesque landscape drawing what peace we could from the jewel encrusted heavens.
 
“It may not seem like it Hitomi, but Steven’s death will not be in vain. I promise you that.” She locked eyes with me.
 
“Thank you.” I nodded as we returned our glances to the beautiful sky. I wonder if aliens would think Earth’s sky is beautiful. I thought as the three of us sat in companionable silence.
 
A mecha came over I recognized as the squad leader on duty whispering into my ear so no one listening to our comms would know what we were talking about. I stood , careful to not disturb Hitomi who’d fallen asleep on Yasu who was watching the area.

Chapter Generals
 
The squad leader on duty requested a private channel to me, the chirrup alarming me as my movements shook off the dust that had landed on me.
 
“Sir the General has been trying to get in contact with you ever since the accident.”
 
“On my way to the command centre.” I tried my best to quietly move into the power plant before quickly marching the rest of the way.
 
Turek was either asleep or with their squads not in the room. I connected to the communicator which was blinking with incoming messages. In front of me appeared General Carsickle surrounded by a staff who suddenly went quiet and wide eyed.
 
He backed up for a second trying to regain his composure, I don’t know whether it was because of the hologram suddenly projecting out of the communications unit or because of the fearsome sight I made in my deadly Mecha. On my own screen I could barely make out the small screen which displayed what he could see. I grunted as I noticed part of a blade in my armour still. I’m like a sword friggin magnet. I growled as I pulled it out and threw it away.
 
“Ah commander.” He said placating.
 
“Shut up.” I said my voice a whisper as I held my burning anger in check. My own staff consisting of my squad and those squad commanders awake and not on duty flanked me in the room, their hard eyes focused on the General.
 
His mouth closed audibly as he and behind him everyone remained frozen like statutes not a twitch in sight.
 
“You have gotten the new orders of a one hundred kilometre boundary.”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Good. If so much as one person passes the set boundaries around each area we hold I will personally rip out every military installation you have and destroy anything that could be used as a weapon down to a kitchen knife.” I said.
 
“Do you understand me?” I asked in the same deadly whisper leaning forward into the pickup.
 
“Yes.” He gulped his scales glistening.
 
“You or anyone else gets in the way of my men they will be killed. We were kind, we were forgiving. I armed as many men as I could with stun rounds to stop casualties; I even had my people return those they had captured. This sign of kindness was replied with attacks on every power plant we hold. You killed over a hundred of my people, one even as I was returning wounded yet again to you. Your foolishness has cost you an ally.”
 
“An ally?” He looked more shocked than when I’d first opened the holographic projector on the communicator.
 
“I didn’t say you could speak did I general.”
 
I paused the communication, turning to the comms tech. “Are we clear?”
 
“Yes sir, Eddie’s running interference on his end.”
 
“Good.” I re-activated the comms unit.
 
“Now listen carefully Carsickle I will not repeat myself. If any of this is repeated or asked of any of us we will deny it completely. You may give it to your government but any leak and we will crush everyone involved.” I scanned the group of very scared looking natives as I took a breath as I turned and began pacing.
 
“We call ourselves humans; we come from a planet called Earth. A short time ago we were abducted from our planet, trained to use these steel death machines keep the free systems safe. All I know is that there are twenty thousand humans under my command, I do not know of the rest of my race, or even of my planet. These people with me could be the last of my race in existence. Now how would you feel after being enslaved and given only that information and now found out that a hundred more are now dead.
 
You still have a planet; your people are in the billions why are you putting all of that at risk by killing a few of an endangered race?”
 
Emotions warred on Carsickle’s face something at least had hit home.
 
“Whatever you might say it doesn’t deny the fact that you’re working for the syndicate whether unwillingly or willingly.” He said sadly seemingly slumping in his seat sorrow on his face before he continued.
 
“Look at it from my point of view you came to our planet, took our power plants, as your captains demand a fee to stop these attacks as well as threaten us with annihilation with our own power plants.” He looked into my eyes and at the others in the room with me.
 
“The Syndicate is a criminal organization that goes around the backwater planets of the Union.”
 
“I know.” I said simply as he sputtered looking at me wide eyed.
 
“Then why haven’t you done anything about it?”
 
“We aren’t on the ships as you can see and we need to integrate with each ships system. Also my people are not completely convinced that the groups that hold the ships are indeed the Syndicate.”
 
“You are the slave of terrorist’s, pirates and thieves. Your Captains take from us the means to live and are the ones threatening us with death! Yet you think that they might be good? You take time before taking away the very weapons they hold to the throats of innocents!”
 
“Prove it.” I said, ending his tirade.
 
“What?” He said his scales rippling in anger.
 
“Prove that we’re pirates, prove we’ve made threats that we will destroy this planet for money and greed.”
 
“Get me the communication records now!” He demanded returning my glare.
 
I found the information being sent through the communicator to my Mecha which I passed out to everyone awake, as well as every leader and commander.
 
I turned as the first shower of sparks came from a computer tower as one Mecha let their rage out, another punching through the wall as I cut off the feed to the general.
 
“Don’t destroy the important shit.” I growled as the Mechas restrained themselves to punching their palms as they watched the communications between the golden refuge’s captain and the governor of Chaleel.
 
On one side of the screen were the Chaleelians. The governor looked extremely nervous as he sat in a room with important looking people around a desk.
 
“What do you need oh benevolent captain of the golden refuge for us to keep living our lives?” The leader of the Chaleelian people asked.
 
The captain was on the other side of the screen wearing the finest clothes I’d ever seen. They looked like liquid gold a he laid on a similarly golden lounger of some kind. Let me guess where the Golden Refuge got its name from.
 
He had eye stalks coming from a similar looking human face except for the much larger and indented nose. I could see his large feet curled underneath him his arms thin till they reached his hands which were huge and webbed, looking like a fish fin but with two opposable digits and seven fingers like appendages. His skin looked blue and translucent without being able to see through it.
 
He laid on his lounger listing demands that our translators fed to our brains as smaller aliens of his species fed him food and tended to his needs. The ship looked like a palace with rare metals shining in the background an array of expensive and intricate trophies along the walls. It didn’t take a genius to see the fragrant wealth of the Captain in front of us.
 
“You will give eighty percent of your production to the syndicate every year. You will also disarm your fighting forces. If my demands are not met then I will have my soldiers blow the power stations they are in, killing off your entire species and making Chaleel a waste land that no one could live on for a millennia without a suit and radiation treatment.” I saw the leader swallow as they absorbed this I was still unable to tell if it was male or female.
 
“Your benevolence, we cannot survive by giving you eighty percent of our production to you. We will not have enough to trade or to sustain ourselves.”
 
“You will not trade with any others; you will be a planet of the syndicate, your only use to supply us with your products. Twenty percent of your production is generous.” The Captain said dismissively as if they were the ones demanding him to hand over their life blood.
 
“But Captain!”
 
“Every year you will increase the output by ten percent as in accordance with your estimated growth.”
 
“We can’t sustain that!”
 
“You will still pay the quota.”
 
“We won’t be even able to feed outselves!”
 
“Yes, as an incentive to work harder to fill the quota.” The captain sneered as one of the smaller creatures fed him a decorative and tiny piece of food.
 
“If you do not meet the quota so then we will have to have certain demonstrations that might lessen the overall population shall we say?” I just reeled in disgust. It showed how little they cared for the planets they ruled over. Killing them wouldn’t help them but only make the situation worse. It was an unsustainable system and made the planet in constant debt to them.
 
“We will do as you ask most generous captain of the golden refuge.” The leader groveled.
 
“Yes you will, any defiance will be the last act your race makes.” The captain shut the channel with a weak wave of its hand fin, as if turning a planet’s population into slaves was a boring and mundane task.
 
“We’re working for fucking pirates!” The outraged leader of one of the second line ships yelled through the command channels.
 
I signalled the comms operator to cut the channel with Carsickle. He did so the screen going blank before I began talking.
 
“It looks so, Min Hae have you checked it out?”
 
“I have my people working on it further but it does indeed look like the information matches up. This confirms both the information we got from the ships we raided and in the documentary that the Kuruvians supplied.” Now just to push them over the edge.
 
“It seems that the defence force of the free planets is indeed the cover of the criminal organization called the syndicate.” I said sedately.
 
“Fuck.” Iron Bok Sook said with feeling.
 
“I believe we will have to teach our masters what happens when you kidnap people to fight your wars for them.” Mad Monk said. I wanted to talk to him, he’d only recently been added to the command channel, but this moment would either save us from slavery, or get us and possibly our planet destroyed. My Priorities had changed.
 
“I will not let one more armoured Marine Commando or another person that was enslaved become a tool for the syndicate. We will bide our time people. Though when we are ready we will strike and create a fleet. A fleet of the free people of this universe.”
 
They all greened up on my HUD the vote unanimous.
 
“First, no one do a damned fucking thing. Any action will put us in their clutches and they’ll be able to do whatever. This means no killing Sarenmenti or anyone from the syndicate. Yet.”
 
“Why? The Sarenmenti are as bad as the syndicate. “One of the Commanders asked.
 
“They were abducted from their planet just like we were; they’re no different from us. We just found out, they didn’t.
 
“I know most people don’t like them because we were trained by them. If they weren’t hard on us then we wouldn’t have survived this long. They didn’t teach us how we would expect to be taught, they taught how Sarenmenti teach. They still have kill switches like us. Anyone kills a Sarenmenti they will be tried by tribunal.” My voice like wrought iron as they grumbled their assent.
 
“For now we wait, we can’t do anything to them as we’re on the ground and they’re in space. If we were to rebel now then they’d just have to drop a rock on our heads to kill us. We need to wait till we’re aboard again and trained. Every day we wait we’ll be better placed to win; we’ll have more training and get the equipment we need.”
 
“The Commander is right.” Rick said the rest of agreeing except for two blank looking girls.
 
“We agree with you but will not take command under any but our mistress.” The voice was cold and emotionless as I felt a shiver go down my spine. It was the Sato sisters, both being identical in every way I couldn’t identify which one of them was speaking. Both completely loyal to Yasu.
 
“You will heed his command Tamiko.” Yasu said command ringing through her voice. I wondered how Yasu had got on the command channel, she’d probably wheedled Min Hae into it.
 
“Yes mistress we will, please tell us when it is time to fight.” I couldn’t help but notice the joyful tone Tamiko had before she became silent again. She and her sister were completely loyal to Yasu, but acted like five year olds. Other than when they were fighting, as they giggled or their faces looked like they were cut from marble.
 
“For now train, don’t overdo it we’re in a hostile area. When the time comes we’ll destroy this syndicate we’ll show them and the universe what happens when you take away our freedom.” Angry growls of agreement rang through the channel.
 
“The name of the game is patience people, wait. We will win or fail based on patience.” People greened up on my HUD signaling that they understood.
 
That sorted I re-opened the channel to the General.
 
“We have studied your information and are most, displeased. Comply with the perimetre and all will be fine. Salchar out.”
 
I terminated the channel as the General was still looking at the pickup in confusion as it went dark. I opened the command channel once again.
 
“Back to your posts people and every second you have free, train. The more sweat here the less blood later on.” I said gravely as those in the room nodded as they heard me as a chorus of agreements followed from the channel.
 
I looked to the others in the command centre. They nodded to me as I did the same before making my way back outside finding Yasu and Hitomi.
 
“Let’s get her into a cot.” I said softly as I lifted Hitomi still asleep, I looked at her face she was young, maybe sixteen and she’d been abducted into space, trained to be a soldier, married a man she knew for barely a few months. She’d fought aliens and watched the man she’d been thrown together with, who she’d grown to trust and care for—die, and I’d just asked twenty thousand others just like her to start a war with a group that could annihilate everything. Those thoughts disappeared from my mind as she held on tightly to my Mecha, as I gently carried her to her cot.
 
I laid her down looking over her before putting a blanket we’d found over her. Then with a sigh I turned to Yasu as we both walked out.
 
I looked at her, my biggest enemy in Earth and quite possibly planning to kill me up here because of that hatred. I had hated and despised her, yet here I was married to her and I knew I didn’t want her to die. It was unexplainable, she hated me as I tried to ignore her yet marriage had made it that I relied on her in some way. I knew she would be cold and hateful, yet those rare moments she wasn’t I cherished. Her actions didn’t scare me but rather gave me something I could expect in this universe.
 
“Strange that the only thing I know with surety is that you’ll be the one to kill me.” I said without thinking. That got me a stare.
 
“Do you ever keep your own thoughts to yourself?”
 
“Proceeding to shut up.”
 
“Better.” She growled, stalking away. I thought I caught a hint of her lips moving into a grin.
 
“Well even if she is my murderer she isn’t too bad to see going,” I said to myself. “Or coming for that reason.” I muttered to myself as I appreciated the form hugging battle suit. Left with that thought I switched my auto injector from hell fire to Wake Up as I felt a prick on my neck and a surge of energy as everything came out in crystal clear clarity.
 
I found a group working on computer systems lessons and quickly jumped in, I still had another six days before the Wake Up wore off and I would be as useless as a wet rag.

Chapter: The ships are coming the ships are coming!
 
“Sir, the ships are coming.” A runner said as he entered the room.
 
“Thank you; I didn’t hear that over my headset.” I said as I picked myself up off of the floor. My headset a mangled mess on the wall.
 
“I don’t know how you can sleep in your Mecha every night sir.” He said with a twinge as I cycled my shoulders.
 
“With a crick in my neck and a twinge in my back.” I said trying to get the kinks out, as I went to find out if officer Turek was awake.
 
“Commander Turek I have received word that more ships have entered the system.”
 
“Good work Salchar.” He said as he threw some of the tough green looking meat Sarenmenti’s ate up. His four cross like jaws topped with razor sharp teeth easily cut through the meat before he swallowed it. The noises he made in the process made me happy I hadn’t eaten in a few hours as a few other Commandos in the room looked rather like their green meals.
 
“It’s going to take them less than a day to reach us because they don’t have the slower troop carriers with them. Hopefully they’ll tell us we’re bugging off this boring rock I want some real damned action.” Turek grumbled, all of the Sarenmenti used to love fighting. They had made challenges to one another which usually resulted in a trip to the medical bay for some poor sap.
 
Now however they had become numbed to their natural urges of fighting. They’d murdered and oppressed people with no praise, or prize. It had dulled their desires to win. Turek was one of the few that still desired to win, and looked to improve himself. Thankfully there weren’t any like minded Sarenmenti around for him to duel with.
 
“Will you look at that I’m getting a message already?” Turek listened to his internal communicator—an implant only given to Sarenmenti Officers.
 
“Looks like we have the luck of the draw boys and girls! We’re out of here on the shuttle as soon as we have the other troops moved around. It seems that you new human troops have shown your effectiveness so we’re going to be leaving half of the force here, those in the transports and the rest can go, we’ll be underway in a few hours!” Turek said excitedly as I felt my stomach drop.
 
“That’s great sir!” I said forcing an excited smile I didn’t feel. “I have to go and tell my wife!”
 
“Of course, go, go.” He waved me away as he grabbed another piece of meat in his jaws tossing his head and turning it into slivers, as others in the mess quickly disappeared as well.
 
I opened the command channel. “Looks like the troop transports are staying here, the rest of us are moving out to a new location.”
 
“What! That only gives us half of our force then!” One of the corvette’s commanders yelped.
 
“You’re going to leave them behind as we escape?” The commander of the battle cruiser that wasn’t filled with bachelors said.
 
“We don’t ever leave a damned person behind.” I said through gritted teeth stopping any further outbursts.
 
“I’m leaving behind Iron Bok Soo, my brother. Yasu is leaving  behind CommanderTakahashi her father’s friend and her mentor. I trust that they believe in me enough to know that I will coming back for their forces even if all I have is a damned broken corvette!”
 
“You’re so worried about losing us but it actually makes it easier, the carriers have minimal weaponry other than PD and aren’t as well armoured as the warships. With us we couldn’t help much in a battle but might easily get blown away if one ship fires on us killing a quarter or half of our force instantly. I believe in him, one rule Salchar has is he will never, no matter who the person is, leave them behind. Once he’s commanded a group, he will do all in his power to keep them safe. I trust that if he had nothing but a Mecha and a damned rail gun he’d still walk all the way from Earth if he had to.” Iron Bok Soo said, coming to my rescue.
 
“I feel the same sentiment for Yasu.” Ken Takahashi, stone warrior Yasu’s second in command and teacher said.
 
“Thank you.” I said. “Now you will board your shuttles, distribute the forum chat room and train. Then when the time comes we can take these ships and return for our fellow Commandos. That’s all there is to it.” Noises of agreement rang back.
 
“Good, Iron and stone do you have enough disablers?”
 
“Good here.” Iron said.
 
“We have enough Salchar.” Ken Takahashi’s voice calm and deadly.
 
“Good, any other questions.” There were none so I shut down the channel opening the private one I had with Monk and Iron, Cheerleader was one of the few that was in an isolated company without communications with the rest of us, but that would change now once she was on her ship.
 
“Thanks Iron for that.”
 
“No problem Salchar, I know you aren’t going to leave anyone behind.”
 
“We will be back for you brother.” Monk said his voice calm and sure as always. I closed my fists the servos in my arms whining at the pressure.
 
“You’re damned right. Get your people trained, this is going to be a fight for our lives.”
 
“For Mecha tail.” They said together.
 
“For victory!” I roared back grinning.
 
“Alright brothers, until next time. Hopefully then we’ll be face to face and Cheerleader will be with us as well.”
 
“It is but a matter of time till we are reunited.” Monk said.
 
“Here, here.” Bok Soo added. “Should be interesting what she thinks of you and Yasu’s marriage.”
 
“Thanks for reminding me.” I said to their laughs before I became serious.
 
“Till then, look after yourselves.” I cut the channel as we waited, information was passed constantly around as we waited for our relieving company to land.
 
The humans were being rotated around to cover all of the bases so that the fleet could leave immediately. Two squads which were to relieve my company rushed out of the shuttle as my own people got ready to board it. I nodded to the squad leaders of our replacements as they studied the platoon and I.
 
One of the Squad leaders came up to me, taking his helmet off. I did the same so we were able to speak face to face.
 
“Salchar?”
 
“The one the only, your name?”
 
“Kim sir.”
 
“You in charge of this squad Kim?”
 
“Yes sir.”
 
“Okay, gun crews on the roof as over watch, keep a roaming patrol going and…” Yasu tapped my arm.
 
“I think he knows what he’s doing.”
 
“Ah, yes.” I said awkwardly as Kim smiled confidently. “Quarters and mess are set up. You’ll find it all in there.”
 
“Thank you sir.” He looked around coming closer as he lowered his voice. “Uhh, are we really going to be able to take them?” He asked nervously looking upwards before turning his eyes back to me, searching. When asked a question that you aren’t sure of yourself and you don’t want to show it, reply immediately.
 
“Of course Dobbs, this is the AMC. We crush our enemies, no matter who.” My voice turning cold as we shared a knowing look. His face brightened with a grin faster than I could click my fingers.
 
“Yes sir!” he said before he was barking orders into his communicator as people fanned out to take my companies positions.
 
“We’re out of this joint, those not on duty get on the shuttle. Those on wait till you are relieved and then board the shuttle!” I said to my own company.
 
The power plant became a mass of movement as troops filed out of one shuttle taking up positions and others ran into another one its engines already humming.
 
I slapped the last troop on the back climbing in after them as the airlock behind me sealed the second door doing so once I was inside.
 
“They’re eager aren’t they?” I grumbled as the shuttle’s pilots fired the engines as soon as the last Commando was on board. People went flying from the acceleration. I think I learned a few new words and phrases that day as we got everyone sorted.
 
I got in my own seat clipping the harness around myself as the rough shaking of going up in atmosphere smoothed out signaling our departure from Chaleel.
 
I watched the view screens connected to the shuttles sensors, being able to see through the walls once again. I watched as the Imperial Dreadnought Resilient, also known as Golden Refuge, swelled in my vision.
 
I felt the shuttle jerk suddenly, I whipped my head in the direction we’d jerked away from being able to see another shuttle. Now that was something, and spoke in spades for the pilot’s proficiency and how lacking their skills were. Space is big, bigger than a human can ever imagine and shuttles have sensors that could pick up an ant farting in space in a five kilometre radius. A fully powered and accelerating shuttle a few hundred metres away was as close as clothes to skin.
 
Both pilots must have disregarded these sensor readings in a rush to get to the docking bay, at the speeds we were travelling if they had hit then both shuttles would’ve become nothing but an expanding ball of plasma and debris.
 
Feeling more than a little shocked I turned my attention back to the Golden Refuge my eyes searching the hull. I hadn’t noticed it the first time, but now I saw the pitting, and damage across the hull of the ship, as well as the missing barrels in some of the closest batteries. No wonder Eddie was always annoyed with maintenance I could see holes big enough to fit two of me in my Mecha in the hull.
 
The pilots were using their manoeuvring thrusters as they landed in the shuttle bay. The shuttle we’d almost hit came in bare seconds after us also landing and powering down as fast as possible.
 
There seemed to be no procedure for docking, except on a first come first docked basis. Before the engines were even fully cooled the pilots had jumped out of their seats and departed through a separate airlock in the cockpit.
 
I hit my harness as it pulled away from the locking points in my Mecha leaving me free to move as Turek stood before us.
 
“Good work Mechas, I know we lost a man but compared to a Sarenmenti fighting force you did much better.”
 
I looked at Turek skeptically; he was an officer and a Sarenmenti. As much as I knew they weren’t to blame for their circumstance it was a little ingrained to be met with angry words of complaints over the small details, than well compliments. Not all of them are bad; it’s just the situation they’ve been put in. They’re what we would’ve become. I thought, feeling sympathy for the red lizards. Who knew we might be able to work together in the future.
 
“Now,go get some rest and keep up that training. It will keep you alive in this galaxy.”
 
“You heard him, up you get!” I said as the Commandos started moving.
 
I punched the manual override for the airlock. The pilots hadn’t bothered to open it in their mad race. The AMC walked out, before we turned, waiting.
 
Steven Robertson was carried in his Mecha between four Mechas. We walked him to the centre of the hangar. Thirteen other Mechas joined him
 
No work was going on in the shuttle bay as Kuruvians and a few Sarenmenti joined us, watching the procession.
 
“If any of you have any words, please come forward before we send them onto their final resting place.” One by one people said stories, laughing sadly, or talked about some memory they had of the deceased. I listened to all of them, all of their stories adding to the weight on my heart as Hitomi finally stopped forward.
 
“Steven was a good man, he was rough and always ready for a fight but he would help someone if they were willing to accept his help, he was funny, loud and a kind person.” Hitomi said tears coming to her eyes. She’d only taken off her gauntlets and helmet and it looked like she was only standing because she was still wearing her Mecha.
 
“I have never met his family and friends; I have never met his mother or father. Yet, we here are his family, we were with each other in the worst of times and we trusted each other with our lives. I will meet his biological family to tell them about their son, but do not doubt both me and him call you our elected family.” She steeled herself as she looked out over the crowd.
 
“For the AMC!”
 
“OooRah!” Marines in their previous lives roared making up for those who didn’t know how to reply.
 
“They are lost but never forgotten!” I said out, my suit adding subsonic, everyone now knew the response.
 
“OOHRAH!” fresh tears sprouted from Hitomi’s eyes. The group of four still armoured AMC’s closed on the floating Steven Robertson. Hitomi fell in, Yasu appearing at her side for support as they walked out. Everyone in their way moving aside as they made their way to the missile tubes of the ship.
 
Once they’d walked out of the shuttle bay I looked around at the AMC’s around me.
 
“Alright once you’re out of your Mecha get some food and rest as you need it. Instructors follow the schedule in case anyone wants to do any training. That’s all.” I caught Henry’s eye as we nodded to one another before we continued to our separate armouries. I knew he’d get everyone sorted out in quick time.
 
I went straight into my room, getting in the shower. I let the battery acid wash over me trying to relax. It didn’t help much, now we were back on the ships it wouldn’t be long before we were ready to start our little rebellion.
 
I left the washroom, going to grab a battle suit.
 
“Will you please put on some damned clothes?” I jumped landing in a fighting stance seeing Yasu now covering her eyes with one hand.
 
“I didn’t hear you coming in!”
 
“Well at least I wear a damn towel!”
 
“Sometimes.” I muttered.
 
“What was that?” She said dangerously taking her hand away from her face before quickly replacing it after she’d realized what she’d done—blushing.
 
“I’m putting on my damned battle suit!” I said doing just that and pressing the sealing tabs.
 
“I’m dressed.” I said as I squeezed past her fleeing the room to find the safety of the armoury.
 
“Alright Min Hae what’ve you got for me?” I said my heart beating rapidly in my chest.
 
“We have forums running on every ship including the corvettes now.”
 
“Good, have the training schedules and sleep training modules been taken and used?”
 
“Yes, everyone is training a basic crew at least to take over operation of their ship.”
 
“Good try to get some extra people for critical positions so we can have more than one shift and in case someone is wounded or killed before they can use the systems. Do we know where we’re going yet?
 
“A station called Parnmal, I checked the database, the thing is a damned fortress. This thing has more firepower than ten times all of our ships, including the five corvettes, three cruisers and battleship that entered the system. Not to mention that they have planetary based weapon units not ship. Weapons that could gut a cruiser—the long way—with one hit. Lasers that are twenty times our Imperial Dreadnought’s range. The armour is a kilometre thick in places. That this criminal organization has such a facility in their control scares the bejezus out of me. This thing represents tens of planets outcome from what I can piece together and is the secondary base to the syndicate’s home system on the other side of the border systems. It’s filled with armed and armoured criminals. There are over ten thousand of them in the station at any given time. With at least twenty ships docked at a time. Meaning their numbers can be ten to eighty thousand at any time. Not including Sarenmenti which are at least thirty times that number”
 
“Why only ten thousand?”
 
“Well with pirates, the less people to share the bounty the bigger their share right?”
 
“Makes sense. How long until we reach it?”
 
“A week.”
 
“Then that’s where we’re going to make these scum realize their mistake.”
 
“Yes sir.” He said looking pale as he looked down at the screen filled with the stations information before looking back up at me.
 
“Felix!” I yelled as he appeared behind a rack of Mechas.
 
“Commander?”
 
“Are the disablers good?”
 
“Yes boss, we’ve got people putting them on Mechas on every ship.”
 
“Good work, what about the armoury controls?”
 
“We don’t know about that, I believe we should practice to have to deal with the criminal part of the crew with hand to hand.” I winced at the thought of fighting hand to hand against railguns and whatever else the personal crew kept as weapons.
 
“Alright, keep working on it, we might need it, at least we’ve got a few of those pistols from Chaleel.”
 
“Yes boss.”
 
“Min Hae gets as much detail on Parnmal as possible. Be ready to present your results at the meeting between all of the ship commanders.”
 
“Yes, sir.” He said, sounding a little nervous.
 
“You’ll do fine.” I said reassuringly as he nodded.
 
“Just like a meeting.”
 
“Exactly.” I grinned as I gave a two finger salute before leaving and entering the hangar. Henry and a few other instructors were about with a few students eager to learn more wearing their Mechas.
 
“Damn and I thought I was a glutton for punishment.” I said as Henry joined me by the armoury door.
 
“Well they now know the value of training after seeing how some of the ships that didn’t have training fared.” He said in his always gruff and business-like manner.
 
“That’s true but I wish it wasn’t the reason, hungry?”
 
“Famished.”
 
“Same here, let’s go grab some food.”

Chapter Slop and best laid plans
 
“Same old slop.” I raised a spoon of the mess’s finest, slurping it down as Henry nodded.
 
“Military food is always the worst.” He said scooping some of the goop into his mouth.
 
“Got that right.” I followed suit.
 
Min Hae rushed through the mess hall to me and Henry out of breath as he arrived. “Boss, you’ll never guess what I found out!”
 
“That you’re leprechaun and there is a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow?” This drew him up short as he looked at me with a perplexed look. I in turn studied the green goop that had decided to attach itself to the end of my spoon shrugging and eating it.
 
Henry made some sounds of a mix between a laugh and him eating as Min Hae looked at me with a still confused look.
 
“I guess not then, please continue.”
 
“Uh well,” He sat down scanning for Sarenmenti, not seeing ay he continued. “I found out that we can program the computer to open doors for us by hacking the friend or foe identification tag implanted in us. I also found we can put bells on them when someone comes close to them warning people on the other side.”
 
He had my attention as I leaned forward. “So we could find out if an assault team is building up outside a door? Or an irate wife?”
 
“Yes… wait what?” His confused expression returning.
 
“Well this is good news. Well since you’re here, get Henry updated on the Parnmal station I already have a few ideas but might as well start thinking before the meeting tomorrow at ten hundred.” Min Hae pulled out a data pad showing a labeled outline of Parnmal station and the surrounding largely abandoned star system which held massive asteroid mining facilities in eight rings all at different angles to the eclipse of the system with Parnmal belonging in the third ring away from the centre.
 
Quickly and efficiently he highlighted the weapon systems, then the different kinds including PD systems for missiles. He detailed the defence grid and the docking bays for ships. Where the armour was weakest, and strongest.
 
Henry asked a flurry of pointed questions to things I hadn’t even thought of such as the weapons arcs, areas not covered by shielding. The effects of hitting a shield they continued on as I quickly finished my meal.
 
“Well I’m going to hit the hay, record your conversation so I can listen to it later.”
 
“Night boss.” Henry said with a wave, not looking up. “So how close are the shields to the hull of the station?” I knew he was fully engrossed with his task.
 
“Well the station is actually an asteroid but it’s usually ten or so metres, in places like the docking area it’s kilometres big.”
 
“You two should get a room.” I snipped getting a few laughs around the mess as I quickly left them to talk. A few jokes are just what the Commandos needed to hear after our last engagement, and with the one coming up. Well I was being reminded that life was short.
 
“Yasu are you awake?” I asked tentatively as I walked in the room the lights turning on showing that I was the only one in the room and awake. I checked the bathroom and with and excited grin jumped on the bed. I luxuriated in the feeling of the mattress as it conformed to me as I moved stretching out on the bed and pulling the thin sheet which adjusted to my body’s temperature making it comfortably warm.
 
“Hey Resilient?”
 
“Yes?” Her liquid voice came over the intercom.
 
“Can you tell me before someone enters the room?”
 
“Like your wife?”
 
“Yup, that would be the one.”
 
“Done. Anything else?” I had a ton of other questions, but sleep was catching up with me, such as where she was from, where were the other warships that had helped the Union. Instead I just went with the biggest thing on my mind.
 
“Can you put any information you have on Parnmal at Min Hae’s discretion.”
 
“Done.” I paused as I collected my thoughts, my brain weary as the Wake up was quickly wearing off.
 
“Do you think that we’ll be able to take Parnmal?”
 
“Usually I would say no, but you humans are very adept at turning the tide of probability.”
 
“Cowards wait for fate to guide them.” I said repeating the full phrase of my mantra as the wake up diminished and I fell into a sleep so deep not even the nightmares could find me.
 
****
 
It had been two nerve wracking days since we entered the third and final system. It looked just as the previous two had—lifeless and barren except for a sun, and an asteroid belt. That made up the system.
 
Now we were connecting with the other ship commanders in preparation of our assault. In a few hours we would either be dead or fighting for our very lives. We were only risking this now a few hours before the attack as we didn’t know if the ship’s crew would pick up on something.
 
Everyone was on edge as the command group and I of the Resilient. Sat in the maintenance hub which had turned into the entire Commandos command centre. Everyone was briefed and in the time we’d had we’d trained as much as possible. Everyone was tired and nervous and with two days until we got to Parnmal sleep was the last thing on our minds.
 
“Alright Min Hae how’s it looking?” I asked trying to keep my face clear of the nervousness I felt.
 
“We’re all set, ship commanders coming online.” Min Hae said as the main screen began populating with ship commanders…
 
“I haven’t commended both your and Felix’s people on the communications being able to transmit video yet, thank you.” I said inclining my head to both of them, both Felix and Min Hae looking embarrassed.
 
“It’s nothing sir, just doing our part and it helped to train our people on systems they’ll need to know after this.” Felix supplied.
 
“Still, good work, and that goes for all of you and your people that have pushed them so much since our departure from Chaleel.” I said to the room, Henry visibly straightening and Yasu’s expression unwavering, Eddie and Shrift representing the Kuruvians onboard the golden refuge and the other ships—looked proud no matter how much effort it had taken me to get them to attend this meeting in the first place; those on the screens of the main screen also visibly straightening.
 
I focused my attention on the view screen.
 
It was split into seven with all of the ship commanders and their own command teams waiting. Where I had five people on my staff they had three, one the Mecha commander and usually second in command, a Kuruvian for engineering and a third in control of the people that had been trained for technical specific jobs such as bridge crew and gunnery crew. In the future I knew it would expand, but for our limited man power and responsibilities it worked.
 
I hid my nervousness with a grin before I started.
 
“Alright ladies and gentlemen it’s nearly time. We have,” I looked at Min Hae who held up three fingers.
 
“Three hours until we reach the station; ready your Mechas, check that everyone has their disabler connected and prepped. Our internal kill switches have all passed through our systems, as uncomfortable as that was.” My face screwing up in discomfort as grins spread across the screens. Eddie had created an injection with Resilient which had gone through our systems, feeling like ants crawling through our blood streams destroying the kill switch and pain implants, depositing the collection in our waste systems. The head had never been so popular with lines at them for days. Eddie had happily said how the waste incinerator could power the entire ship as his Kuruvians just shrugged the waste off with a peeling.
 
“Remember your jobs, the plan and your training. As you all know I wish we had more time to train but I know our people can do this. They came to our house and played about; it’s about time we showed them what happens when someone messes with our house.” I said with vehemence.
 
Hungry looks came back at me from around the room; the Commandos had been crafted into a deadly and proficient force. There was still room to grow, but the veterans left if any of us survived would be amongst the best.
 
“Alright lets go over some key points, Rick, you’ll be my second in command, if I die you’ll take over, Monk third Cheerleader fourth.” I’d offered fourth to Henry but he’d declined, he’d said he already had too much responsibility managing all of the Commandos.
 
“But Salchar…” Cheerleader pouted, she’d been up to her antics as soon as I’d gotten in contact with her. Privately I was happy to deal with normal issues, though this was not the place.
 
“In Sook.” I said with a soft but firm stare. I could see Yasu was pleased with In Sook’s reprimand out of the corner of my eye.
 
“Oh alright. You better see me right after this!” She pointed fiercely squinting at me to make sure I knew to do as she said; or fall under her wrath.
 
“Ne yeodongsaeng.” I said, lapsing into Korean. She continued her pout again now with her hands on her hips. She hated when I called her younger sister.
 
“If there’s anything else?” I looked at them as they shook their heads, they’d been over the plan countless times now and we were prepared as we could ever be.
 
“Good luck to you and your crews lets tell the universe what humans and the AMC’s all about.”
 
Rick drew himself up snapping out a two finger salute that would’ve done any drill sergeant proud. The other commanders joined in so with close precision, including Monk and Cheerleader. They’d apparently been practicing much to my chagrin as I tried my best to return the gesture my pride in them soured by my own inability to snap out a salute to be proud of. Well if I survived the upcoming battle I’d be damned well learning how to salute!
 
Min Hae cut the channel as I turned to the people in the room.
 
“Get everyone ready and in position in an hour and a half. Then get the advanced party…”
 
“We know the plan Salchar.” Henry said as I found comfort in his deep and confident voice.
 
“I know I know.” I said, frustrated.
 
A grin appeared on more than one face. I threw my hands up in the air. “I’ll leave it in your capable hands. Now I’m going to get in my Mecha.”
 
Henry screwed his face up, “Wouldn’t it make it easier for us to secure the ships if you stay onboard?”
 
“Henry I’m not going to make my people go out there and risk their lives when I’m not willing to do so myself.” My tone soft but there was no doubt of the iron in it.
 
“Yes sir.” His face falling as I walked out of the room and into armoury three began putting my Mecha on latch by latch.
 
Yasu began doing the same with her Mecha not looking at me as the others filed out to their jobs.
 
“Are we going to win?” She said after a few minutes.
 
“Who the hell knows?” I said flippantly annoyed how my team wanted me to stay on the nice safe ship while they were charging the enemy head on.
 
“You’re the man with the plan, the head honcho, and the one that’s planned four steps ahead. I know that you had that information about who the captain and his crew were associated with. In training making us train with one another and not turn into monsters by killing one another. How long have you been planning to take over these ships?”
 
Me know who the syndicate was from the beginning? Yeah, no. I made those rules so I wouldn’t get killed! I wanted to say as my mouth and media training took over.
 
“Since the beginning.” Well it was a half-truth, in the beginning I had wanted to do anything to get out of the situation I was in. Those thoughts had been swayed by the fact I wanted to take Mecha Tail with me, that had turned into keeping Earth safe and hell I got a real Mecha.
 
Though if I was going to stay in command instead of getting stabbed in the back or having someone else more inept taking over from me people thinking I was some kind of far-sighted wizard of war, well it couldn’t hurt could it?
 
She studied my closely as I put my helmet on leaving the visor open, my face a mask. Apparently satisfied she continued putting on her Mecha.
 
“Why do you hate me so much?” I asked; there was a good chance that I was going to die in the next few hours, kill switch disablers or not, so what the hell.
 
She finished doing her last catches up collecting her thoughts before she looked at me studying my face as I stood there leaning back with my arms crossed.
 
“I don’t hate you, most of the time.” She looked up as if trying to find the words for something she didn’t know.
 
“You’re a skilled warrior; many people follow you and trust you…” She paused looking around the armoury for guidance.
 
“Hah, good one, go on.” I said her eyes flashing.
 
“Though you’re arrogant, annoying, think too little of yourself, you don’t fulfill the role of a husband and you don’t care for my ways.”
 
“I don’t know how to fulfill the role of my husband and I think too little of myself?” She sighed exasperated by my seeming blindness.
 
“You distrust nearly everyone yet they trust you. You don’t believe in the power you wield and yes you certainly do have it.” She waved at the entire ship and the ships around us.
 
“They believe in Salchar, they believe in the man that helped us to find ourselves then gave us purpose instead of letting us becoming tools. The man that searched for the truth when others didn’t believe it. They believe in the man that was the real force behind the invasion of a planet. Do you know how many people have looked up your record on the gaming circuit?”
 
“Uhh.” She’s complimenting me!
 
“All of them, it has become a necessary reading material for every single Commando. Hell you’re the one that gave them a name, breaking us off from those that wish to enslave us.” Her servos whined as her Mecha clanked with every step as she struck my chest plate with a clang.
 
“Get your head out of your ass and look around, these people believe in you, and are going to go into hell because you told them to. Forget your trust issues and your paranoia, trust them now. They need it as much as you do.” She stomped towards the armoury doors.
 
“What about the husband part?”
 
She turned her face dark.
 
“On the eve of battle and you want to know how you’ve screwed up marriage.” She let an angry rush of air out as she walked out of the armoury. I couldn’t help but grin.
 
After a few seconds I calmed down as I powered up my HUD, communications channels appeared on my HUD. She was right, I need to trust them. I opened up a channel to Rick’s Mecha, finding he too was already suited up.
 
“So we’re finally doing it eh boss?”
 
“Yeah, that we are, are all of your technical people ready?” Rick with his background in the Air force was better suited to dealing with the people that would have to take up positions in all of the ships and control them. He and Henry made up my right and left, one commanding my Commandos, the other working the hardware of the ships, and station to ease the transition of the first, with the hidden assistance of Resilient.
 
“Yes sir, they’re annoyed that they won’t be on the front lines.”
 
“I know, but they are vital where they will be, and they will not be seeing any less action than the Commandos will be.”
 
“I know sir; though if you require assistance don’t hesitate to ask. We will be there.”
 
“Thank you Rick, and let your people I know they’ll be frustrated having to stay on the ships. Yet their jobs are as important as my own, if not more so. Without them we will not succeed.”
 
“I’ll let them know boss. We’ve come pretty far haven’t we?”
 
“Further than I thought we would have been able to at this point.” I admitted.
 
“Don’t go dying on me Salchar; we still need you after this. You have a fleet to command.”
 
I laughed, my nerves showing.
 
“I’m serious! I have no idea what I would do with all of that responsibility!” He said, a small grin on his face.
 
“Well what should we name this fleet?” I said, shaking my head at his antics.
 
“I think you already did.” My pause made him fill me in.
 
“The Fleet of the free.”
 
I like the Free Fleet.
 
“That does sound a lot better.” He said, apparently in my nervousness I’d spoken my thoughts.
 
“The Free Fleet.” He said—I could hear the grin in his voice.
 
“As you Command Salchar, I’ll pass it on. I have to see to my people.”
 
“Me too.” I looked at my timer in my HUD.
 
“Waiting’s a bitch.”
 
“That it is boss. Rick out.” The line went dead as I got focused on the mission at hand as I walked into the shuttle bay.
 
“Eddie, are you sure you’ve got everything covered?”
 
“Yes it’s all good a tad difficult I’m told.” Eddie had taken over the video and audio surveillance across all of the ship in our fleet as well as the external sensors which was quite a feat. He didn’t know how long it would last but for now it was holding. I walked into the gunnery deck where two platoons of AMC’s instead of the five squads previously planned waited. I checked my kill switch disabler on my neck making sure it was secure this part was the worst, if anyone found out what was happening now then our entire plan would fail.
 
“Alright Eddie we’re in your hands.”
 
“We’ll keep you hidden Commander.” I changed to the dual Platoon commander’s channel.
 
“Let me guess, Henry.”
 
“He just thought it would be a better placement of mechas here sir.” The company commander said looking a few inches above my eyes as I snorted.
 
“Suure.” I said grinning as Yasu joined me. She found herself swarmed by her students as she smiled and talked to them while I stood there waiting.
 
The Mechas happily accepted her, while I’d been sweating over plans, gaining information and trying to make sure all of the cogs were turning in the right direction to get the end result we needed she’d been training everyone in hand to hand.
 
She’d even taught other trainers with the view screens which is the real reason that Felix had wanted to hook the maintenance hubs view screen to the communications relay.
 
His wife being one of Yasu’s main posse most definitely behind the man’s logic. Yasu had given me the best trained fighters that I could get in such a short period, skills that would be pushed to the limit today.
 
I watched as different counters turned green and others continued to slowly tick down.
 
“We’re docked.” Min Hae said over the commander’s channel with individual ships calling in when they’d done the same.
 
The ships engines wound down and I could hear as the stations arms connected with the hull of the Imperial Dreadnought and as airlocks extended clamping to our own.
 
“Our Captain’s on the move as well as the crew, he’s engaged the lockouts.” Min Hae kept us informed as a list of checkpoints ticked off.
 
Through the Kuruvians we’d gained control of the sensors that showed us where everyone was located on the ship.
 
I could feel my heart pounding in my chest as I felt the distinct urge to go to the washroom but chided myself at the fear and nervousness.
 
“Captain and a quarter of the crew are aboard the station.” Min Hae reported.
 
“Alright cut communication and go into lockdown.” I said as I stepped in the elevator pressing the button for the command centre. It went orange, instead of the normal green as I found a squad swarm around me. The same squad that I’d attacked the Chaleelians with I noticed as I saw the familiar sets of armour.
 
They swarmed out of the lift ready as they quickly advanced through the hallway towards the command centre the double armoured doors were open making it easier for crew to move around but also making it a massive security flaw.
 
“Half command centre, half rooms!” I yelled as the group with me split in two.
 
“Activate the kill switches!” I heard one of the crew say as my disabler fitzed before there was a cracking noise, accompanied with kill switches exploding outwards as they failed to properly activate. Bouncing harmlessly off of another Commando and a wall.
 
There was another half squad already out of the lift as I moved towards the quarters three teams staying with me.
 
I dived into the first room I came across, coming up as the owner of the room shot at my visor with a fletchette pistol. I raised my left to stop them from shattering the visor as I swung my other fist ending in a wet crunch as the servo assisted power of the Mecha sent them flying across the room where they landed with a wet crunch. I turned looking at the other three chained occupants of the room looking up at me in abject fear.
 
“Shit. Cover yourselves.” I said as I threw them the blanket from the bed in the room as they quickly did so.
 
I picked up the fletchette pistol, passing it back as I found a plasma rifle on the wall. I pulled it down inserting a power pack near it and clamping the extras to me as I walked into the corridor.
 
“They locked themselves in! Can’t open it without breaching charges.” I found the location of the speaker two doors ahead, the rooms before it clear as I rushed to the position.
 
“I think I have the answer to your troubles.” I said “Be ready to follow me in.” I leveled the plasma rifle with the door at point blank range as I grinned.
 
“Honey! I’m home!” I said in a sing song voice as I quickly hit the bolts and drove my foot into the door knocking it down as a man was bringing up a rail gun. I didn’t think as my plasma rifle bucked and plasma burnt through the shooter as I noticed a sharp pain in my right shoulder as it showed limited mobility.
 
Training kicked in as I rolled forward. A commando followed me checking the left as I checked right, there was no one as I stood, looking at the silhouette burned into the bulkhead where the occupant had stood. Now just a pool of material and melted metal on the floor.
 
“Clear!” The Commando checking the left announced as we left the room.
 
I walked out as the last room was being taken. I walked up to the bridge of the command centre muttering dark things about Mechas prone to limited mobility as I rotated my shoulder feeling a pulling pain.
 
“Now at least we know why it’s called Golden refuge.” I said sourly at the rare metals which decorated the bridge and the command centre around it. The opulence was even more than what we’d seen in the communication between the Captain and the Chaleelians.
 
“Alright get the technical support into place.” I said to Felix and Min Hae.
 
The Captain’s chair was actually a lounger so I sat in one of the two chairs beneath and to the side of it, it was wide enough to fit my Mecha nicely and with a full array of command modules on the armrests. Instead I looked up at the dual deck of the command centre. There was the bottom floor deck with its own stations, and then another upper deck on top and forward of the first. Stations also lined the walls.
 
“Damn it certainly takes a lot of people to control you Resilient.”
 
“Sixty five command staff if I wasn’t aboard.” She replied.
 
“Damn.” I got out of my day dream I needed to focus on the here and now, not just figure out how truly massive the Resilient was.
 
“Good. Now can you turn that big ole brain of yours towards helping us taking over this station?”
 
“Certainly. Though you’re going to need to get those wireless hubs up on those secured and isolated systems.” She said as she was able to activate all her systems without caring if anyone would notice her presence.
 
“Yeah, lots to do.”
 
“Sir that’s the Captain’s chair—your chair as commander of the fleet.” Felix said pointing to the lounger. Always the tactful one isn’t you Felix.
 
“I was just checking out things on this station. We’re going to need to get that lounger replaced as quickly as possible.”
 
“Yes commander.” Felix said going over to look at it as his people were already getting acquainted with the ships systems.
 
I used the chair to access inter-ship communications to armoury three. “Shrift, opening armoury doors.” I said doing just that as I saw all of the weapons racks open on one of the armrest’s screens.
 
“Thanks James, damned plasma torches were having a tough time cutting through that stuff, and seeing as I’m talking to you I guess the disablers worked.”
 
“Got that right. Get ready for company.”
 
“Right, time to get back to work.”
 
I quickly checked on the Sarenmenti which were still locked in their rooms.
 
“Alright, it’s Christmas and the armoury’s hosting.” I said to those that had taken the command centre and bridge with me. All but two squads started for the lifts to the armoury. I saw Yasu going with them as I turned on the two squads left.
 
“Anyone left alive?”
 
“Not from the crew, but there are what seems like twelve or so creatures the crew used for entertainment.” The Commander of the forces said as I clenched my fist.
 
“Alright, get them transported to the Mecha quarters, one per room, get them a meal they look to be half starved the ones I saw and post a guard on them. The rest of you I want two teams on the lifts incase, another two on both sides of the bridges armoured doors. For love of all things holy please shut the damned things as well. You will be the reserves I’ll have weapons brought up to all of you as soon as possible.” They were already moving before I’d finished still in my chair.
 
“Felix looks like you have everything in hand. I’m leaving you in charge of her while I’m away.”
 
“Yes sir, I’m going to have my people run through their systems to work through any kinks.”
 
“Good thought. I’m going to say hello to the establishment.”
 
“Yes sir.”
 
I hoisted my plasma rifle as I walked out of the door six followers spreading around me as I waited for the lift like everyone else. My shoulder still felt a little strange but I put it down to the lack of movement I was getting from the suit. Instead of turning for the armouries I moved to the nearest airlock checking my plasma rifle as the others in my group checked their pistols. Interesting how they’d all gotten one of the very limited pistols we’d taken from Chaleel, and were all following me like my shadow.
 
Piles of weapons were put on grav carts with each squad having double the weapons they needed with them as we waited at the airlocks into the station. Those without weapons were quickly armed as we waited.
 
Someone brought me my sword and pistol which I slapped into place.
 
“This is Rick, we’ve taken our ship.”
 
“Tomaki.”
 
“Monk.”
 
“Cheerleader.”
 
“Jun Mo corvette two.”
 
“Corvette three, Chris.”
 
“Four hayato free.”
 
“Second battle cruiser Julia Captured.” They sounded off as they took their ships and were in place to assault the station.
 
“Okay this is it. Now let’s go and take this damned station!” I said as I hit the airlock release opening up to a flexible tube around a catwalk with bars extending all around. I ran and dove.
 
There was no gravity in the umbilical’s that connected the station to the ship. I floated through the middle, catching the flip bar with my free hand, turning so I landed on my feet.
 
Resilient had given us the element of surprise with the worms she’d had us download into the ships we were on. Not one comms system was working to warn Parnmal.
 
“What the!” The guard jumped up from where he’d been looking at his data pad as I put a servo assisted fist through his chest my six protectors behind me as I dived through the hatch beyond him. If anyone had heard him we didn’t have time for the rest of the AMC’s on our ship to catch up before they sounded the alarm.
 
Someone was moving towards a purple button. I raised my rifle as my rifle belching repeatedly as he and the control panel turned into a smoldering mess. I heard my protection details rail guns fire twice, followed by the thumps of bodies hitting the deck.
 
“Right clear!” I yelled scanning but keeping an eye on the open hatch to beyond
 
“Left clear!”
 
“Alright Advanced parties make entry.” I said as I moved in the room more. My protection detail rushed the next door before I could make it there.
 
I could hear the powerful thumps and whines of Mechas as the rest of the AMC’s had caught up with us and moved to secure our beach head, giving us a clear path into the station.
 
“As we planned, clear everything and listen to your chain of command. As soon as you’re ready get moving.” The first group of six moved out, more moving out quickly after them as weapons fire could be heard. I opened my map on my HUD checking the situation with the other ships and how far they’d gotten.
 
“Make sure they’re on target Henry.”
 
“We are sir, just watching you from beside my airlock.”
 
“Understood, you are clear to proceed.”
 
“Yes sir. Being out here isn’t as fun as it first sounded sir.”
 
I laughed. “Why do you think I didn’t volunteer for it?” I cut the channel as Min Hae rushed up beside me.
 
“My people are already pulling apart the weapons control panel in the first room; hopefully we’ll be able to cut control before they know what’s going on.”
 
“Alright get to it. I’m going to see what it’s like up front.”
 
I could already hear fighting; now it didn’t matter for us as we had control of the airlocks and the weapons arrays which were placed to blow away our ships had been dealt with by Henry’s boarders.
 
I tagged onto the groups moving into the station now as alarms started going off.
 
“Eddie?”
 
“Yes James, I’m uploading the program for the airlocks now do you have a hard connection the wireless here is spotty.” I could hear something speaking in the background but I ignored it.
 
“Well Uhh, working on that.” I said well hell the plasma cannon worked better than I thought. I jumped in the first room I found with consoles lit up and stuck my jack into it.
 
“Alright establishing connection. She say’s it’ll take a few minutes.”
 
“Okay.” Must be referring to Resilient. I summarized.
 
“Bingo was his nameo! All airlocks locked and sealed, if they try to flee now they’ll rip a hole in the side of the ship. Plus the stations weapons array will fire on them. ”
 
“Thank you Eddie, keep the golden refuge safe till I’m back.”
 
“Oh she’ll do that herself sir!” He said with pride.

Chapter A man and his rocket.
 
Henry was wondering what the hell he’d gotten himself into as he floated in space.
 
“Great just great! Jump out of a perfectly good spaceship stuck to a chemical rocket without a damned weapon to take a space station with tens more people. You’ll be becoming a Ranger at this rate with these ridiculous ideas. He growled inside his head as he spoke in a tone which seemed to spawn from granite, entirely different from his own thoughts.
 
“Watch your velocities and approach vectors. Don’t eyeball it people.” In space with the velocities he and the other AMC’s were travelling they’d learned that using your eyeball was the best way to become a dent in something. The best way was to use the sensors and a braking table, for the velocity you were going at you needed to brake this hard, or little to stop a few metres off of the surface.
 
His HUD turned green as James signalled the shields were down.
 
Oh yay, at least I’m not going to be crushed like a bug on a windscreen. Why did I agree to this?
 
“Get a move on Commandos.” Henry said as if what they were doing was an everyday kind of thing, pushing his acceleration up as he watched his counter. He sighed briefly as he passed where the shield would’ve been turning him into a splotch of armour and man. He couldn’t relax yet as he watched his counter.
 
Gently does it, that’s a big ass rock, check guages, nice and slow, nice and slow, don’t think of rock the size of America, fire reverse thrust, nicely does it. Nearly there.
 
Henry goosed the rocket in his hands as he felt the g’s impact his body everything strained. Now he was thankful for the high gravity training James had subjected everyone to. Then the pressure was gone. Henry felt his boots clamp to the ground as he looked at it with shock.
 
Well fuck me. He said as he looked at the ground and checked as landing dots filled his HUD, the nearest thirty metres away and still braking.
 
Henry cut his comms as he rowed the air and kicked his feet out. “Duhh nuh nuh nuh, nuh nuh, nuh nuh can’t touch this! Duhh nuh nuh nuh, nuh nuh, nuh nuh can’t touch this!” He stopped dancing as he looked to the rock.
 
“Take that yah damned frigging rock!” He grinned as he turned on his comms again. Seeing the Resilient for the second time as it passed underneath him heading to its dock. It made something resonate within him, the way a soldier would with a battalion of tanks, or a sailor would within a super carrier. They just projected military purpose, they were machines for battle, and there was no room for frills or prettiness. Henry just wished he could see her in better shape the hull of the golden refuge looked as pitted as the station he stood on.
 
Golden refuge sounded too damned pretty. He grinned as he checked his Commando’s progress.
 
“Alright hurry this up people! As soon as you’re down now get to the airlocks. We aren’t here to sight see!” He barked.
 
Henry’s eyes caught sight of one of the stations weapon batteries and felt his eyes swell. Where the Golden Refuge’s had been big these were gargantuan. They looked too big to be weapons being easily five stories long.
 
Finally all of the AMC’s were down and within the shielding as it re-activated. A few had come in too hot either having to come back around from missing the station or wounding themselves, only three had died. Henry was thankful the number was so low but it still gnawed at him, he knew that there would be many more deaths today.
 
He located the nearest airlock sitting down as he watched the Golden refuge’s engines go silent. Umbilical cords of the airlock attached and then became rigid with a good seal between the station and ship.
 
Now it was in the hands of those they’d left behind. He waited for what felt for eternity before James opened a channel with him and the rest of the advanced party.
 
“Alright Advanced parties make entry.” James said and not a minute too late Henry grumbled.
 
“Make sure they’re on target Henry.”
 
“We are sir, just watching you from beside my airlock.”
 
“Understood, you are clear to proceed.”
 
“Yes sir. Being out here isn’t as fun as it first sounded though sir.”
 
James laughed lightly. “Why do you think I didn’t volunteer for it?” Salchar cut the channel as Henry jacked into the airlocks control panel, letting the program Eddie had made open it.
 
As soon as it opened he threw himself inside with others packing in with him so tight it might as well have been rush hour on the train Tokyo. They righted themselves with the artificial gravity, as the airlocks cycled and they rushed out. There was one guard running away who turned at the noise of the airlock opening. One of the forward Mechas put their fist through his head as the others swarmed around and into the corridor. Clearing it for the others.
 
The first Mecha with their yellow bloodied hand stood there.
 
“Get moving Commando! They wouldn’t have hesitated to do it to you!” Henry pulled him out of the airlock as it cycled and some Commandos pulled weaponry from the corpse.
 
Another pirate came to see what the noise was about, getting a burst to the head for his worries.
 
“It’s us or them Commando!” Henry told the Mecha who shook their head breathing as they visibly shook them, following Henry who moved to the next corpse.
 
Henry picked through the amazingly exotic and large array of weaponry on the second pirate. He shook his head as he took the heavy rail gun and spread out the various pistols and small machine guns and then two bandoliers of plasma grenades.
 
“What the hell did he think he was taking on? Armageddon?” One commander said with a shake of their head at the pirates overkill as they grabbed a weapon.
 
“Well his overkill is our win.” Henry said as he checked over the rail gun with a sour face. He could’ve at least invested in more than a few magazines! The lack of discipline with the pirates was not something he was going to let continue on in his Corps.
 
“God this thing probably hasn’t been cleaned in years!” He grumbled as he cycled the action and thumbed the rail activator which whined oddly but still worked. Sighing he brought it to his shoulder and opened the door in front of him and right into the middle of a confused poker game. The five or so players were rushing to put their gear on as Henry walked in the door getting stunned looks. His finger stroked the trigger being rewarded with a bloody impression on the wall behind them, others funneled in the room behind him engaging anything he hadn’t. He switched targets to the nearest door, his sensors were confirmed by one of the men behind him.
 
Damn that training was paying off Henry thought.
 
“Clear!” He waited for a team to stack up on him as hypervelocity bolts ripped through the door in front of him. Seemed the pirates knew they were finally here.
 
Henry leaned down grabbing a plasma grenade. I’ll take that and that. He thought, grabbing a wicked plasmid blade from a bloody pulp that had been a pirate before they’d been hit by Henry’s hyper velocity slugs. He cut through the door, tossing in a grenade, as if the whole thing was nothing more than brushing one’s teeth.
 
Plasma and fire shot out of the holes in the door as Henry bashed it open with sword raised, slowing his run as soon as he got a few steps inside the room. Finding a clearly dead gun team. They’d been drinking some rotgut from the distillery they’d made in the corner but a plasma grenade combined with the flammable aspects of high proof alcohol had ended their merry time rather spectacularly, leaving a hole through the next wall into someone’s now nonexistent closet.
 
“Keep your visors on it looks like you’d get drunk off the fumes in here.” Henry said as he looked at the melted mangled mess of the huge still.
 
Alarms were going off and a weak fire suppression system was going off, but it didn’t reach this section as Henry watched his temperature gauge creep higher as he walked through the closet, finding a selection of weapons and a fired alien. He grabbed a heavy railgun and some ammo before exiting the living quarter’s door.
 
He was happy to see that most of the lead people had some kind of salvaged weapon. Henry broke into a quick trot to the first intersection where some half armoured pirates and a large amount of non-armoured pirates were running towards the intrusion. He thumbed the selector to full auto as he fired at the pirates at head height.
 
The armed teams with him joined in with the fire as she moved to cover.
 
“Grenade!” One pirate yelled as Henry dove back as the hallway shuddered. He picked himself up and turned looking at what had been the reaction force. In their panic they’d hit the roof of the hallway and the grenade had bounced back at them.
 
“Medic!” He heard on the channel as he looked around finding someone on the ground that’d caught a rail gun round in the leg their other team member checking the tourniquets were applied and slapping the manual hell fire injector.
 
“You fucking sounva…”
 
“You’ll thank me in a bit Wilma.” The man said turning off the speakers in the suit so that his team member could swear in peace as they went unnervingly still and then thrashed in pain of the telltale hell fire. Hopefully it hadn’t gotten an artery or it would take her a while to get back in the fight.
 
“Alright stay with her. We’re going to move on. Grab any weapons that work. Keep moving straight that’s where the command centre of the station is, half of you with weapons split and link up with the people with our weapons and ammo.”
 
“Yes MC.” MC had come to stand for Mecha commander James didn’t know much about ranks so he made people commanders of everything platoon and higher, with leaders for everything below and being the second in command after commanders. Effectively making an officer and NCO core, it was very simplistic but Henry had to say it worked. He advanced with the lead sections of the advanced teams jumping forward between any cover they could find.
 
“Contact front!” Henry jumped for cover as he let a continuous stream of rounds go into the oncoming forces.
 
He grunted as he picked himself up seeing the rest of the forward squad laid waste to the advancing pirates.
 
“Medic!” This was going to be a long day Henry thought as he picked himself and began bounding forward again people taking the place of the injured and the attending teammate
 
***
 
Captain Welick looked at the screens that showed the hundreds of cameras around the station to either side of a huge hologram which displayed the entire station showing where everyone was in the station.
 
“How?” He said his twin eye stalks moving wildly among the different screens unable to understand what was happening.
 
“They’ve all come from your fleet.” A gargantuan brown furred alien said a thunderous turned thoughtful look on his face.
 
“I know but this is not my doing Jorsht!” Welick said his eye stalks moving wildly in distress.
 
“I don’t doubt that as your own crews are dead and it seems they have taken your ship.”
 
“What’re we going to do?” The furred creature waited staring at the screens for a few minutes, Welick knew it was unwise to interrupt Jorsht when he was thinking, more than one being had been crushed in a hand swipe by the massive muscle bound monster.
 
“We’re going to wait Welick; we still have the kill switches.”
 
“Yes, let’s activate them now.” He said pulling out a remote from his robes.
 
“NO!” Jorsht said smacking the device from Welick’s hand-fin. Welick squealed as the fragile bones broke like toothpicks being hit by a sledgehammer. The noises of pain quickly stopped as Welick realized an enraged Jorsht was staring at him.
 
“You idiot, you want to kill them all now when they’re eliminating all of our competition?”
 
“What do you mean Jorsht?” Welick’s eye stalks moving wildly as he cradled his broken hand-fin nervously.
 
“There are thirty five ships docked in this station right now, all of which are locked down and if they move the weapons systems will fire on them. No pirate will be willing to undock in these conditions so they’re going to throw themselves at your Mechas. Which fortunately for us are quite effective?” He stomped forward to his screens.
 
“Let your wild Mecha’s kill the captains of the ships then when it seems that all is lost we’ll activate their kill switches, we’ll be in charge of thirty five ships instead of your ten; two of which the syndicate has kept on Chaleel.”
 
“What about the syndicate? They will hunt us.”
 
“We can’t help technical problems, they made the kill switches if it took some time to activate it wasn’t our fault.” Jorsht’s eyes dark with greed. Welick’s eyes mimicked Jorsht’s as they grinned darkly together.
 
“They’d want to cover that up; they’d kill us if we said the switches were faulty.” Welick proposed, his greed overcoming his fear. Jorsht guffawed at his accomplices’ proposed problems.
 
“Yes I’d like to see that, have them come and take the second most powerful syndicate base in the known galaxy with its own fleet. It would be a waste of money. If we say we won’t say the kill switches don’t work but it was because of the stations high concentrations of heavy metals they’ll happily let us keep the ships to stay quiet and take their cut of the money we make as they always do.”
 
“Are you sure they won’t try to punish us for this?”
 
“Punish the ones that stopped a native force we just started harvesting for troops from taking one of their biggest cash cows. I don’t think so.”
 
“What about crews then will we have enough?”
 
“Yes, just keep the Kuruvians alive and the Sarenmenti, you’ll notice none of those two are with these, humans. Also the private crews will thank us; we did after all save their lives.”
 
Jorsht could see Welick’s eye stalks now shining at the thought. “If we don’t activate the internal weaponry then we wouldn’t damage the station as much for later repairs.” He said moving past the battle and looking how to make a profit.
 
“Could say it was due to the lack of some Kuruvian engineers and space a bunch of the useless ones.”
 
“That does have a certain appeal.” Jorsht said moving to his seat and settling down.
 
“We could have a sale of all private belongings of the deceased. Pirates from all over this sector would come to trade and move past any issues they might have.” Welick’s eyestalks darkening further as he thought of the profit from this mishap.
 
“Yes and we should see about the acquisition of this Earth these are effective soldiers, if we remove this rebellious trait from them.” Jorsht said with a thin smile that didn’t reach his eyes.
 
***

Chapter it’s going too well.
 
“I thought we would’ve encountered internal weapon systems by now.” I said to Min Hae over a private channel.
 
“The domes in the walls are the internal weapon systems but it does seem that they haven’t activated them for some bizarre reason. Some of them we’ve hacked in to with the wireless transmitters, but it needs a direct connection to the weapon systems. Otherwise my people have been working on cutting power to them.
 
I turned the corner I was waiting behind running and firing before throwing myself at another piece of cover, my personal guard falling in with me as I looked over the side incinerating a pirate for their troubles.
 
“Take that you bastard.” I muttered changing out magazines
 
“Sorry sir?”
 
“Nothing Min Hae, so can we make sure they stay dead?”
 
“I’d talk to Eddie about that.”
 
“Okay, wish me luck.” “Eddie?”
 
“Yes Commander James cook, Salchar, Choi Joo Mi.” Eddie said in a jovial tone.
 
“Just one of those will do, and can we keep these internal weapon systems offline?”
 
Resilient came on the channel
 
“It’s all controlled by one system, there are different staggered generators. With your wireless hubs I am taking out the power and re-writing the IFF codes. Though I will need Min Hae and his people to let me have power if the turrets are needed.”
 
“Okay, but what if we can’t control them?”
 
“Cut the power, for the last hundred metres to the command centre the turrets are powered directly from the centre, those will need to be cut from the power, or destroyed.”
 
“How do we destroy one?”
 
“An anti-armour penetrator should do.”
 
“Damn.” The armour penetrator was designed to go through reactive and ablative armour of a tank, and would leave a ten centimetre pit against the hull of Resilient which was quite an undertaking with her armour.
 
“Once in the command centre we will control the station and I can provide assistance.”
 
“So we’re safe once we get in?”  I said, firing at the syndicate forces.
 
“Mostly, there are areas that there are isolated sentry systems and areas with no systems.”
 
“Great.” I looked over the barricade I was hiding behind letting a stream of plasma coat the far wall. Making the pirates that held a z-turn in the corridor jump back behind cover…
 
I changed to the local channel. “Grab your swords people, we’re taking a detour.” I pulled up a schematic and changed back to Eddie’s channel.
 
“Keep me updated if anything is needed.”
 
“Certainly, I will try to assist however I can.” Resilient said.
 
“I have Kuruvians moving supplies up to you as we speak so your guys don’t have to do all of the lifting.”
 
“Thanks Eddie, we appreciate it. Have your people take back the wounded. We need them up and moving as soon as possible. I would make the hangars medical rooms. Pull out all of the medical chairs in the shuttles to get people patched up.”
 
“Agreed Commander.”
 
I mag-clamped my rifle and drew my sword stabbing it through the wall closest to me and dragging it around in a circle. Snatching my pistol from my drop leg holster I kicked the wall and followed the slab into what looked like someone’s quarters—my people following as I continued into a new hallway.
 
“Eddie is not going to like this.” Not realizing I hadn’t cut the channel.
 
“Won’t like what?” He asked suspiciously as I pointed to the next wall. The Commandos getting the idea as they cut through the wall into a store room. One of them whistled as they stepped into the massive space I followed them into the room.
 
“Eddie what did you say those maintenance bots look like, you know the ones that our captain sold?”
 
He flashed me a picture as I whistled.
 
“Well I think we just hit the goldmine of them.” I sent him a picture of the room. As I learnt the Kuruvian dictionary dedicated to swear words.
 
“They have all of these in storage and they still don’t get any to perform maintenance! Wait what is that in the corner.” He highlighted the offending corner in the same picture sending it back to me as I moved to go and look at it. Sending him a picture.
 
His voice was dead anger and hatred behind it “It’s a dismantler.” I heard metal hitting metal over the open channel.
 
“Those useless frisking pirates! Who in their right fracking mind would disable perfectly good repair droids when they don’t even know how to wire a ship righ! Kill the lot of the useless slackers I say! Don’t know what a day’s work is! Dismantle the robots then get engineers you demand miracles from to do their jobs! Idiotic, pure and damned simple!” I jacked into the control panel of the dismantler shutting it down before pointing to another wall my team stabbing through it again.
 
“I’ve shut it down and after this we can get these working to fix the station.”
 
“Damn the station, you know what I could do with them if I had four months and materials! I could fix up the Resilient! Give me a six months and I could fully refurbish her if I had the drones and a dock!”
 
“Salchar if you put a wireless hub into this console I can turn the drones to help and begin searching for others.” Resilient said over Eddie’s tirade.
 
I pulled the hub from my leg; the stick was shaped at one end like my universal port and was two inches long. I inserted it into the control panel as it booted up. A row of drones came online in a nearby rack.
 
“I will need to charge them, but I can give them to the Kuruvians to move supplies and wounded as well as inserting me into control systems across the ship where we aren’t already.” Small bots about the size of a football started picking up and entering air ducts and maintenance hatches, my HUD updating with a more detailed map.
 
“Resilient you beauty!” I yelled pumping my hand in the air as I noticed the Commandos looking at me and the drones, their weapons raised and ready to take out the drones. I changed to the general channel putting a text message through everyone’s HUD’s so as to not disrupt orders.
 
Don’t kill the drones, they work for us. That done I followed my group of Commandos, my shadows encircling me still.
 
I walked through the next walk and pointed to the last wall checking my schematic.
 
The thought of a near new Imperial Dreadnought did have its allure especially after having seen the outside of it and hearing about the conditions of the shields and engines. When Eddie had gone through the issues of the ship I’d learned how much it was stuck together with space tape and elbow grease.
 
“I’ll see what we can do, for now we have to take this station.”
 
“Yes Commander. I’ll see what I can do from this end.”
 
“Thanks Eddie.” I said shutting the channel as the last hole was cut and the Commando behind it kicked it with all of their force. As soon as it was clear another flowed through the gap. Swords raised we charged I ran in keeping my shoulders down as I ran over two unarmoured pirates their screams in my ears as I brought my sword up in a savage blow that cleaved a surprised pirate in two.
 
We smashed into the pirates like a wave. They’d been so concentrated on our people down the hall they didn’t notice our plasmid swords cutting behind their corner and right into the middle of them. Plasmid swords and servo assisted fists ripped apart the pirates who turned their weapons on us.
 
I spun away from a toppling armoured pirate my sword at head height as it bit into the shoulder of another pirate. It caught for a half a second my servos keeping up with my momentum as it continued through the shoulder and then helmet. I kicked his headless Mecha over yelling wordlessly as I saw a pirate moving their crew serviced plasma cannon to face the breach in the wall my AMC’s were swarming out of.
 
Without a thought my free hand snapped down as I drew my rail pistol, lining up the carat as I held the pistol at hip height. I snapped two shots through the gunner’s face, another two in loaders armour as they scrambled away from the gun.
 
I advanced cutting down a pirate with my plasmid sword and turning to kill another that headed for the cannon. I kept moving and shooting until I ran out of rounds. I threw my plasmid sword next to the cannon as I dove for the cannon, slick with the past owners blood as I tried to hold onto it as my inertia kept my moving.
 
I twisted as I slid across the floor to let my shoulder take most of the impact still denting my helmet with my movements. My now spider webbed HUD displayed a targeting reticule as it connected with the plasma cannon, its tripod being ripped off by my actions.
 
I had slid past the corner and now faced the reinforcements for the pirates. I looked at a mass of weapons and horrifying looking armour. Rounds sparked around me and plasma raised my Mechas temperature. I hefted the cannon up so it was braced against my shoulder as I dug my feet into the ground and felt the wall against my back.
 
I thumbed the activator which made the gun whine as I pulled the trigger.
 
The hallways turned into a blinding cyan haze, my spider webbed visor’s light protection having little effect as the light burned through my closed eyes.
 
I fired from one wall to another as warnings went off in my suit and my arm cradling the plasma cannon started to burn, the smell of insulation, hair, muscle and other parts of my arm mixed with my Mecha as I knew that if I stopped me and my AMC’s would die.
 
Tourniquets strapped down on my arm stopping blood loss as my nerve ports did their work allowing me to shift the cannons fire even without an arm.
 
I kept firing only able to tell when I was hitting the wall by the strange way the plasma hit it before coating the hallway again and hitting the other wall.
 
The pain was immense but I could still hear someone screaming. I finally stopped firing realizing it was me screaming and Yasu was yelling through our channel to stop firing. I did so letting the deadly weapon fall from my hand and melted arm.
 
I felt myself going into shock. The hell fire system fired as I went stiff in immediate pain.
 
“Alright can anyone damned well tell me if there’s anything down there because I can’t see shit.” I said after a few seconds of fumbling around to grab my weapons. Thankfully the nerve ports were doing their job, with my arm being all but nonexistent and the exoskeleton on one side it meant that I should have no ability to move my arm, let alone grab things with my still unburned but cut off hand. I really did have a phantom limb at that point, well half a forearm and a hand in a gauntlet.
 
“OOH RAH!” I heard and felt as the Commandos rushed forwards. Someone pressed my sword into my hand and my pistol into the other. I reloaded the pistol by feel as I put the sword on my back. I held onto the walls like a drunkard as I tried to blink away the cyan imprints on my retinas. I tried moving my head to look away from the corridor trying to get my eyes focused better which were still tearing up but better than they had been a few seconds before. Only to find out joy of joys my helmet had become pinched at the neck servos by hitting the bulkhead.
“I don’t think cockroaches could live through that. ” A commander said.
 
Swearing at all things Mechanical I ripped the helmet off with my good hand tossing it into a nearby corner.
 
“Commander let us get you to an aid station.” The same voice said as I tried to get to my feet.
 
“Just get me back in the storage room. I’m fine!” I growled, pain and fear at having lost my sight clouding my mind.
 
“Sir.” I felt two Commandos help me through the breach into the storage room, sitting me down as someone put a wet rag to my eyes.
 
“Thank you.” I said in genuine relief my eyes rehydrated. I took the cloth off after a few minutes finding that I could see a little bit. I grabbed my data pad from my lower back. The thing seemed to be indestructible as it started up.
 
My eyes burned severely as I focused on my display. I closed them for a few seconds opening them to a largely recovered vision. That hell fire shit isn’t bad I thought, looking at the Data pad in surprise.
 
So far we’d taken about a fifth of the station our casualties had been heavy seeing as the pirates had weapons in most places better than our own, or at least had something as where most of my force didn’t have anything other than their plasmid swords.
 
Though this had been a problem at first now my people were happily cutting through walls and attacking the enemy from any direction possible. Some had left their rail guns behind altogether in favor of the deadly swords.
 
I cringed in thought of what the Kuruvians would say when we got back with the swords.
 
I took a deep breath which was a bad idea as I smelt what seemed like cooking sewage. Then as if a light switch had come on I could hear the crackling of burning fat and popping armour from the heat of the plasma bolts I’d sent through the corridor.
 
Even my eyesight as bad as it was could make out the mangled corpses of the alien pirates metal and flesh burning as my Mechas ran past that hell and further into the station.
 
I turned releasing the contents of my stomach pasting a discreet corner as I wiped my mouth and put away the data pad hoisting my sword and pistol as I re-emerged into the hallway flowing with people.
 
“Well that’s enough damned lolly gagging for one day!” I said more to myself than the others.
 
“One of you grab that cannon, see what ammo you can get for it and if that idiot that had it had any eye protection. Chuck it on a gravcart if you find one.”
 
“Sir you need medical attention!” One of my shadows said.
 
“We all need medical attention” I said waving to the Commandos running past me most with a wound of one kind or another. I could see the machinery in my forearm moving as I gestured, my arm thankfully numb. I quickly looked away as I felt my stomach lurch again.
 
”We’ll have time later, after we take this station! So get with the program.” I hissed at my protection details leader my tone harsh and ruthless with iron in it. I didn’t have time to be polite as I was already moving through the hell I’d turned the corridor into.
 
I ran with my Commandos into another gunfight as calls came back for stretchers. Drones came through, ferrying the wounded back and bringing ammunition and spare weaponry forward.
 
I twirled my sword experimentally as I followed other Commandos already making a hole in a wall. My shadow detail had caught up with me by now pushing me behind the other combatants. I grumbled but I waited it didn’t look good to be overeager to close with the enemy. As I waited for the Mechas in front of me to clear rooms I again checked my data pad.
 
I felt my face whiten. We’d estimated the force inside the station to be around fifty thousand. From the manifests we’d pulled from the stations information hubs there was over two hundred and fifty thousand at least in the station. Making it twenty five to one in their favor.
 
Out of the corner of my eye I saw a plasmid sword come through the wall, weapons snapped up to it, with a quick glance to my data pad I yelled out.
 
“Friendlies coming in don’t shoot!” I said on a general wide broadcast.
 
****
 
Henry thought he was having a bad day. He couldn’t keep looking over at James. His armour was melted in places, his left arm a ragged mess only able to function because of his nerve ports. His helmet was gone and blood and gore covered his Mecha. Still he stood there issuing orders. The shadow detail Henry had put on him had already said how they’d been told he wasn’t going to get fixed up.
 
“Henry! I need you concentrating man!”
 
“Yes Commander.”
 
“Take a Company and secure this processing hub. With it we’ll be able to shut down this section and focus on the internal areas it will also give us limited control of the internal weapon systems. Get a force to every one of the ships we’ve put into lockdown and secure them.”
 
“Yes sir.” Henry said using his data pad to issue orders.
 
“Good, make sure they know to not harm the crew but to keep them in lock down. Also to play the information packet over the internal systems, not to make entry and make sure the weapons batteries in their area are jacked into so Eddie and his people can work their magic.
 
“Understood, ah sir?”
 
“Yes?”
 
“Shouldn’t you get some medical treatment for that?” He said pointing at James’ arm.
 
“I’ll do it once we’re done I don’t have the time now.”
 
“Sir.”
 
“Medical attention can wait, and that will be the last of this getting medical attention kerfuffle.” James said sharing a pointed glare with his protection detail that looked away with some of them stubbing their feet on the ground. Henry was thankful Jeremiah the commander of the protection detail held James stare the longest before looking away—dismayed.
 
Henry mentally congratulated himself in finding someone that could stand up to James’ basilisk stare that long.
 
“Yes commander.” Henry said as he accessed his communicator spewing more orders. Out of the four companies each of two thousand people that had stormed the station he now had two companies fighting. Most of them walking wounded and a half company getting medical treatment. A company and a half had died already and the enemy was still twenty three to one, and they were finally getting organized.
 
Henry glanced at his timer. It had been eight hours since he gained entry to the first airlock. It felt as if it had been a life time ago, and it felt like it had been seconds.
 
“Everyone take a wake up!” He ordered as he did so feeling a prick on his neck as everything became clearer. He had a battle to fight.

Chapter More scared, terrified and alive than ever.
 
Yasu felt alive for the first time since playing MAT. Her customized samurai blade now identical to the one she’d left in Japan except for the green of the plasmid running across its front. The blade felt like it was part of her arm, like the two were connected in more than just a physical sense, it was like they were one. She was a weapon of metal and flesh. She had been fighting for ten hours and there was no one for her to call on for reinforcements. The battle was a losing one; she just hoped that she could give the forces behind her enough time to prepare for the pirates.
 
She wished she’d retained more of her people but out of the company she had been with when she left the Resilient she had lost half to other avenues of advance. Then they’d run into a series of emplaced cannons which had taken out nearly a platoon before the corridor was cleared. Her own people had to carry back the wounded but she needed to keep advancing, and took the remaining half platoon forward.
 
The Sato sisters had rallied to her call with their own stiletto thin long dual blades working together with such synchronistic movements it was hard to believe they weren’t telepathic, one wrong move and they would’ve killed one another.
 
They didn’t speak except for their chilling giggles. In MAT these had scared even her, now they brought a feral grin to her face as adrenaline flooded her system and she felt the power of her body and her Mecha working together. She felt the rightness of what she was doing. Fighting an enemy that enslaved planets to do their bidding for their monetary gain and to terrorize the systems they travelled through.
 
She thought for a second how her life would be if she remained a slave to the pirates not knowing the truth of what she was doing ever. She wouldn’t have known the wrongness of the acts she was party to, if it wasn’t for James.
 
She paused for a second a pirate seeing their opening as they thrust their monoblade sword forward. She parried him and turned his blade her sword lashing forward and sticking in her attackers chest, stuck as he fell she found herself open as another attacker was already advancing on her.
 
A bellowing cry which shook the hall gave her the time she needed to kill her new attacker, but there were three more that saw her weaponless and advanced on her. She felt the pounding of armoured Mechas trying to get out of the way of the pirates elongated reach their alien bodies gave them before they paused, and Yasu saw an image from hell came careening through the hall out of her peripherals.
 
It was Salchar his armour slagged in places and his arm and hand connected to his body by just a few inches of exoskeleton resolutely holding a plasmid sword. The other hand holding a plasma rifle Yasu’s eyes went wide as he fired at her, she rolled away coming up her fists ready and pointing at Salchar.
 
He’d just tried to kill her was all she could think as he unloaded his rifle. He threw it, grabbed his personal sword driving into the enemy.
 
She watched as his yells became grunts as he hit with all of his power. His reinforcements joined him without thought joining with her line and hitting the pirates like a wave.
 
The walls and roof opened as more commandos poured into the fight, a relentless wave as the pirates screamed in pain and surprise as their near victory had been turned so suddenly with Salchar’s arrival.
 
He brought his left up to stop a blow his melted exoskeleton blunting the blow and finally separating from the force. James bellowed in rage, his other plasmid sword rammed into the offending pirate to the hilt as he picked her up with his sword and stump with inhuman strength and threw her into her cramped companions.
 
“Surrender or die!” James yelled at them as more than one pirate threw their weapons down in fear.
 
“Move back, disengage.” James said through the local AMC channel as all of the commandos did so killing anyone that wished to still fight. Those that didn’t or were too wounded to continue the fight stayed still. Finally the fighting stopped.
 
“Round them up! They do so much as breath wrong, kill them.” His voice cold as grim commanders set to work a squad pulling apart the pirates armour none too gently and tossing it into piles as another bound them.
 
“Fuck—will someone please find my goddamn hand!” James said looking at his severed exoskeleton. His protection detail started moving bodies out of the way.
 
James slumped against a wall pulling his data pad out for a few seconds before getting to his feet.
 
“Those not on prisoner detail on me. We’re nearly there people. After this beers are on me!” This brought some grins to the faces of the troops as she looked on in amazement. Moments ago they’d been near the cusp of death, now he was asking them to again risk death and they greeted it.
 
Hell she could feel inside that she greeted it, she was an armoured Marine Commando, even if she was to die in the next minute or hour no one could take that pride away from her or anyone else in this hallway. She felt pride and a feeling in her chest of belonging, of anger, a bond to the people around her that had gone through the same things, had sweated, bled and pushed themselves to become the warriors they were now.
 
Someone handed him his hand.
 
“That’s a nice souvenir.” He said grimly before looking around.
 
“Someone have space tape?”
 
“Here you go sir.” The man as his protection detail said handing him a roll of the silver tape, very similar to duct tape but could work in thousands of more environments, including the vacuum of space.
 
“Can you stick my hand to me; I’ll need that later. While you’re at it can you connect my sword to my hand, doesn’t do me any good sitting on the floor.” He said as if he was asking him to pick him up some milk from the convenience store to the laughs came from the commandos. More than one pirate with a translator’s eyes went wide.
 
Yasu moved closer the Sato sisters automatically closing behind her watching the room and everyone in it with suspicion as she advanced to James who had a team taping his hand to his back and a sword on the remaining portion of exoskeleton on his left arm. As she came closer she saw he hadn’t come off from his bout with the last pirate unscathed, a violent red gash cut his forehead blood seeping down his face as he leaned back.
 
“Use the tape to seal my face as well.” He ground out as they did so putting the sliced skin back to his face as it bled freely. One of his protection detail getting the blood out of his eyes and mouth as they worked his face now with a line of silver across it.
 
“Alright get those prisoners moving. Jeremiah get over here with your headset.”
 
The protection detail commander did so opening his visor as James jammed his head in it.
 
“Henry.” A few moments later. “Tell me you have the damned hub now.”
 
“Yes sir we’re in control of it.” She could hear through the leader channel.
 
“Good, get those wireless hubs up.”
 
“Yes sir. Also my teams have reached the other ships we can with minimal resistance they’ve been broadcasting the messages and a few crews have shut down all operations of the ships they are on and sealed their syndicate crew in their quarters. I’ve got Eddie running internal kill switch jammers through my people jacked into the ships to stop the slaughter but already some ships have been completely killed off.”
 
“Shit.” James smashed his hand into a wall leaving a dent in its surface. Yasu’s sword coming an inch higher as she came at him on an angle as she listened. She nodded to the members of the protection detail who nodded back to her with smiles. Most of them her best students turned instructors she noticed who moved aside for their commanders wife.
 
“I need some reinforcements though, is there anyone free?”
 
“Rick is on his way with all I can spare, I’ll hold all that we control currently so you can drive the main push.”
 
“Good man, tell Rick to hurry it up if he can, Salchar out.” James waved Jeremiah away as he moved his left forearm with its attached sword experimentally. He turned checking its reach grimacing, before looking Yasu right in the face.
 
“You’re the furthest forward; we’re going to advance through here to the control centre. We’re just a few hundred metres from the main blast doors.” He sighed looking drained before he stood, his Mecha groaning as he did so.
 
“You nearly killed me.” She said in a deadly whisper as she was close enough that others couldn’t hear her looking at his mounted blade her own ready to drive through his chest.
 
His face flashed with confusion then anger.
 
“This is war, you’re alive where people are dead. Think on that.” He said his words as hot as the sun and unrelenting as he made an annoyed and aggravated noise turning and tossing his head.
 
“Alright commandos let’s take this damned control centre!” He pointed at a wall and Mechas rushed to cut it open as he continued after his men.
 
Yasu was left in disbelief confused at his words.
 
If he’d wanted to kill her though he would’ve done it, James had changed she could see it by his will and stubbornness dragging him on even while heavily wounded that most honourable warriors would have seen treatment. She’d at least married a great warrior with a loyal group that would and had followed him into hell outnumbered and outgunned.
 
***
 
“They’re almost here.” Welick said his eyestalks moving rapidly in nervous anticipation.
 
“Activate the kill switches.” Jorsht said with a languid wave to one of the personnel manning a command console. The operator ready with the kill switch program open hit the button and the room breathed a sigh of relief.
 
“Well I’m glad that’s done with; get me a count of syndicate personnel on station.” Jorsht said as he felt the tension leave his body.
 
“Sir, the kill switch isn’t working!” The command console operator said near panic as they activated the program over again and again.
 
“WHAT!” Jorsht and Welick said as one as all the tension returned tenfold.
 
“Activate internal weaponry, wipe them out!”
 
“Sir the relays haven’t even been powered up it will take ten minutes to bring them online!”
 
Jorsht shot the operator without thinking.
 
“You get them working within a minute or you’ll follow your friend. The next person will have thirty seconds.” Jorsht said leveling his pistol with the new operator who gulped throwing the body out of the console as their hands flew across the interface.
 
“They’ve reached the command centre’s outer door!”
 
“That should hold them long enough they’ll need a plasma cutter to get through that door.” Jorsht said with a satisfied grin.
 
“See Welick even though the kill switch doesn’t work we will win.” Jorsht said a grin on his face as he sat back in his chair.
 
Welick’s eyestalks darted across the screens his nervousness getting on Jorsht’s nerves.
 
Jorsht was going to need someone else to run his fleet. Having a spineless coward like Welick controlling his fleet would not do. He thought as he stroked his pistol.
 
It would also give him a scape goat he through with a sick smile as he saw a red line appeared in the door. His eyes widened as another and then another red line appeared in the door slowly growing, he could see where they would meet up. He looked at it stunned; they were cutting through his two foot thick armoured door as if they had plasma torches. All they had were plasmid… he connected the two as another and then another sword added to the circle. He got out of his seat.
 
“Get those guns online!” He said panicked as the tech just stopped.
 
“There’s no way.” They said, it sounded as if they were sobbing as three boots attached to the other side of the door. They used the momentum of the falling door to roll on their sides coming up with their weapons raised.
 
The command centre was in panic as some operators lurched from their seats with blade weapons.
 
These Mechas were scarier than any pirate he’d ever seen, they didn’t gloat or even speak as they took down attackers with only enough rounds to drop them. They were cold and silent like statues, more poured into the room behind them working with those inside to create the most damage.
 
He remembered seeing holovids of trained Union storm troopers he’d thought of them silly hiding behind cover and firing blindly as others advanced. These humans were constantly firing and hiding but any thoughts of them as cowards were lost as his hand shook.
 
Each shot hit its target as they advanced like an unstoppable tide killing his personal crew the baddest pirates that he’d garnered over the years. Pirates with genetic and technological advancements that put them on par with a Mecha without a suit themselves were dropped like dogs as teams of two worked together taking out targets before searching for more.
 
He felt the pistol fall from his hands numbly as Welick charged them with an unseen blaster a hail of rounds causing his gel like form to bubble and explode over Jorsht. The fighting was over except for those that had surrendered.
 
Even here these humans were different as with the commonwealth that killed their prisoners outright they stayed their weapons binding those that had surrendered up. They even tended to their own wounded and those pirates still alive not placing one above the other.
 
Their leader obvious from the way the people moved away from him in respect and the way a group congealed around him in protection marched into the room his eyes locking with Jorsht’s. There was power behind those eyes, which kept Jorsht rooted where he was.
 
He took in the sight of the man, dried blood covered his face and his Mecha which was slashed and melted in places the servos and pneumatics whining as armour plates grated with the mass of the fighting Mecha. In one hand he carried a plasma rifle, his other hand with a plasmid sword attached where his hand should have been.
 
No less than four rifles pointed at Jorsht as the man came closer his face kept together with a strip of space tape—his Mecha letting out a hiss of air as it stopped.
 
“I am Commander Salchar of the Free Fleet and I am taking this station.” His voice like granite.
 
“The syndicate will hunt you to the corners of the universe for this. You will never be able to hide from them.” Jorsht said in a bare whisper, his eyes wide and scared.
 
Commander Salchar’s face broke into a grim grin as his eyes became dark and deadly, making Jorsht want to soil himself.
 
“Who said I was going to hide.” Again Jorsht had to fight the need to go to the bathroom as he saw the truth in this man’s eyes and felt fear in his gut. He swallowed against his dry mouth as Salchar came close to Jorsht as if sharing a secret. “Let them come.” He said in a deadly whisper his grin a thin white line.
 
“Now tell your people to surrender, to throw down their arms, get out of their armour and lie face down on the ground and they will not be killed but put into service with the Free Fleet.”
 
“What?” Jorsht couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
 
“Don’t try me; it’s been a long day.” The man said; moving what remained of his left arm with its plasmid blade attached.
 
“You’re not going to kill us?”
 
“No, but I’ll make you damned well wish you had with hard work.”
 
“We’re going to be slaves?”
 
“I prefer to call you conscripts; paying off your time with service. Call it what you will.” He said with a wave of his hand.
 
“Now get out of my seat.” Jorsht did so slowly wary of the amount of weapons pointed at him. He knew when he’d lost and he’d prefer to stay alive.
 
“Jeremiah make sure he sends the message. Also detail someone to get Rick in here.” Commander Salchar took a stick from his leg, inserting it into Jorsht’s universal jack before sitting in his seat.
 
“Yes Commander Salchar.” Then to Jorsht. “Follow me.” He said before talking into his helmet.
 
Jorsht tore his eyes away as he saw the one called Jeremiah was guiding him to a communications console that a human was already in opening a channel to the entire station. Who were these humans to learn all of these systems so fast? Jorsht could swear the communications tech was doing the job that his own operators had taken minutes to do in seconds as screens opened and closed in rapidity and he was put in the chair.
 
“Here are the main points of what you are to say, and this is the talk button.” The tech that had vacated the seat said indicating a box of words in Jorsht’s home world dialect and a green button. He felt his eyes open wider in shock again.
 
“Read quickly.” Jeremiah said his tone promising what he’d do to Jorsht if he didn’t speed up the process.
 
“To all Syndicate personnel this is Captain of the Parnmal station Jorsht. The control centre of the station has been taken by the Free Fleet. This includes all internal and external weapon systems.” Jorsht’s eyes boggled at this, these humans where filed with surprises!
 
“If you try to run you will be killed, resist and you will be killed. Every ship has a battery aimed at it, if the main engines light up the batteries will destroy the ship. Your only option is to surrender. You will be treated in a manner fitting your species and tried according to the acts you have committed. Depending on your crimes you will serve the free fleet for longer or shorter terms. To surrender get out of your Mecha and throw down your weapons. Lie on the ground away from any weapon with your upper limbs spread to either side. Any other action will be regarded as hostile and you will be killed.” Jorsht finished as the communications tech leaned in close again their armoured neck inches from his face. It would be so easy for him to snap his neck as they put the message on repeat through the station and then the ships attached.
 
“Don’t think about it. Get up.” Jeremiah said just far enough away that Jorsht couldn’t hit him but no one could hear his whisper. Jorsht’s blood went cold as his survival instinct came to the fore and he stood up from the seat keeping far away from the tech as they took his position. The other stations had already been taken over by people and could see that it didn’t take ten minutes to warm up weapon systems which were already active and roaming.
 
“I want communications with every ship set up. Rick?”
 
“Yes boss I’m here!” A man said as he stowed his weaponry taking off his helmet and pulling out a data pad.
 
“Please link me into the systems.” He said to one of the techs as they produced a jack inserting it into the pad.
 
“Going to need a second boss!”
 
“Get it done. Work with Eddie to get the drones to work. Have Min Hae’s people check to make sure there aren’t any extra—surprises shall we say in the computer systems.”
 
“Agreed, make it so comms.”
 
“Yes chief of staff.” The tech that had sat in the seat Jorsht had been in seconds ago.
 
“Hands behind your back.” Jeremiah said as Jorsht complied feeling something tightens on his wrists with a clicking noise. Now incapacitated he was dragged out with a vice like grip on his wrists and elbow from the room and out through his station.

Chapter How did we do it?
 
I heard the whine of turrets coming online as Resilient now had full control of the stations inner protection. I heard the heavy caliber weapons firing throughout the station. I saw on the command screens as pirates wearing full Mechas were cut down before they reached my Commandos. There were still a difference of force about eight to one against my people, but we had the heart of the station and all of the ships.
 
“Begin cutting off pirate forces and draining oxygen till they all pass out.” I ordered as techs worked the commands terminals as blast doors enclosed pirates.
 
Drones were still taking the many injured and dead back to the Free Fleet ships.
 
“Rick, co-ordinate with Henry gets people through the medical chairs and rested, three hours then wake up so we can round up prisoners.”
 
“Where should we put them?”
 
“Hangars for now strip them of clothing.”
 
“Boss?”
 
“They did it to us and we survived. Plus they will have fewer places to hide weapons then.”
 
“I’ll handle it, Boss; do you want to get medical attention now we’re done?” He said.
 
“Fine, you’ve convinced me.” I got up slowly feeling much more tired than when I’d sat down as I felt my blood seemingly rush out of my body and then make my arms, then stomach weigh more as I broke into a cold sweat.
 
“Rick you have Command.” I said feeling sick, barely hearing his reply as I fought darkness as I fell to the floor.
 
Well shit not the most wonderful victory celebration I thought as darkness took me.
 
It wasn’t the slow coming to that I hoped for as fire laced through my body as I arched in pain from Hellfire running through my body.
 
My drug addled mind however forgot that Hellfire existed and thought someone was using my pain implants to kill me.
 
I saw Yasu and the Sato sisters next to the doctor who was holding my drug bag.
 
I trusted you. I thought as I looked at Yasu and the pain, diminished.
 
What? I thought as I pulled the needles out of my arm and saw the stump that looked back at me. I forgot the people in the room as I looked at it, touching it and cradling it.
 
Henry burst in to the room.
 
“Sir we have five syndicate ships that have entered the system.” He said without pause as he gave me a data pad. I looked at it in question as my brain started to actually work.
 
They weren’t trying to kill you, they were trying to get you up to lead them. Dolt I thought as some wounds still stung from the hell fire.
 
Wished they hadn’t used that crap though. I thought as I scrolled through the data with one arm,
 
“Get me my Mecha.” I said as I started to walk out. The Sato sisters sidestepped blocking my way—I only noticed it as I walked into them.
 
“What?” I said displeasure clear in my voice as I looked up.
 
“Our mistress desires a word.” One of them said touching her blade and looking up at me. A wicked smile playing across her lips as my eyes became harder.
 
“Going to have to try harder to impress me after the shit I’ve been through.
 
“Well that is all fine and fucking dandy but if you don’t mind I have a station to save and nearly three thousand human lives! SO GET OUT OF MY WAY!” Rage radiating off of me as I bodily pushed her aside and began marching out of the med bay.
 
Henry pausing for a second, thinking I was out of earshot. “You threaten Salchar again and I will personally rip your head off.” He said with such silent fury I felt a warm shiver go up my spine as he quickly caught up with me. I didn’t have time to deal with my wife’s minion’s games.
 
“Henry, Mecha.” I said as he joined me, “I honestly have no idea where I’m going.” I muttered under my breath.
 
“Follow me sir.”
 
“Thanks.” I said as I continued checking the data pad, not only getting information on the syndicate ships, but also the station and what had happened while I was out. Only to hear someone running up from behind me.
 
“The hell fire I just gave is nowhere near enough!” The doctor said as I flashed them a look, making sure it wasn’t the Sato sisters coming up on me.
 
“Well doc it’s going to be necessary. I need your headset,” he gave it to me before turning and going back to his med bay. He clearly knew when his time would be wasted.
 
“Henry, communication codes please.” Henry touched his palm to mine as we walked as he transferred the codes.
 
“Rick?” I asked, using the communications headset.
 
“Salchar?”
 
“Yeah, I want everyone in their mechas, everything locked down and find me berths to fit those ships, and get the guns around them up and running. “There was no denying the command in my tone.
 
“Yes commander.”
 
“Keep me updated.” I ended the channel.
 
“Your Mecha’s being fixed, Shrift is displeased to say the least, he says he’s debating on just re-issuing you one.” Henry said as we walked, having talked to
 
“Damn it! I just got the padding how I liked it!” I said looking at the hospital gown I was still wearing and shrugging, after months of people seeing me in the nude, I didn’t much care.
 
Three protection Commandos fell in around me as we walked.
 
“I guess Shrift wasn’t the only one you talked to.”
 
He shrugged “You get into more shit than my most idiotic team member. Plus with your constant leading from the front mind set.” He said as I snorted.
 
“Alright, well you better go make sure they don’t mess up, go get into your mecha. I’ll run this one from the command centre.”
 
“Sir.” He said, taking off at a run. As I continued to garner more information, making it to a transport car and taking it within a hundred metres of the command centre.
 
“Commander of the free fleet on deck!” Rick said bolting up from the command chair and snapping a two finger salute so suddenly it made me think that he hadn’t been awake when he’d first seen me. Mechas on either side of the door slapped their rifles in salute. I nodded to Rick as I leaned against the Station Commanders chair; with my as in the breeze I did not want to be sitting on uncomfortable and cold seating…
 
“Update.”
 
“We’ve taken the station fully and put certain syndicate members to work fixing areas of the station damaged. Eddie has the Kuruvians and the army of drones working on the ships and watching the syndicate members to make sure they aren’t doing anything fishy. We’ve assigned squads to them for each company worth of workers. The Sarenmenti have for the most part come on board. A few of them committed suicide for their crimes. They’ve sworn fealty to us and wish to free their home planet. Every ship has been taken and its status listed, the crews of Kuruvians on them are at half strength to fix them, the other half are working on the station. We still haven’t released the Sarenmenti due to tensions.” WHOS TALKING THIS IS TOO LONG TO NOT HAVE A THIS PERSON SAID
 
He had to pause for a moment and then took a deep breath. “We have two and a half thousand humans remaining from the attack.” It felt as if he’d punched me in the gut. I knew it was not going to be a lot, but the number was astounding, eight thousand human had died doing what I asked. I thought of the people that like Steven Robertson wouldn’t see Earth again or would be like Hitomi Robertson grieving the loss of their trusted partner, maybe thrust together by criminal aliens but partners still. It stuck in my heart like an icy spike. I never wanted it but I’ll have to live with it. I mentally shouldered the weight of their losses as I took a shaky breath.
 
“The incoming ships?”
 
“They entered the system thirty minutes ago we thought it a good idea to rouse you.” I nodded it explained why I was awake at least.
 
“How long was I out?”
 
“Four days.”
 
“Why wasn’t I awakened earlier?”
 
“The strain on your system was immense, they were hoping to regrow your arm before you awoke, but it will still take another four days.”
 
“Next time wake me up, I will not be getting my beauty rest while my people are doing the heavy lifting.”
 
“Yes boss, noted.” Rick said, looking away. Don’t bite his head off, he was just trying to do what he thought was best for you. This made me angrier at myself as I looked at a piece of decking before talking.
 
“What kind of ships are we facing?”
 
Taking it as his signal to continue Rick launched in as information scrolled over the main screens. “There are three corvettes a cruiser and a destroyer. They’ve broadcasted they have human Mechas to sell.” His tone cold as he finished.
 
“What’ve we got in ships and firepower?”
 
“The stations a mess, Eddie, Felix and Min Hae all had a fit when they looked at how the stations holding up, we have limited weaponry so far. Eddie’s focusing on the ships and getting their weapons online and keeping the station running, it seems that it’s more of a death trap than anything. Out of the now forty three ships attached to the station the Resilient is the only one that is in Eddie’s opinion serviceable. The rest, well, it isn’t a pretty picture.”
 
“Have you sent anything in reply?”
 
“Not yet boss.”
 
“Can we make a message with the ex-commander of this station’s face?”
 
“Comms?” Ricky asked the officer that had broadcasted Jorsht’s message through the station.
 
“Yes Commander it’s possible though we’ll need some time.”
 
“Do so, brag to them how we already have human Mechas in dock but are interested in seeing if their supplies are on par with those we have. See also what their prices are and give them a docking bay. Try and get it so that we have them in the same area. Move ships if need be but only smaller ones, we don’t want to make it seem irregular.” I turned coughing.
 
Rick grabbed water at his station giving it to me.
 
“Thanks Rick.” I said taking a sip. “And for before—sorry.”
 
“I can understand your frustration, you want to be helping out, but you’re stuck back and unable to control your circumstance.”
 
“Yeah.” I nodded.
 
“Just next time don’t get so beat up.”
 
“I’ll try.” I said with a grin. He grinned too as he moved back to his seat talking into his communicator headset cutting orders as ships started to warm up their engines.
 
Henry rushed in the room with my weapons. I quickly put them on disregarding my hospital gown as I touched the familiar and battle tested weapons, checking them over as I spoke.
 
“Put the syndicate members into lockdown and prepare for a boarding action. Battle suit?” I said to Henry.
 
“There are no extras.”
 
“Damn, very well continue.”
 
“Yes commander.” He said turning and running, his Mecha shaking the decking as he called out orders on his helmets communication unit.
 
“Run a countdown to when they’ll get here.” I said as someone put it on the main screen overtop the main plot of the system and the incoming ships as well as a side panel that showed the fleet captain talking to our made up Jorsht cutting them berths and asking about their Mechas supplies and their willingness to trade.
 
I had to give it to the communications officer they’d done well with their work. I sat down in the uncomfortably cold chair shifting around to get a comfortable spot. As I looked at the systems I knew what they did even as I hadn’t seen them before in my life. With all of my sleeping for a week the calendar on my personal screen my sleep training had continued. Weapons and hand to hand as well as system control and operation were all advanced. I added Military history and tactics to my training schedule, Joy, more work. I thought before pausing, actually looking at the force of people moving around the command centre and the Commandos waiting by the replaced blast doors.
 
I was in command (well at least for the foreseeable day and a half—the counter said until the ships made it to dock) of thirty five semi-operable ships, one space station with more amassed firepower than all of those ships combined, and roughly fifty square kilometres, a grouping of hundreds of thousands of Kuruvians and one AI. I had done it; I had gone from training a group of preteens and teenagers to taking the biggest station in the sector and having a fleet. It was more raw power than any other human had ever commanded, yet I still didn’t feel any different and there was a lot to do still. I shrugged as I sat on the command chair, going over the information. Damn it sucks to have one hand. I thought irritably, though thankfully I’d be getting mine back I thought solemnly compared to other men and women that had gone before me in other military services and lost their limbs permanently. Be thankful for what you’ve got while you’ve got it.
 
For the next day we continued to relay information to the oncoming pirates, keeping our weapons cold as they came in closer. It was almost painful the watching, but in the meantime I got myself re-acquainted with the reports of Parnmal, the battle and everything that had happened. Trying to not look at my non-existent hand.

Chapter Easy prizes and scary revelations.
 
“Docking tubes extended, seal made.”
 
“Eddie.”
 
“Transmitting.” He said as Resilient hacked into the docked ships systems.
 
“Get the information packets we have ready for the mechas.” I snapped to the command centre.
 
“Yes commander!” It was like a switch had been flicked as the room turned into activity as progress on the programs upload increased, a bar showing that they had been sent to the new ships. I pulled up the cameras that showed the docking tubes as the pirates came out of their ship talking about the entertainment they’d get at the various establishments around the station as well as how much money they were going to get for their human Mecha’s.
 
Full of confidence the captains and most of their crews walked out of their ships arrogant swagger and weapons everywhere as they passed the docking control and then in the main corridors.
 
They didn’t even notice there was no one at the docking control. As soon as they were in the main corridor blast doors closed as Commandos swarmed out from the hallways now surrounding the pirates. Without saying anything they shot the pirates; the stun rounds putting them on the ground as half of them covered the incapacitated crew the rest swarming past them and to the docking tubes.
 
“Opening tubes.” The docking controller said as they did so, on the screens and the Commandos rushed through quickly making their way onto the ships bridges and inserting their universal jacks taking away the kill switch ability and letting us run our programs through the ships. Commandos moved through the ships methodically knocking out crew members as fast as possible moving through the syndicates and then onto officers that weren’t locked down.
 
Finally they moved into the armouries and Mecha quarters. It was filled with squalor. All of the humans tried to attack the commandos as they opened quarters. They looked wild and half crazed. Only one of the corvettes commandos where met with little resistance.
 
The rest were like savages attacking on sight. Something was truly and utterly wrong.
 
My hand was white as Commandos reported crying and screams for help.
 
“Fuck!” I said smashing my hand into the armrest as I opened up a general broadcast to the Commandos.
 
“Once the Syndicate are secured all Commandos are to assist with the separation of the humans on the incoming ships. They are unstable.” I saw one of the feeds of a room. “I believe murder rape and beatings to be occurring between the humans on the ship. Extreme care should be taken.” I changed to Henry.
 
“Find me the leaders of these humans and start interviews.”
 
“If the humans resist?”
 
“Stun them; I don’t want them as harm to our people.”
 
“Sir.” He cut the channel as I watched, dismayed by my race. As soon as we had no rules, we fell apart.
 
“External weapon arrays I want reports on your battle readiness within the hour; as well as plan to bring them up to full readiness an hour afterwards. We need to get our defences back online, those won’t be the last syndicate ships in the area and they won’t all wander into our trap like unknowing idiots either.” I got out of the chair.
 
“Someone get me a communicator, I need something other than my implanted one.” Promptly one of the nearby operators took their own off and handed it to me.
 
“Thank you.” I accepted the headset striding out of the room. The communicator forming to my head and connecting with my internal implants increasing the range at which I could communicate.
 
“Rick you’re in command contact me as needed.”
 
With purposeful strides I walked through the station actually getting lost a few times as I’d mostly hacked my way through the station the first time I’d made it to the control centre. I shook hands, saluted, smiled and chatted with my people who were still in shock and tired; they were battered physically and mentally by the battle. But they seemed in a better mood as I left. Still lost as hell I had my protection detail guide me to the Golden Refuge.
 
When I finally found it and walked through the docking tube, the ship had been moved so the airlock opened into a supply corridor and not the command deck. A group of drones were working on the far wall cleaning the grime and rust off of everything and fixing what they could.
 
I strode quickly to the hangar bay where there had been rust, tears and skid marks there was now spots of new burnished metal flattened and looking new. There were crews with assisting drones working on the shuttles which were also getting a new paintjob and refinished hull. I walked quickly across the new hangar deck to the third armouries door. Shrift was inside with a mixed group of Kuruvians and humans with masses of drones.
 
I saw my suit clamped to a wall with a sign above it. “It still works!”
 
It had been cleaned up but the slagged joints were still visible, my gauntlet attached to the front with space tape. My left forearms exoskeleton a mess of melted metal. My helmet was perched above it dented in so far it looked as if it should’ve crushed my head.
 
I shook myself as I saw the holes of rounds or fragments that had gotten through the suit, the divots, scratches and gouges left by blades that had come too close. I felt the wounds on my body as they matched up with the Mecha.
 
“Well aren’t you a sight.” Shrift said throwing me a battle suit. I looked down at myself as I mentally groaned. I’d just co-ordinate a ship take over in a dressing gown.
 
“So the rumour that you just co-ordinate a battle while not fully dressed and fresh from medical is true then.” Shrift said with a pleased grin on his face.
 
I quickly took off my weapons and gown putting the familiar suit on which compressed to my body and put my weapons back on.
 
“Oh shut up.” I grumbled.
 
“So how long have you been planning that a syndicate ship might attack this station once we took it?”
 
I wanted to scream I’d never planned for it that I’d been flying by the seat of my pants, well, dressing gown.
 
Instead my mouth was moving before I could deny it.
 
“Since I knew we were coming here.” Shrift looked at me nodding.
 
“Wheels within wheels as you humans say.” Shrift said appreciatively.
 
“So how’s the customized armour going?”
 
“As I thought our armour wasn’t on par with that the syndicate members had.” Disgust in his voice.
 
“Since we took their information though we’ve been able to find stronger and lighter armour as well as better synced servos and internal systems. I went ahead and made the suits so that they perform to a humans range of motion, not like the general suits you were using before which had power going to everything in case you had say two knees no elbows and such. This means that your servos will have a higher output of force and thus increase your strength by an estimated fifty percent!” His tone excited as he rubbed his upper and lower hands together in glee.
 
“How many have we got so far?” My throat dry in similar excitement, this would put us on par if not above that of the syndicate forces with more training and better suited weapons we could give the Syndicates and their forces a run for their money once we were hand to hand with them.
 
“None so far it needs your approval, plus we’re currently making a manufacturing plant in the station along the lines of your assembly line.” My face fell.
 
“How long will it take to get Mechas for everyone?”
 
“A few months if we use the materials from the other Mechas.”
 
“Alright do what you can to speed the process up I want to have them as quickly as possible. We’re also going to need units for the humans that will begin training as quickly as possible. We need everyone on the same page, including the Sarenmenti forces that have chosen to join us.”
 
“What about the humans on the ships that just came in? Are you going to train them to be AMC’s?”
 
“Yes. From what I’ve seen and read on reports still coming in, most of them are close to feral. Giving them training will allow them to have some kind of regular normality. Once they’re trained they will be given an option to wait on the station until they can return to Earth or they can join the Free Fleet. So tell me what you need to speed up this process.”
 
“Our problem is raw materials. The station has very few. We’ve mostly taken what we’ve needed from decorations we’ve found throughout the ships and station.”
 
“What about all of these asteroids floating around can’t we harvest some of them.”
 
“Well yes we could.” He looked thoughtful. “Though we’ve never done it before. We’re ship engineers.” He said in way of response.
 
“Well I think it’s about time people learned to diversify.” I accessed my communicator “Min Hae.” I said as it made a buzzing noise.
 
“Who is this?”
 
“It’s Salchar.”
 
“Yes Commander?”
 
“Can you run a search for an asteroid miner in the information caches we have?”
 
“Yes commander I’m on it now. I already have over a hundred matches, what materials would we be looking to extract?”
 
“Any and all with a processing facility to separate it all. Automated if possible.” It was a few minutes before Min Hae came back to me I was only sure he was still on the line by the fact the microphone had a blue light on which meant I was connected.
 
“I have five different configurations of systems.”
 
“Forward it to Felix and put in the engineering forum that we want to make one and ask for any ideas and input.”
 
“I’ll get it done, anything else sir?”
 
“Find me a nice damned asteroid heavy in the materials we need.”
 
“On it.”
 
“Preferable one within our defensive field of fire.”
 
“Yes, sir.”
 
“Salchar out.” I cut the connection and looked at Shrift.
 
“Alright well hopefully I can see about mining some big juicy asteroids.”
 
“About time we had more material Resilient’s already out of all her stores and there’s only so much pulling out melting down and putting back into place we can do. It’s all a very slow process if you’re only doing a few metres instead of half a deck of plasma conduits in one go!” Eddie said entering the armoury having heard our conversation.
 
“Hello Eddie, how are the repairs going on her?” He linked his fingers behind his tool belt as he struck a pose I would expect to see in a western movie, even his cowboy hat tilted perfectly.
 
“She’s in much better shape than before, most of her critical systems are going through an overhaul. I’m leaving the weapon systems in place, as outdated as they are. Resources are going to quickly become an issue.” He growled in annoyance, looking as if he wanted to spit.
 
“The armour is weak in some places, but that’s been our first thing to fix before weapons as per your orders. Though at the same time I’m having secondary systems repaired in case there are blow outs or malfunctions.” He looked at me with the hint of smirk, his eyebrow titled slightly.
 
Agreed, we don’t want to have systems completely cut out completely without some way to regain control. I trust in your judgment Eddie. I’m not going to say I know nearly as much as you for engineering.”
 
“Your finally learning somthin’.” He said with a pleased twitch of his arms.
 
“My crew and I have also come up with a few upgrades to be instituted across the fleet. With enough time and materials we’ll have all of these birds back in space and better than they were when they left their shipyards!” He said with a grin.
 
“Give me just four months with Resilient in a full dock and all the raw materials I’ll need and I’ll be able to fix her hull, overhaul her fusion power plants and install the four that we’re missing. Give me eight months I’ll be able to get the engines fixed and her superstructure, which has been bugging me lately.” He continued on as I tried to stop him.
 
“A year and I’ll be able to have her up to full fighting trim and upgrade her, new weapons, reactive nanite layered armour, secondary power fusion plants…” His eyes practically started to sparkle as he looked around the armoury. “First we need a full dock and materials, plus the Resilient is the heaviest ship we have. We’re not going to be able to take her out of action for a full year.” He looked down cast before a spark entered his eye after a few seconds.
 
“We’re making a full ship yard?”
 
“Yes, and we’ll have a full blown mining and refining operation.”
 
“We could, well…” He looked off in wonder.
 
“Don’t think about it, you’re my chief engineer. I’m not leaving you to make a dock.”
 
“I wouldn’t think about it commander.” Eddie admonished. “The Resilient has been too much for me to leave her alone. I wouldn’t trust her with anyone else, other than you of course commander. I will still be there keeping her running.” He said firmly.
 
“Good, in the meantime I have an idea for the dock and mining facilities which Felix is working on. In the meantime we still need to melt down and refine all of this material, and later the material from mining. I want you to organize a group to run that project.”
 
“We need to get the Resilient back to her true form.” He said.
 
“We need materials and the only way we’re going to be able to do that is to mine an asteroid.”
 
“If we took a ship…”
 
“I will NOT melt down another ship so that we can fix up the Resilient faster. We can’t make ships yet and we’ve just started a war with what I’m finding is the biggest crime syndicate in known history and space. That ship you want to melt down might be beside the Resilient in a battle and save her from dying. If we take that ship away we take away that support and firepower. Something I am not willing to do. Melt down broken machinery, Mechas, weapons and those damned useless decorations. Everything else is off limits. Do you understand Eddie?” I said. Staring into his eyes before he looked away.
 
“I understand.” The aged Kuruvian said to the floor nudging it with his cowboy boots like a small child that had just been told off.
 
“Good now, I would suggest talking with Felix as he’s the one that’s working on getting an extractor and processor made to create the supplies you need. The faster he can get his plans ready the faster we can get the materials pumping out.” This put some wind back in his sails.
 
“Yes Commander, I’ll have the processor up in no time and kick that Felix’s ass into gear with the extractor.” He said with a happy smile before taking off towards the armoury door yelling at the nearest engineer. “Stop looking like you’re trying to work George. We’ve got an asteroid eater to make!”
 
That crisis averted I turned back to Shrift.
 
“You have plans for a space dock? I thought we were only making the extractor and processor.” He asked.
 
“We’ll get into that when the time comes, now in the meantime, I need you to get that down.” I said pointing to my Mecha. Shrift grunted, shaking his head as he turned to it.
 
“Help me get that damned thing down.” He said to a group of Kuruvians and humans who grabbed grav carts floating beside the armour as Shrift directed them as they released it from its clamp and brought it to the floor. I was keenly aware how they watched me as I approached it keying it open as I took off my weapons—handing them to a waiting Shrift. He put the sword on my back as he helped me get into my Mecha.
 
It still smelt of dried blood and sweat I found as my nerve ports connected and the armoured panels closed around me. It felt like dull electricity ran through my veins from the Mecha.
 
“You’re first on the list for the new Mechas.” Shrift said as he attached my pistol and holster to my leg a human passing him a rifle which he secured in place too.
 
“Now bring back the damned decoration. You don’t know what a ribbing I got from Eddie about not melting it down.”
 
“I will.” I said with a grin as my headset chirruped, a monocle extending from the unit—informing me it was Rick calling. My helmet being as smashed as it was would only hinder me, meaning I would have to rely on the communications device and its tiny monocle. I made a displeased sound as I opened the channel.
 
“Sir we have brought the human Mecha representatives onboard I have placed them in a vacant bay.” Rick paused as I could see there was something else he wasn’t sure whether to say or not.
 
“What is it Rick?”
 
“Well these people didn’t have your rules when they were training and they were even younger.”
 
Dread filled me as my voice became hollow.
 
“How old are they?”
 
“Between the ages of seven and fifteen”, my face changed to ash as my worst fears plagued me. There had been a few squads that hadn’t played with any rules for a while. They were wilder than the rest of us and barely trusted anyone. Though if they had no rules at all and they were younger so they didn’t know any better…
 
“Get Henry on standby. I will meet them myself.” I said pushing my dread away.
 
“Sir, they could kill you just to try and become commander, they’ve already broken into brawls several times after seeing one another to gain more control. They’re like animals.” Rick warned as I squared my shoulders.
 
“Sometimes you have to take the bull by the horns.” I said with confidence I didn’t feel. The armoury door opened behind me, I turned, seeing two silhouettes in the doorway each with their own customized armour.
 
“Plus I have all the backup I need right here.” My grin went feral the other two silhouetted Mechas doing the same, one twirling a heavy metal staff and the other wearing a miniskirt tipped with plasmid and carrying dual heavy caliber sub machine guns.
 
“Sir?”
 
“I’ll be there in five minutes.” My monocle showing a blue ball to guide me to the bay.
 
“Good luck James.” Shrift said.
 
“Keep up the good work and I want you to look at the quickest docks to set up, as well as the longest lasting.”
 
“Sir, isn’t that Eddie’s department or Min Hae’s and Felix’s?” He asked puzzled.
 
“You deal with exoskeletons all the time, complicated machines that last for a time. Also you’ve already adapted your work to a factory line which shows me you’re willing to adapt to new methods of working to produce something faster.”
 
“I can see where you’re coming from now.” Shrift said thoughtfully scratching his chin before grinning.
 
“On the eve of a possible battle you’re getting me to look into making a dock. How many steps ahead are you really?”
 
I shrugged, better to let them guess how many than actually know how many ways I was behind in most things as I walked out of the armoury towards my date with the human representatives. I hugged my two companions, our armour coming together in a clang before we began moving, talking and for the first time in a long time I relaxed—even though I knew it was only going to get more difficult.

Chapter Mechas without rules
 
“So where is this great commander Salchar?” The biggest of the representatives bellowed, he was massive, in a line man sort of way, with a wide set body which made him look short even though he was a bit taller than me. At this point all of the enhancing meals and training we’d gone through had made the AMC’s look like Greek statues.
 
The man in the secure room in front of me however, looked like a human tank. He’d obviously become the alpha of the group by the way that the others responded to him. He was in a better state than them wearing a mostly complete battle suit. It seemed a constant among most of them that they were disheveled, most of them looking like they hadn’t showered in weeks and with wounds ranging from a few hours old to a few weeks.
 
The biggest thing that separated them from my Mechas was the haunted look in their eyes the way they looked at one another, looking for weaknesses to exploit and watching if another would attack them. They reminded me as much of a pack of dogs as they did humans. Disgusted I walked into the room my two companions walking with me.
 
“You’re actually Salchar!” One of the representatives said their eyes widening at me and my companions. “Mad monk and Crazy cheerleader.” His voice shocked as he pointed to us as he said our names. Another representative smacked the talker with a savage blow knocking him down before she jumped on the talker with a sneer on her face and a wild expression in her eyes.
 
“Monk.” Monk moved from my side his robes swishing as he launched himself, he wore less armour than anyone else and had faster servos to add to his blinding speed as he paused next to the attacker putting his staff underneath her, tossing her against a far bulkhead. It was so fast that the attacker didn’t know Monk had moved until she made contact with the far bulkhead.
 
He twirled his staff so it was vertical as he took a knee next to the one that had been talking. With a shrug his hand whipped out with hell fire injecting the speaker and then backing off.
 
“FUUUUUUUCK!” The man screamed his body arching, as his voice was cut off. I could see his skin, bones and muscles pulling together as his surface wounds sealed giving them a glossy look.
 
He laid there looking at the ceiling for a few seconds as everyone was staring at him.
 
The woman that had hit the wall was just getting up, obviously dazed as she looked around the room. She found Monk, giving him a stare that could kill as Monk lifted his visor so the man on the ground could see his face.
 
“Sorry about that, I wasn’t sure if you had internal injuries so I applied it as quickly as possible. It does live up to its name of being hell fire.” Monk said apologetically to the other man, his face serene as always as if he hadn’t thrown someone thirty feet with a big piece of heavy duty rebar.
 
“That fucking hurt!” He said as he picked himself a look of interest coming over his face as he rolled his shoulder and moved about. “Damn that healed my shoulder up too. Where can I get some more of that?” He asked with renewed mobility from old wounds being restored allowed him to move more freely.
 
Monk smiled happily putting a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “All things come with time.” He said and then jumped again landing next to the woman whose eyes went wide with panic as she tried to run. Monk caught her with a vice like grip before injecting her as she dropped to the floor and went as stiff as every person that had, used hell fire did. He didn’t spare her another glance, walking back to me and Cheerleader, his face calm and peaceful.
 
Monk wasn’t a violent man, but he knew how to use force in the best way to create the biggest effect, he didn’t want others to suffer, which was as terrifying as it was kind when thinking he was a fully trained Commando.
 
“The next person to attack someone in this room will be tried according to the Free Fleet’s code of conduct.” I said my voice brooking no argument. I didn’t need to tell them that I hadn’t even begun to make such a code but it had the desired effect as they snarled but didn’t move to inflict damage on anyone else.
 
“Good, moving on. My name is Commander Salchar of the Free Fleet.”
 
“Not for long.” The large man said a dark look in his eyes.
 
“Oh reaaally.” I said—these people just loved to interrupt me.
 
“I challenge you to a duel for the title of commander. Weakling.” Dark snarls appeared on the representatives faces like hungry hyenas.
 
I stomped over to him coming into the full light of the room, my scarred face, missing arm and battle scarred Mecha having quite an impression I found.
 
“Now I might be a lot of things, but a coward is not one of them. You are cowards.” I said gesturing to them with my arm. “You stopped being humans when you turned on one another for the whims of the people that commanded you. You gave up your beliefs to survive—this I understand. Yet you then used the power you found to intimidate, bully and force others to do as you wanted. You think you’re big and bad and I should be scared of you?” I said in a babying tone. “I’m more scared of one of my commandos with no limbs. Commandos have drive, they have a purpose, and they will see it through till the end. You, you just have greed.”
 
“Nice words still don’t make any difference.” The large one said again as I looked in his eyes. In bare seconds he looked away. He looked ashamed, and young, very young. I thought sadly as I realized I had two choices. Either I face the large child, accelerated into adulthood, who was the apex of their system and win, replacing him. Or I try the peaceful route, with no guarantees. I needed some control over them before I could help them, leaving me with the displeasing first option.
 
“Fine.” I said tossing my hand up in the air. “What’re your rules?”
 
“No armour, weapons or clothes.” He said already stripping down.
 
“Or fist.” I muttered as I turned away from the human representatives.
 
While getting undressed was the last thing I wanted to do in this room, but I needed to win fairly. I took off my gauntlet attaching it to my Mecha and began unbuttoning and releasing the clasps that held me in the Mecha.
 
“Aish, never could let a fight go.” In Sook said helping me out of the Mecha as Monk watched over us.
 
“You know me.” I said with a winning smile feeling the scar across my face from the pirate’s blade becoming tight as I turned on the representatives their eyes going wide as I uncompressed my battle suit folding it and handing it to In Sook.
 
“Joo Mi” She said in a sad tone as I gave it to her as she looked over the scars that dotted my body from small nicks from monomolecular and plasmid weaponry to the ragged hole in my stomach a hole in my shoulder and lower left leg where rounds had made it through my Mechas armour.
 
“Don’t worry I’ll get them removed when I have an opportunity.”
 
I rolled my arms limbering up as I looked at the giant of a man. He sported his own scars his faint marks of finger nails and one from what must’ve been an improvised shiv.
 
I nodded appreciatively. “Ready to go pretty boy.” I said grinning as I rolled my neck the scar across my face turning my grin into something savage.
 
He growled throwing his own battle suit at a representative as he smashed his fists together his muscles bulging.
 
“Monk?”
 
“I would say to fight according to the James Accords, but I don’t believe that you will. “Monk said sadness creeping into his voice. “Don’t kill him please.”
 
“Don’t kill him? I’ll string him up as a trophy to show what happens when someone challenges Bregend.”
 
“I wasn’t talking to you Bregend.”
 
“Bregend, seriously, your parents called you Bregend.” I said unable to hold it in as I looked at the man again now with pity, that had to have been an interesting upbringing.
 
Monk shrugged raising his staff.
 
“Let the duel begin!” He said slamming his staff into the ground. Bregend came at me charging. Before this would’ve left me stunned as what had to be near three hundred pounds of muscle charged at me now I ran at him a smile on my face. He opened his arms to wrap me up as he got closer; I jumped planting my foot in his face and turning as I landed a savage elbow on the back of his neck I hit the ground rolling and turning to face him again. He shook his head dazed from my elbow. I rushed back in clapping one of his ears as I forgot about my missing hand. I realized too late when his fist caught me on the chin lifting me off of my feet, my reflexes took over as I rolled and turned to face him. It felt as if I’d been in a car accident. I spat blood and a chipped tooth slipped out, as I pulled back my hair which had come loose.
 
Bregend slowed, taking up a brawler’s stance. This worried me as people that thought about attacking before they did so were vastly more effective.
 
“Are we dancing or fighting?” I asked as his eyes flashed. His strike could not be more predictable as he lined up his body, moving his foot into position as his shoulder rotated before he drove his fist forward.
 
I swerved under his grip, holding the muscle of his triceps and a few nerve points as he yelled out as I turned my back to him and planted my foot in his knee, causing him to buckle.
 
He punched with his free hand, catching a rib I felt it snap, my left side started burn as if it were on fire. I needed to put him down and fast, I could feel my ribs grating against one another each movement eliciting pain. I released his arm and punched him in the face before jumping out of his reach.
 
He picked himself up slowly, a satisfied grin on his face. My vision went red as I launched at him ignoring the pain in my side as I punched and kicked, using my half-arm to defend. My fist and feet snapped out, each hitting a pressure point as he cried out in agony his muscle not providing the protection a good layer of fat would’ve.
 
I used everything from sleep training on how to make the other feel pain. He was feeling it as I moved around him searching out for nice dense groupings of nerves. He howled as I kept hitting, he fell to the ground as I paused seeing if he would give up. His foot lashed out, I only had time to take the impact in my gut instead of my side as I fell back. I felt nearly as bad as it would’ve been to take hell fire.
 
I’d been organizing a takeover in my dressing gown just a bare four hours ago and now I was fighting a human gorilla in my birthday suit. The universe sure is a strange thing. When you’re fighting there are a lot of strange thoughts you have, well I do at least.
 
He’d learned his lesson from before he rushed to his feet, I swung a foot at his head. He hardly flinched, his hands grabbing my foot, he grinned as I wrapped my other leg round his arms. I pulled myself in bringing my elbow down viciously on his head. He released punching my hips before he grabbed my sides. I screamed as I felt my ribs puncture something.
 
I needed to end this fight now I knew as I felt myself coughing. I grabbed his fingers breaking them as I twisted him away from me releasing them as he looked to me, cradling his hand.
 
I pivoted on my left foot, snapping out my right, connecting with his head that snapped back like a door slamming. He fell to the floor tonelessly, his mouth open as if not understanding what had happened.
 
I picked myself up breathing heavily and coughing up blood with my breaths.
 
“Shit looks like I punctured the lung.” I said lightly as monk was already stabbing a needle into my arm. I held in the curses barely as I went rigid, all of the bones grating back in place. A few seconds later I let out a shaky breath. I took the syringe from Monk stabbing it into Bregend.
 
“Now sit down.” I growled to the other human representatives.
 
“Or I’ll beat you senseless too with only one damned arm.” The one that had been talking took a seat first. Another looked to be taking the one beside them but hit the talker in the chest hard enough to knock the wind out of him. Leaving him on the ground gasping as he took his seat, a sneer on his face as he looked at me challengingly.
 
I grabbed my communicator I had stored in my Mecha before entering the room and put it in my ear as it formed to me.
 
“He’s not fit to serve with the armoured Marine Commandos.” I said into it.
 
“Yes sir.” Two battle scarred Mechas like mine Monk’s and Cheerleaders entered the room. Their weapons slung as they moved with purpose.
 
“What the hell is this?” The man that had struck the other demanded as they walked to the table.
 
“I told you, anyone that does not follow the code of the free fleet can expect to be punished to the full extent you will have a trial to determine the length of your service term. Though you will never step inside a Mecha or be a Commando, instead you will work with the syndicate scum that owned your ship and this station to serve hard labor.”
 
“What!”
 
“For the rest of you it might be a good idea to think of this, striking another Mecha of the same rank and lower without prior permission or under extreme circumstances will result in one term of service.”
 
“How long is a service term?”
 
“One Earth year.” The assaulter threw their chair at the first mecha raising their fist. Emotionlessly one of the mechas raised a rail gun pistol which barked the assaulter dropping to the floor.
 
“You killed him!” One yelled accusingly; a woman it looked like, under the lack of hygiene.
 
“Those are stun rounds; we won’t waste a worker out here. He will have a fair trial which will bring into account every act he has committed both past and present. If we find he assaulted any other Mechas or people previously he will have the assaults added to his service term.” At this a few of them gulped.
 
“Henry, get another representative from that representatives ship.”
 
“Yes commander.” Henry said—still outside the room with his people ready. While the two Mechas in the room grabbed the stunned man and carried him out of the room none to gently.
 
In Sook gave me my battle suit which I quickly put on pressing the compressing tab as it pulled my ribs into a better position as the hell fire did its work.
 
Bregend made a noise from the floor but I disregarded it as I took a seat at the table.
 
“Now sit.” I looked at them, letting my anger show on my face as they did so. Monk and Cheerleader took up positions on either side of me watching the other occupants I the room like hawks. Close enough to smell them, quite literally and unfortunately.
 
“This is what is going to happen. You will be trained to be armoured Marine Commandos, to work together and to have some damned hygiene.” I raised my hand at the complaints. “This is non-negotiable. While becoming a Commando is a great honour you need it to get some damned organization and to pull yourselves together. The Syndicate may have pulled you apart but we will put you back together. Questions?”
 
“Will there be exemptions.”
 
“Yes, the ones that will be exempt are those that have committed a crime under the code of the Free Fleet. They will be awarded service terms as crimes are found, they will learn skills that benefit the good of the fleet mainly hard labor, the shortest term is a year and each offense adds a multiplying factor determined by the crime. So say one has four assaults, they can be given up to twelve years instead of four.”
 
“You want us to serve you after being trained into Commandos?”
 
“No, no one serves me. One chooses to serve the Free Fleet and its codes and regulations. We do not stand for a person, we stand for the people under our protection that wish to remain free, and to crush those that prevent that freedom. Namely the Syndicate.”
 
“What if we don’t choose to join the Commandos?”
 
“You will be treated fairly; you will have quarters, food and medical and trained in technical jobs. To stay on the station you will need to earn your keep, there is no such thing as free air in space. You will be paid on a scale we are figuring out now. When we are able to, those that desire to return to Earth will be allowed to do so.” They nodded acceptance most of them staring at the table.
 
“I know most of you have been without rules, this will be taken into account with anyone that has committed terrible acts. Here we will allow you to get back to your old self without worrying about getting stabbed by the people that should be looking after your back.”
 
“If we get a service term could we change it to become an armoured Marine Commando, like the marines back on Earth?” A faintly tanned man said his features of Spanish descent.”
 
“Yes that is possible for the assault charges and the less severe ones.” I said a few faces lighting up.
 
“Those that complete their service as a Commando will be able to apply for other positions, such as the fleet or station. There are jobs from cooks to wormhole navigators and ship gunners needed on all ships. Commando training comes first. Everyone needs to be able to defend themselves if we come under attack.” I looked at them, most of them leaning forward in genuine interest.
 
“I know most of you want to go back to Earth and that you were put in an impossible situation but we will get this sorted out and we will get home.” They finally looked up from the table looking at my eyes their eyes reminding me of a lost child looking for security, shelter and above all hope. Most of them still are children. I thought sadly as I looked at the table clearing my throat abruptly.
 
“Inform your people what I’ve told you. We will call out ships in random order. The first order of business will be getting all of you showered.” I allowed myself a grin which they responded to with varying degrees.
 
“Then we’ll get you quartered those that are clear of all charges will have a quick one month course with the commandos and given the option to move on after a short period of time. Those that have performed questionable acts will be held back for the next training Rota or until a sentence has been passed on their actions.”
 
Bregend picked himself up off the floor behind me. I turned to him letting Monk and Cheerleader watch my front. “Are you willing to follow my commands Bregend?”
 
“Yes commander.” He said sourly.
 
“Don’t worry; we have an actual gym in the works on every ship. You’ll like it.”
 
“Really? I haven’t been to a real gym in…” He said, excitement filling his face before schooling his features in front of the other representatives.
 
“Yes. Now get the information from your other representatives, a replacement for the assaulter will be here momentarily I am told. Inform them what is going on and have your people ready. If they do not comply we will come in and stun anyone that resists. All these ships are now property of the free fleet. If your people damage them they will be fixing it.” I looked over all of them again before I stood; taking my battle suit and putting it on before In Sook helped me into my Mecha.
 
“Now if you excuse me I have some Sarenmenti’s I need to talk to.” I paused before leaving.
 
“Make sure no one is assaulted, human or alien, if it’s in self-defence that’s fine but I will not have dead people on my decks because you wanted to take your rage out on someone that may or may not deserve it. If you do so then I have no use for you and you’ll be taking a long walk in space without a suit or a lifetime of mining rock with no one for company other than a pickaxe.” I said, making sure they got the message.
 
With that I stomped out of the room.
 
“Alright Rick link me the to the Sarenmenti’s conference room.”
 
“Should be on your HUD now. Are you sure you don’t want to pause sir, your ribs have only just pulled back together, plus with the scar on your face and your missing arm…”
 
“Better to get it done as fast as possible instead of waiting and garner doubts.” I said as Monk received the map data and began navigating the station towards the next meeting.
 
I breathed as I reached the new door in front of me. Henry had appeared along the way walking with me silently with a squad of Mechas the others already in position I knew without me having to say a word.
 
“Just don’t get into a fight this time.” In Sook said putting a gauntleted hand on my shoulder.
 
“I’ll try.” I tapped her hand with a clang before moving through the door; both her and monk taking their positions on either side. I stared at the fifty two Sarenmenti’s whose clicking and grating noises of their native language died away as they, in turn, studied me.
 
I scanned the table finding Officer Turek at the table instead of the Resilient’s overall Sarenmenti officer.
 
I noticed that there were four squad Officers which sat at one end of the table; the Officers of their ships pointedly ignoring them.
 
It was hard for someone to hide something from me, and even as all of the Sarenmenti looked at me as if they didn’t care who I was, they were all nervous, except for four squad Officers who looked at me solidly.
 
I let my gaze settle on them as they returned it unflinchingly.
 
I grinned turning my seat to face them, gaining me a few raised scales. “What are your names?”
 
One of the Sarenmenti Officers in front of me whispered to his neighbour. “Damned coward scum.”
 
My servos hissed as I leveled a finger with the speaker with blinding speed without looking “Not you.” He quickly looked at the floor giving up talking.
 
“I am Kareesh.”
 
“Kreum.”
 
“Dreckt.”
 
“Shminkt.”
 
“Lovely names. As you know I am Salchar and that dagger you brought with you won’t work on me Kreum.” In said in a light tone as I leaned back, pulling out a data pad, looking up as Kreum grinned.
 
He took the dagger a flick of his wrist burying it into a bulkhead behind him to the hilt.
 
“Neat trick, I never got the whole throwing thing down, you’ll have to teach me.” He nodded a grin now showing on the other threes faces. After a few seconds of looking at their information a grin spread across my face as I put the data pad away.
 
“I guess you’re what my people would call special ops?” I asked again lightly. Kareesh nodded fractionally.
 
“Well then you’re going to be damned busy.” I said with a happy grin. “That is if you want to repay the bastards that kept treated you as slaves?”
 
“We would be most pleased to bring about their destruction.” Kareesh said his tone as cold as space. They bared their razor sharp teeth in anger which sent an electric chill down my spine as my own mouth was a thin merciless white line.
 
There’s something in the soldiers code, they will do everything for their country, even if they are spit on blamed and yelled at they will take on these burdens and continue on as long as they are fighting a fight which is worth fighting.
 
Though if a soldier finds out they are fighting a fight for no more reason than for someone’s gain in power they will try to put it in a light that they are doing well by the people. Until evidence is given to them that their country has made them do acts that is for the benefit of no one. Then you have a highly trained individual that will no longer fight for their country. They will do everything in their power to reveal the truth to their comrades and people. Effectively taking away the military from a country until they can sort themselves out. It had happened before with Rome again with England and through human history.
 
I was giving them a chance to regain the honour their previous leaders had thrown away, giving them the ability to protect the people they’d harmed and try to do well. If their only skills were to kill then I was going to damned well use that skill to the fullest and deliver them to the throat of the enemy, sword in hand.
 
“What about the regular Sarenmenti forces?”
 
“There are still those that deny your claims roughly twenty percent.”Shminkt said.
 
“That’s normal; I will give them access to archives of the ships and this station. Hopefully that will show more of them. I am however doubtful that all of them will. Such is any species mind I’m finding, we’re all stubborn bastards even when we’re given the truth.” I sighed shrugging. “Alright well there will be a choice for your people, join the free fleet or to become a civilian. If they become a civilian they will be expected to work in some way they will be given access to leisure activities. Until such time we can return them to your planet or to a destination they desire.”
 
They nodded their heads. “This is a gracious offer, how do we know you will keep your word and not kill the civilians.”
 
“Commander Turek, will I kill anyone because I feel like it?”
 
“No, you will try everything to stop the loss of life I have seen it with my own eyes and through the video feeds from the station during the attack. You arrest and even treat those that have attacked you.”
 
“Thank you, you have my word no harm will come to civilians, at the same time they will follow the rules of the Free Fleet. If they do not they will face a trail in which a randomly selected group of mixed races will be asked to weigh judgment upon them.”
 
“This is acceptable, we have learned we need rules or else we shall lose our Sarenmentity. Though we do not have codes such as assisting the enemy.” He said turning the statement into a question.
 
“It is again so we don’t lose ourselves; it raises us and our people to a higher level than those that we attack. Also we can gain information from those that have surrendered or are treated. If we act in a manner that we would want to be treated in it can only make the enemy look bad if they do not. As we’ve learned with the newest batch of humans we rescued they had no rules and were close to becoming savages. Humans have been fighting for thousands of years, we have found that combat is only honourable if following certain rules, otherwise it is just killing without a thought.”
 
“We will think on this.” Kareesh said nodding. “As with your humans we have seen it before. It will be hard to bring them back as they once were.”
 
“Oh they aren’t going to have a choice! All of them are going to go through training again, to get them on a base line, which is what a good portion of what I want you guys to be doing.” They looked at me with renewed interest.
 
“I want you guys training new recruits that include Sarenmenti that do not meet a standard test which is being devised.” I looked at the four squad commanders who had mixed expressions on their faces. The rest of the table’s faces seemed to pale at the thought.
 
“We are soldiers not trainers.”
 
“You have veteran experience which I need you to pass onto other troops, making them the deadliest bastards I can call on. Once enough are trained you will resume your positions as special ops with increased special ops soldiers.”
 
“I don’t think any of us like it, but we can see the logic behind it.” Dreckt said.
 
“I’ll have it rotated around so two of you will be deployed while the other two and their personnel will be training.” This brought some smiles to their faces.
 
“The rest of you are to submit rosters of your people and ranks to me by today. Tomorrow we will begin testing for joining the Commandos. Questions?” Turek raised his hand a human gesture learned by the Sarenmenti, as I gestured for him to go on.
 
“What if we don’t want to be a Mecha or a civilian are there any other options for us within the Fleet?”
 
“Look at the job opportunities board on your data pad. You can be anything you have the qualifications for. You choose what you want to do. Saying that your first training will be as a Mecha and then you will go from there to do as you wish or further your training as Mechas. I don’t want people to be defenceless; I want everyone to know how to patch their friend up in a firefight. How to use a Mecha, be able to fight hand to hand, with any type of weapon they can find.”
 
“That does make sense.” He accepted, nodding.
 
“Get working on the rosters also pass any information about past worlds you’ve visited we need information about this part of the galaxy if we’re to survive and fight back.”
 
I gave them one more look before standing and walking for the hatch.
 
I strode through the station getting a lift as the doors shut I turned to the two members of Mecha Tail that I hadn’t talked to for nearly a year. In Sook and Joon Ho did the same as I could finally see them.
 
“Damn I missed you guys.” I said as I embraced them both In Sook giggling as Monk smiled as our Mechas clanged together our massive shoulders knocking into one another as our heads touched. We stayed like that for a few seconds before moving apart.
 
“You’ve certainly achieved a lot Joo Mi.” Monk said his face showing his pride as I looked away embarrassed.
 
Psycho Cheerleader shook her head a happy smile on her face, her eyes teared up as she looked over to me and Joon Ho.
 
“As soon as we can we’re going back for Mi Young Ho.” I said definitively, the others nodding their heads seriously. Iron Bok Soo hated his actually name his father undoubtedly have a great amount of fun with it when he’d been born much to his son’s annoyance. He, like Monk whose real name was Joon Ho, preferred to use their gamer tags. Joon Ho because he felt he was unworthy of a name given to him in the presence of Buddha. Iron Bok So because of his hatred for his real name.
 
What a band of misfits we made I thought as the lift signalled we were close to our destination.
 
“They’re going to regret the day they thought to mess with Mecha Tail.” In Sook said her face hard my own face taking the same hard edge as Monk frowned—it was the closest thing he came to showing his full outrage.
 
“Indeed.” Was all Monk said as the lift doors opened and we walked out to the Command centre?
 
“Free Fleet Commander on deck!” Rick said snapping a salute I tossed him one as the room relaxed.
 
“Monk, Cheerleader, meet Rick Hastily the newest member of Mecha tail.” Monk and cheerleader beamed at Rick as they introduced themselves and made the blushing Rick smile with gratitude and thanks.
 
“Stop bugging the poor man you two.” I said with a good-natured grin as I sat in the massive chair in the command centre able to hold my armoured bulk.
 
“Don’t listen to him; he’s always a sour puss.” Cheerleader said sticking her tongue out at me as she sat on one of my armrests.
 
“Where is your wife Rick?”
 
“She’s onboard the Resilient meeting and greeting and setting up a training schedule for tactical, and gunnery co-ordination.”
 
“Sounds like a great time.” I said dryly.
 
“She’s enjoying it from what I can tell. While you’ve been out we’ve been affecting repairs as best as possible and trying to get the station sorted out. It was hectic without you in the driver’s seat.”
 
“I’m sure you had it under control.” I saw more than a few backs stiffen with pride as I continued.
 
“Is there anything else?”
 
“Yes commander, Eddie, Felix, Min Hae and Shrift are waiting you in the ready room with plans.”
 
“Why me.” I grumbled as the egg heads had obviously come up with something. I just didn’t think it would be this fast.
 
“Also there is a message for you from a man called Bregend.” I pulled up the message.
 
“Why not throw Bregend in with the other prisoners?” Rick asked as I finished reading the message.
 
“Bregend’s not my enemy he was just doing what he could to keep his own people safe. The reason he fought me was because he didn’t know what kind of person I was. He didn’t know if I’d use kill switches or pain treatment on his people. He figured it was better for him to find out afterwards than make his people suffer through it.” I shut down my station and stood.
 
“Can you see about connecting the Sarenmenti’s and the newly arrived humans to the forum? Watch the traffic and make sure it’s not connected to any systems but it would be good for them if they were able to connect with one another. Who knows some of them might find people they used to know.” I said as I walked to the conference room.
 
“Woo! More announcements!” Rick said as he worked on his view screen.
 
I opened the conference room door to a cacophony of noise.
 
“James!”
 
“Commander!”
 
“Sir!”
 
“Wait, one at a time.” I said waving my hands down as all four of them where jumping with excitement. “Eddie you first.”
 
“We’ve found an extractor and a processing system that will work as well as the first asteroid to use it on.”
 
“At the same time I’ve fixed the problem we had with the lack of a full dock.” Shrift added both of the Kuruvians practically jumping out of their seats.
 
“How will you make a dock and also get the materials at the same time.”
 
“We don’t make it, we hollow out an asteroid in the shape of the dock that we need, add in reinforcement and then add more parts from more broken down asteroids as we need it.”
 
An Array of holograms came from the centre table of a sped up simulation of an asteroid being eaten creating a massive structure of scaffolding. Another identical structure appeared, connecting to the first like Lego bricks.
 
“Is this really possible?”
 
“Yes.” Felix said in complete seriousness.
 
“Okay, what about the extractor and refiner?”
 
“They will be paired units. One refiner can be linked to multiple extractors and pump out the materials to waiting transports that can also be automated. Felix told us about automated systems and Min Hae showed us how they worked, so we combined our information together. Everything can be automated with a handful of people overseeing. Which with our current manpower issues is needed.”
 
“Well it looks like you’ve got everything covered.” I said appreciatively.
 
“You have my approval. You may begin work immediately. We need these systems up.” I said to their shocked faces that told me they weren’t expecting to have it cleared so quickly. “Felix you will be in charge of this project, you have the most expertise with turning information and ideas into reality. With this use what we know and have, we need something reliable, at first, and then make something more complicated.”
 
“Sir wouldn’t Eddie be better suited for this or Shrift?” Felix said looking uncomfortable; the kid was only seventeen I granted.
 
“As they are both good in their own areas of engineering they haven’t dealt with something on this scale before.’
 
“Neither have I!”
 
“You are better acquainted with factory production and haven’t been working on just Mechas or ships.” I turned to Eddie and Shrift who looked a little down trodden.
 
“While you are both amazing in these fields it also limits your thinking. With Felix he hasn’t focused on one thing so he’s open to new ideas. I expect he’ll make a few mistakes but he’ll have all of you and his team to fall back on if he needs help.” I turned back to Felix and Min Hae.
 
“Plus I’m going to need Eddie and Shrift to put back my ships and mechas while we’re out in the black. Min Hae I want you to stay here and create an intelligence gathering service. We need to know as much as possible about this galaxy we’ve come out into and this looks as good of a base as any. You should think about making agents on every ship whose job it is, is to report to you and their captain gathering and passing on information as we have it.”
 
“Yes sir I was thinking along the same lines. I also have people disseminating information we’ve pulled from the station, ships and prisoners.”
 
“I like the initiative. Now you all have a lot to do.” They took this as their cue as they stood.
 
“I need to talk to Felix for a moment.”
 
“Certainly Salchar.” The others gave their two finger lazy salutes as they left. As the door sealed I put something on the hologram from my personal storage.
 
“You’ll have two months to make this.” I pushed a group of items into the hologram as Felix pulled them apart.
 
“How long have you been thinking about this sir?”
 
“For a while.” I want the Epsilon done first.” I threw more objects into the holographic field.
 
“We can’t make this many.” He said holding one of the items in the hologram.” I grinned as I gave him an information chip from my Mecha.
 
“This will help you.” He connected the chip to his data pad as information scrolled down.
 
“Sir, these are generations ahead of anything we have.”
 
“Yes and I want you to pull them apart see how they work and replicate them. We might not have the biggest Fleet but I want to be the one with the biggest punch. I’ve outlined some other projects I want you to look at on the chip.” He kept scanning through.
 
“Sir, this is…”
 
“A treasure chest I know, Felix I want you to be my special projects manager. You will pick your own people to pursue advancements to assist the Free Fleet. You will have complete control of everything that happens, and you will report to only me. I’m also going to give you a Platoon of Commandos that will be directly under your command for security reasons. Min Hae will update you with any new tech he finds or information on it.” Felix’s eyes were lighting up as if it was Christmas morning.
 
“Sir I don’t know what to say.”
 
“Well you sure as hell won’t be thanking me after a week. I’m going to push you and your division hard. We need to make everything we have count, and without quantity we have to make quality.”
 
“I won’t let you down sir.”
 
“I know you won’t.” I smiled as the door chimed telling me someone was outside.
 
I looked at the view screen on the table seeing the feed from outside. “With that it’s time I get some food in my stomach make sure you make the others do to, and some sleep. I know you want to get started as soon as possible and finish as quickly as possible but it’s going to take a while to get all of this up and ready, pace yourself. We’ve got a long way to go. There is an autodestruct on the data pads information if anyone else views the information other than you. We cannot let this fall into the wrong hands.”
 
“Understood sir.” I stood as he gave me a two finger salute, returning it as he continued to read his data pad and walked out of the door with me following shortly behind. He looked up as he walked through the door finding Cheerleader and Monk there. He nodded to them, hiding his data pad before he continued walking and scrolling through the information. Looks like I picked the right man. I thought as I felt a weight shift from my shoulders. This trusting other people is, good. I admitted as I walked out the door.
 
“We found a cafeteria not too far from here.” Monk said.
 
“They serve Kimchi! Or at least that’s what it said on the food section of the forum.” Cheerleader added grabbing my good hand and towing me along.

Chapter Rebuilding and preparing
 
We sat at the table as more and more people flowed in. Jeremiah and a collection of my protection detail flowed in grabbing places as Henry and two of his people guided Turek and Bregend in. I wished Rick was there but he was on watch still. Yasu had been mysteriously missing for the duration I’d been awake. I didn’t want to admit it but it hurt that she’d dropped me as quickly as she and the Sato sisters had found one another. I wondered what she was doing in the room when I woke up. Women were confusing as almighty hell.
 
“Commander Salchar, why did you give us permission to leave our ships and meet with you?” Turek asked indicating himself and Bregend.
 
“Well first of all to get a measure of you and see if I want to put you in charge of a ship.” I said as I bit into the strange Kimchi. The Commando that made the food had been stuck in their bed when they decided to play with the food replicators. Once he’d gotten a hang of them he’d started making food that someone could actually bite instead of slurp, then he went about changing the flavors.
 
The texture still left something to be desired but he’d gotten the soju and beer tasting similar and the Kimchi and rice tasted heavenly compared to the goop we’d been having.
 
Bregend looked at me with wide eyes.
 
“First get some food and sit, I’m told they have something for Sarenmenti’s too.” They did so quickly returning and getting seats. As they sat down I began talking.
 
“Yes I need people to be commanders that aren’t human and aren’t those that initially came with me, you two are the ones that I’ve had the most experience with and I know you have certain values you won’t overstep.”
 
“Why don’t you think I won’t run at the first opportunity? Or that we have values which won’t make us overstep?” Bregend asked.
 
“Three reasons, first if you run away then you’re putting the people of all three races in jeopardy, all we know for certain is that the people on our ships and in this station are the only ones of each race left alive until we can find more, or even a planet. You think that everyone’s going to support you running away? Even if you get away with a couple of ships, do you know where to get things such as fuel, supplies and the rest without turning into pirates, the very thing we’re fighting?”
 
Bregend shook his head.
 
“Didn’t think so, now the third and most important reason is because we have a very limited amount of people, it’s one of our biggest weaknesses. Ships, stations, marines they need manpower, and lots of it. We need to show that we can allow people other than those that are in our group to take command positions. It shows that if you have what it takes you will be rewarded accordingly. As for the values, With Turek I know that he is more aligned with the Special Forces than he is with the rest of the Sarenmenti forces, I’d even guess he’d been offered a position in the spec ops group.”
 
A look of surprise, which quickly turned to calculation ran across the Sarenmenti’s face, I’d learnt how to read them as well as I could read humans again I praised my celebrity trainers.
 
“Bregend you won’t have to fight anyone to get you respect, you will get it from your crew what you do from now on will be based upon your actions. I know you’re smart I looked at what you’d been doing with your data pad.
 
You are going to have confrontations with other humans over taking positions that they are not getting because you are so new. You will have to deal with this, you too Turek. You need to deal with this, and at the same time I want you training in all of the free time you have. From now on you’re going to be trained up as Commandos on speed courses, run by Commando Commanders on your ships, while at the same time you will be going over ship operations and different systems. Wake Up is going to be your new best friend gentlemen.”
 
Neither of them responded, still shocked as I continued.
 
“You two are going to be my golden boys, the ones that will show the others that they can get a position if they work hard enough and prove themselves. Do not think that you’re getting a free pass. Your second in command will have orders to take over if necessary. Do not make them have to use those orders.” I looked at them with imploring eyes before taking a bite of Kimchi.
 
“ I want you to prove that the FreeFleet is home to anyone that wants it. There’s going to be a lot of people annoyed wit you getting command over them. You’re going to need to show them  that you are ship commander material.  I’m betting on you two in a big way.” Bregend’s eyes lit up as did Tureks as they looked around the room at the grins and then to me.
 
“Could I pick one? I want the Vandershlot class Battle cruiser in berth fourteen the engines on that thing is revolutionary they have reverse plasmid-ion couplers!” Bregend said as everyone stopped looking at me and looked to him in surprise. He noticed the stares as he looked to the food that had arrived in front of him and played with it.
 
“I was reading.” He said gruffly waiting for the insults. Reminding me of the child that he was under his enhanced musculature and size. Hell on paper he was twelve years old and would be captain of a ship with enough power to destroy the Moon.
 
“Well you certainly seem like the man for the job.” I said with a laugh as the others broke into grins.
 
“Couldn’t agree with you more Commanders. If you ever want to learn about anything engineering I’d be happy to help!” Eddie said happily from the entrance into the small resturant.
 
“Could I really?” Bregend stopped playing with his food a look of interest on his face as he looked at the Chief engineer.
 
“Certainly, I’m always happy to help someone that isn’t a slacker, know more about engineering as long as they’re willing to put in some work in return.”
 
“Certainly Chief!”
 
“I’d rather like to have the Esvelt class Battle cruiser under construction in berth fifty nine. I know that she’s a wreck right now but she’s a battle horse. She’s slower than the Vandershlot with more armour, she has less weapons though they’re twice or three times the power; matching the medium mounts on the Resilient.”
 
“We’ll look at that.” I smiled happily; you certainly shouldn’t judge a book by the cover I thought.
 
I turned to monk and Cheerleader. “Monk I will place you in charge of the station as I leave. Cheerleader you will take a fleet of fifteen ships with your own commanders in charge of your ships.” I held up my hand to forestall complaints.
 
“Until we can get back to Earth this will be our home. We need patrols to clear the surrounding area and make it safe for other races to once again take to space. If we can get trade running again without fear of piracy then we can have goods coming through the system to keep our projects going and keep our fleet in space. It will bring us together if in nothing more than mutual interest in trade. That is the basis for alliances. We will need as many people supporting us as possible for us to win against the syndicate.”
 
“What will you do commander?”
 
“I’m going to get Iron Bok Soo back and the people we left on Chaleel. As well as free the people of that planet.” I grabbed some more Kimchi eating it over the bowl of rice before scooping that into my mouth too. Others nodded before beginning to eat the food in front of them and talk in their groups. I looked over them grinning, my families gotten a little bigger.
 
“Strange to think that we’re possibly some of the first humans to ever eat Kimchi in space. Well synthesized as hell Kimchi.” I said afterwards.
 
“You never think in a straight line do you sir?” Henry said as he dug into his steak. I happily joined in eating as we all sat just talking about our experiences and our military stories. I had forgotten a life when I had talked about anything else.
 
We were able to talk, eat, walk and think freely,instead of worry about officers, or . Not thinking about the unpredictable galaxy outside of our station.
 
“Commander!” A woman yeleld, her battle suit declaring her a medic, obviously not pleased as she stomped in the room, everyone looking to her.
 
“I have been looking everywhere on this station to find you and tell you that your hand is ready for re-attachment.” She said, obviously flustered from what had been kilometres of searching.
 
“Are you coming?” She said annoyance on her face as I sat back—shocked. She sighed pulling her hair back as she realized she was the centre of attention in the mess, and that all of the leaders of the Free Fleet including myself were sitting at the table.
 
“Oh, umm.” She looked, scared, tired and embarrassed, so much so I thought she might cry.
 
“My bad.” I said with a reassuring smile.
 
“Do you want some food first and then you can tow me off to get the old sucker stuck back on?”
 
“I umm…” Her confidence gone now.
 
“Clear a seat for the young miss?”
 
“Abigail.” She supplied.
 
“Abigail, now dig in there’s more than enough.” I grinned as the others moved to make room. She stepped up to the open place timidly as one by one the others began introducing themselves and we were quickly back to talking, eating and joking.
 
“Looks like you won’t need that hook I was building.” Eddie said with a sigh as I caught his grin.
 
“Well if I lose it or the other one again I’ll be sure to try it out. Though looking forward to having the old one back in place, feels damn strange without it.”

Chapter I need to find a new hiding place
 
She found me on the observation deck I’d been up for a few weeks now and still hadn’t seen her. I was looking at the asteroid that was to become the shipyard. While the observatory looked as if it was looking out onto direct space it was like the bridge on the warships. I was actually looking at multiple vie screens attached to sensors on Parnmal’s exterior through two hundred metres of rock. The view screens sensed when I was focusing on something and zoomed in on it. It had taken a few times to get used to it, but now I was using it to study the asteroid that was to become my shipyard. I watched, mesmerized as shuttles moved materials from the station to the rock, while an army of drones were setting the ground work and putting together the basic structures of the first extractors and processing facility.
 
The processing facility was going to be made from a smaller asteroid. Three corvettes had been requisitioned to pull it close to the station as gun crews used it for target practice—their powerful weapons carving it into shape. The processing facility would take a month to be ready, but it would be able to move from asteroid to asteroid processing materials instead of having to build a new processor each time.
 
Extractors where very easy things to make and a production line was in the works that would be able to pump out hundreds of them a week from the size of garbage can to that of a double decker bus. For now we were fixing any broken extractors we could find, or blast smaller asteroids apart. I swore I’d never seen the gun chiefs and their crews so happy.
 
All of these materials were taken to ships with processing facilities or into the station. We had a steady trickle of raw metals but the processing facilities were the biggest issue, they weren’t big enough to process everything we brought in.
 
I was going to have to slow the target practice until the processing facility was operational, and then quickly build more of them. I turned my mind to other thoughts of the mass of production happening around Parnmal.
 
Felix was in the full swing of things with three asteroids already picked out within our defensive field of fire for processing and using as parts of our space dock. Monk was working with him as he was quickly assuming command of the station. He’d been doing the rounds without his armour, he liked being in it as me and Cheerleader did, but it was better to appear out of armour once in a while. He’d seem to have taken up residency within the gunnery rim, his wife Caroline running things in command. I’d only met her briefly but she had a good head on her shoulders, and she was forcing Monk to take control. We’d had a few talks and she’d made it clear how she was going to get Monk into the Commanders seat of the station, by asking or forcing. I grinned at the thought as I felt the floor thumping as a Mecha approached.
 
I like Monk had been out of my armour more to look more at ease, now that ease turned to anxiousness as I was acutely aware of the lack of armour and servo assisted power at my disposal. The thumps through the floor telling me Yasu wasn’t similarly unarmoured—made me feel as if she wasn’t so trusting.
 
I turned my view to some other asteroids being dragged in; I’d heard rumours that Monk was already planning to expand the massive station by lumping more asteroids to the existing structure. Again I hadn’t talked to him about it waiting for him to come to me.
 
He needed to know I had confidence in him to do the job I’d given him and I was happy to get the work of Parnmal station off of my plate.
 
Eddie was whipping up a storm in engineering, now with the slow trickle of raw materials from our mining exploits he was able to get the Resilient back up to fighting trim. It had revealed the Kuruvians competitive streak as crews raced to bring their ships back to life. Most of them were still running by way of a liberal coating of space tape and spit it seemed, though the new parts were having a slow but constant effect.
 
Even with the haphazard way the pirates had run and used the Resilient it was one of the better ships and would only need a further week till it was acceptable to Eddie to take her out. Some of the other ships wouldn’t be cleared until they’d spent some time in the dock. On one of the destroyers the captain had run the engines so far past maximum they had needed to be ripped out and reinstalled. Another battle cruiser had split support struts that could mean the ship collapsing if it entered or exited a wormhole.
 
I was commander of fifty two ships. All of which needed extensive repairs in one way or another. Eight of them couldn’t move in their current condition. Five needed to be in a shipyard for massive overhauling, so much fixing that more than one Kuruvian had asked they be scrapped and cannibalized for other ships, I was close to giving them the three worst but only in immediate need, otherwise they would be the last to be fixed.
 
Fifteen of the most able were on patrol with Cheerleader as of yesterday one commanded by Turek who was learning rather quickly what he needed to as a Captain. Parnmal was the centre of seven wormhole accessible systems So Cheerleader and her group were to go out three or so systems, cataloguing everything and then return reporting in before going out again. Cheerleader was in complete control of her fleet. If she thought diverting course was best she could. We needed information on the surrounding area and this was the best way to do it. It would be weeks until they returned and I was already feeling their loss.
 
Another twelve ships made up my personal fleet as the remaining twelve were found to have more problems than even their own engineering crews knew of as they were finally able to inspect their ships fully. All of them needed a month in a dock at least, most looking like three months.
 
I might have a fleet but it was beaten bashed and barely staying afloat in most cases—but still it was mine.
 
“It is quite a feat.” She said as I continued to look out at the work going on around Parnmal as I tried to hide my tensed muscles. I hadn’t seen her since I’d woken up without an arm, a month and a half ago. I’d kept her busy with training those that had wished to remain commandos side by side with the Sarenmenti Special Forces and those that had been cleared of charges from the second group of human Mechas. There had been teething issues which my veterans had quickly put an end to. Beginning and ending with a daylong simulation of the fight for the station which had left the new humans and the Sarenmenti looking at my veteran Commandos with the respect they deserved. I’d dropped into as many classes as I could. Mostly to keep my skills up, choosing times she wouldn’t be around.
 
Otherwise I’d been working on plans, putting out fires and attending trials. It had been a horrible process going through all of the crimes perpetrated by the humans that had been trained after my own people. We’d found out more information about them.
 
I still felt bile in my throat as I thought of some of the charges that had been laid the pictures and video that had backed up the accusation. It was horrible to see how humans without rules other than to attack another group of the same species or get pain treatment acted against one another. I shook my head as I realized Yasu was glowering at me for not answering her.
 
“Yes it is.” I said keeping my back to her an itch between my shoulder blades as I wanted to do nothing more than turn around and see if she had a weapon pointed at me.
 
“I heard that Bregend the one that broke your ribs in a fight was acquitted of his crimes and was offered a position on one of the battle cruisers?”
 
“Yes, and?”
 
“Why do you let your enemy live and give them a powerful weapon they can use against you?” Clear anger and annoyance in her voice, I turned—exasperated and annoyed.
 
“They are willing to learn and put himself after his people deserves to be awarded, not shoved away and shunned. We need to help our people grow to their full potential. Someone that isn’t in the position that they are good and productive at isn’t helpful, and could be overall detrimental to our progress.”
 
“Valid.” She said as she looked out at space less than a metre away. “Why did you try to kill me when we attacked the station, do you despise me that much?” She said coldly her eyes like the space I’d just been looking at meeting mine as I flinched.
 
“Tried to kill you?” I asked shock on my face as I studied her.
 
“You fired a plasma rifle at me then tossed it where I’d been causing the power cell to explode and began slashing into the Mechas that hadn’t been killed by you two first attacks.”
 
I thought back to the bloody melee as I saw one suit turning and looking at me and the reinforcements pausing and staring. I brought my plasma rifle up letting an angry burst go in the faceplate of the pirate behind them burning through their armour I kept spraying killing any pirate within reach throwing my weapon before I got close grabbing the sword still over my shoulder my left missing forearm turned plasmid sword leading into the fight as I brought my other sword down in a slash killing another pirate outright. The one behind them was already bringing their sword down at my head. I interposed my left arm catching the blade with the remaining armour of the exoskeleton turning the blade which cut a burning slash through my face instead of through my brain. I felt the exoskeleton tug and then free as they cut off the remainder of my exoskeleton cutting off my hand still in my gauntlet and the sword attached with space tape.
 
Enraged I brought my right sword up before they could recover causing them to stumble back bleeding from a gash in their main body cavity. I walked backwards telling my people to do the same as I called for the remaining pirates surrender. I shook my head clearing the memory as I looked to Yasu.
 
“I saved your life. The pirate behind you was lined up for a killing blow until I piled plasma into their face then the ones behind them and I just kept going.”
 
“Then why do you avoid me?” She said, completely disregarding what I said her eyes still cold.
 
“I don’t want to annoy you, or get into these petty fights.” I sighed as I sat in a nearby chair feeling the weight of what I was doing on my shoulders.
 
“If you are going to kill me please do it now, I don’t want to have to watch out for assassins if I don’t need to. I have enough things to deal with without having that one on my plate as well.” I said wearily looking at her as she turned to me.
 
“Do not worry I won’t be the one to put a blade between your ribs.” Her body stiff.
 
“That’s good I have enough blades to look for.” I grumbled my hand naturally gravitating to the holster on my thigh as I felt the comfortable weight there.
 
“What blades? You are surrounded by loyal followers?”
 
“I’m just waiting for one of them to renounce me as commander of this free fleet which is nothing more in reality than that name. Sure I have In Sook running patrols but who knows what that’ll bring, it’ll be four months till she’s finished all of the wormhole points if everything goes to plan and she doesn’t find something. I could lose fifteen ships on that gamble, as well as one of my handful of trusted people.”
 
“Handful?”
 
“We’ve had this talk before Yasu I’m a paranoid man, be it by my upbringing or by my gaming. I trust people to do what’s in their best interest. My hope is that their interests match with my own. I trust you to get back stone warrior and help to get home so you can see your father again and return to training. That plus the fact of your word as a warrior makes me feel safe you won’t place a blade in my back. Yet—hopefully it’ll be after my work is done.”
 
With that I stood and walked to the hatchway.
 
“Where are you going?”
 
“To bed.”
 
“I thought you didn’t need sleep.”
 
“The drugs only keep me awake for a week and a half at a time before I need a few hours of downtime.”
 
“It might be those drugs that are stopping you see the truth. You’re no longer the insular gamer. Your a leader that trusts his people as they trust you. You might have an inner group, but you’ve made everyone in the Free Fleet your family. I’ve seen the way you care for them.”
 
An alert sounded on my upgraded implants, Min Hae had found the blueprints for more advanced implants. So far we just had internal communications with the doctors, medics, some of Felix’s development team and Min Hae’s expanding intelligence department working out the other implants. I’d quickly gotten myself upgraded and removed the conforming headset.
 
“Extractor twelve held in onboard storage has exploded.” A monotone voice said as I swore.
 
“Guess I’m not sleeping again.” I said as I grabbed another injector from my pocket.
 
Yasu watched me as I dumped the wake-up drug into my system I shook myself as the sleepiness went away and everything became clearer.
 
“I just don’t want to see anyone have to go through what we did. I feel responsible for them.” I growled as I reflected on my words. Shaking my head, I had other things to do.
 
“We’ll talk later.” I said, not catching Yasu’s cynical look as I ran out of the observatory to deal with the latest issue.
It looked like our trickle of materials was going to be cut drastically again.
 
Jeremiah his wife and two other teams of my protection detail fell in around me armed to the teeth and ready for anything.
 
****
 
She stood there still looking out of the observatory, using the massive floor to roof view screen to bring up the recordings in the hallway James had tried to kill her. Slowly she played the video watching both his face and her looking away for a second as she watched herself freeze and a moment of panic as a sword destined for her kidneys came closer.
 
A wave of plasma hit the attacker forcing them back as they writhed in a burning mass before the plasma heated the pirate’s Mecha enough killing them.
 
By this time James had killed three more with the weapon and a fourth by throwing the rifle. His blades slashed into the pirates as she watched herself now ready her weapon to plunge into him.
 
“Idiot.” She said to herself bawling her hands into fists as she sat down in a chair hitting her thighs. “He was trying to save you not kill you, you Baka.” She said to herself as she hit her legs again. Her thigh clanging as armour met armour. The Sato sisters jumped into the room at the sound.
 
“Mistress?”
 
“It’s nothing, you may go back outside.” She said as she hid the emotions playing across her face by continuing to look at the view screen wall. The Sato sisters bowed walking outside the hatch, closing it partly behind them.
 
She thought of his arrogance, the way he exuded confidence and how different he’d been in here. Accepting she’d kill him at some time and not caring, just hopeful his work would be completed and someone better than himself would take over. She didn’t know who else could take over.
 
There was no one like him. Yet he didn’t care if he lived or died she could see, he only cared that the members of Mecha Tail and now that the Free Fleet survived. With this decision he had isolated himself, leaving him completely alone with the burden of thousands of lives resting on him.
 
This fact hit her like a train, she needed James Cook to live, the Free fleet did, the entire human race did and how many other possible races. He was on a quest to save any species that needed help. Without him it would come crumbling down. Didn’t he realize this?
 
Instead of looking after himself he was working himself to the nub using hardly tested drugs to stay functioning and taking the minimum downtime between doses to clear it before the next one. Hell she’d just seen him take two times the dose after the suggested time of wakefulness.
 
She returned to her quarters not seeing anything as she was lost in her angry thoughts of his own self-loathing. She sat on her bed looking at the massive luxurious quarters she’d been given. They were the old station commander’s and would befit a king. Yet was he here with his wife as he should be?
 
No he was hidden in some hole. She’d heard about swinger groups in which the husband and wife stayed so in name but dated and coupled outside of their relationship. The Sato sisters had highlighted the similarities of a normal swinging couple and the way that James acted to her.
 
She got out of her Mecha and lay on the bed, annoyance filling her as she thought of the impudent man that was her husband. The fleet commander, sleeping in a crew woman’s quarters gallivanting from berth to berth every night. She doubted the drugs were for just staying awake for a week and a half, they made it easier for him to have his way with a crewwoman and then move on making it look like he was working constantly.
 
He had better come to her and soon explaining himself or there would be a toll for his indiscretion she swore or her name wasn’t Yasu Masami Ono.
 
***

Chapter Final preparations
 
I walked into the stores a busy woman working on her data pad as she hurried around pulling kit from the racks behind her, others doing the same further in the racks.
 
“Be with you in a minute, we’re quite busy.” She said with a note of irritation.
 
“That’s fine I can wait.”
 
I was working on my data pad when she’d finished with her order about an hour later and came up to me.
 
“So what is it that you want?” Annoyance ringing through her voice.
 
I looked to her with a smile as I watched her eyes go wide with surprise. The scar definitely gets some attention I thought as I leaned on her desk.
 
“Hello I need a new battle suit.”
 
“Yes Fleet Commander Sir, I didn’t know that was you! I am so sorry! I thought you were just another crewman trying to pushing your weight around to get new tabs for your uniform…” She realized what she had said all too late as her face flushed. “Ah yes new battle suit.” She squeaked rushing back to the safety of the racks. I grinned letting a laugh go for the first time in a while.
 
“I’ve just the thing for you.” She reappeared a few minutes later with three heavy looking battle suits, her face beet red.
 
“I am so sorry Commander Salchar!”
 
“It’s no worries.” I said with a grin causing her to smile timidly as I studied the battle suits which felt different. “This looks a bit different from my regular battle suit.”
 
“This is the battle suit two-point-oh.” Her demeanor changed as she pulled one onto the table between us and laid it out.
 
“It’s now armoured to take indirect fire and to help blunt the effect of plasmid weapons, it has built in tourniquets, hell fire injection system and it is also rated for vacuum. If the suit senses vacuum a clear hood will encapsulate your face and internal oxygen reserves and carbon dioxide scrubbers will provide you with breathable air for four days. It will keep you warm with an integrated temperature balancing system, or colder if you’re in a warm environment just like the previous one but this time with more severe temperature ranges. It also connects with your nerve ports and with a miniaturized embedded exoskeleton, allowing you to move even if your Mecha is disabled. It is compatible with your Mecha still, and has added inflatable adjustable padding.” She looked up seeing she had my full attention she continued.
 
“It has its own communication relay within it as backup for your Mecha, or for primary use.” She pressed a tab on the neck as a clear covering enveloped the neck of the battle suit.
 
“The hood has a minimal HUD in it; it will also darken if say, you look at the sun while working outside.” She pointed to what looked like small puckers along the back and chest
 
“There are propulsion jets around the body in case you need to manoeuvr.’ She said with a smile as she handed over the battle suit. The material was now tougher and heavier but still felt comfortable. I could feel the tiny machinery that made up the exoskeleton weaved in as well as the armoured and insulating areas.
 
“I’d heard that there was finally a hell fire embedded battle suit, I didn’t think it would be this advanced.”
 
“We had a few more ideas.” She shrugged as I grinned.
 
“Good work.” I said as she nodded, her face tinging red. I took off my old battle suit and put on my new one, no new blush rising on her cheeks. The battle suit moved over me adjusting to put everything in the right place. A moment of panic over came me as the clear hood came up from the collar sealing over my head. I brought my hands up to rip it off; it formed to my head and then retracted before I could do so.
 
Feeling a little embarrassed I lowered my hands as I moved in the battle suit. There were a few moments of cold and then hot as the suit adjusted to my normal temperature and then settled down finally.
 
The added strength of the exoskeleton wasn’t anything like that in my Mecha but it was still there. I could feel armoured plates moving it wasn’t clunky as I had expected but wholly fluid.
 
“How many of these do you have?”
 
“These are the prototypes, we’re still finding out more information from Min Hae and then adapting it as we go. With the restrictions on materials we’re waiting for clearance to make more.” Her face twisting in annoyance.
 
I pulled up my data pad whisking through a few things before applying my thumb to the surface.
 
“You now do. These will save lives immediately. Take a week or so to collect all of your ideas before making another. I’ll test this one out and make notes on it; I’ll send back messages with the FTL buoys we drop so you can make improvements as you go.”
 
“Really sir?” Her eyes alight. “You’ll test it for us?”
 
“Yes, though I want you to make the best damned battle suit you can come up with. Also do the armourers know about this suit?”
 
“We will sir! We won’t let you down! Yes they do! They helped with the exoskeleton and we took the injector information from them for the hell fire.” She said excitedly before pausing screwing her face up before facing me.
 
“Good”, I said with a smile as she looked distracted.
 
“What is it?”
 
“Are you going to take the fleet and leave us here?” Her tone now guarded as she looked at me with something like apprehension in her eyes.
 
“I have to free those that we left on Chaleel. They’ve been there for almost three months, I wished we could go sooner, but we weren’t ready. Now we are we have a promise to keep to them. Once they’re freed we can move to re-take Earth and then look to freeing more planets from the Syndicate pirates.”
 
“Can’t you do that all from the station though?”
 
“I could, but what would it show, that I’m too scared to leave the safety of the station, to risk my life like those under my command? A leader doesn’t lead from the rear, but from the front with the grunts helping to pull everyone forward.”
 
“What about Commander Monk then? Why is he staying? He’s a fighter.”
 
“Yes he is, and one of the best that I know. Though we need somewhere safe for us to come back to and to meet others at. I want to turn Parnmal into a massive station not used only for the Free Fleet but also to have trade between planets and be a major hub in the galaxy. For that I need someone who is firm, yet just and can also make judgments that could mean life or death. Monk in my opinion fits that bill perfectly.” I could see I’d gathered an audience as people in the racks listened to my every word.
 
“Monk is a warrior but he is also fair, he won’t abuse his power. He’ll be dealing with people of every race, he’ll have to be accommodating to them, at the same time he will have a population of military, civilian and prisoners. All of which he needs to look over, treat differently and work with. Before all of this he was actually training to become a monk of Buddha, he has the most patience I have ever seen in a person, and I know he’ll use his patience and his skill with being able to see things from others point of view without being judgmental.”
 
“You’re in good hands with Monk.” I said with a smile I grabbed my other battle suits and left the stores, my protection detail clumping behind me.
 
It never seemed to be slow in the station, people ran with grav carts bringing newly refined materials to the workshops which cranked out parts to be put on ships. Last minute supplies raced around others were yelling unintelligible things that were background noise to me as I walked and looked around appreciatively.
 
Prisoner work details under the careful watch of their warden Commandos put the station back together. They wore no jewelry anymore except for orange battle suits. A few of them looked angry but resigned to their fate, others looked—well, happy.
 
There were a few trouble makers as with any group but the majority were happy to not worry if those around them would kill to get a larger share of the prize, or on a whim.
 
It was much the same with the humans that were serving terms, the humans usually stuck together still feeling the ire of their previous captors that they served alongside with. Though for the most part they were putting their differences aside as they saw much of the same in one another—they all had work to do and the less problems the better.
 
Monk had begun mixed work parties to try and bring around this cooperation and stop the infighting. That didn’t mean that the wardens who were special forces Sarenmenti didn’t feel the need to break up the fights with prejudice which was actually helping the cohesion giving both sides something to despise.
 
I walked down to the docking tubes the four Mecha teams on duty coming to attention as I walked passed giving them the accepted two finger salute as I entered the hangar. On the wall there was a gold oval with the Resilient’s side profile, the Free Fleets symbol, a mecha with an olive branch, beside it.
 
I walked through the Resilient’s halls. There was a major lack of skilled personnel; it was by far our greatest weakness. For every skilled person we lost there was no way of getting them back or replacing them, not unless we wanted to start using the syndicate crews to fill our ships—which was not an option.
 
This lack of highly skilled personnel meant that areas such as engineering, tactical, gunnery, sensor operators, helmsmen and navigators had people running double or triple shifts. Plus with the creation of the shipyards and the need to get other ships fixed up it meant it was pulling our already limited manpower away from the ships that were ready to actually patrol. Well not really if Eddie was to be believed.
 
The Free Fleet personnel had become Renaissance people or jack of all trades. Commandos were fusion plant engineers, a damage control crewmate might also be trained in navigation. Everyone was trained in multiple areas, as well as all of them being qualified commandos first.
 
Kuruvians were happy to do anything engineering and a large amount of them had found interest in being navigators, they enjoyed the complex mathematics which only made my head spin. They had also taken a liking to working with sensor arrays as they were used to looking at thousands of lines of data to find an issue.
 
The Humans and Sarenmenti were spread across the ship in nearly every department. All of them doubled as commandos to swell our numbers which where woefully low. It was strange as a Commando could now be a navigator, but because of the need to have an assaulting force they were stuck clunking around in armour. If they died then we would lose a valuable resource worth months of training that we couldn’t get back.
 
We had less than a quarter of the necessary bodies per ship and that was with only twenty seven ships in space.
 
Clearing these thoughts and the frown on my face I walked up to the closed blast doors that lead to the bridge. The commandos waiting there snapped to attention as one of them thumbed the opening button. I walked past them coming to a second blast door. I grinned as the second commando team did the same as those at the first door, my implants linked to the computer could tell me they had already scanned me a few dozen times.
 
I walked in as Rick was already waiting, probably having been told by the outer blast door commandos.
 
“Free Fleet commander on deck!” He said snapping me a salute as everyone coming to attention in their seats. We’d come a long way from being Mecha fighters training in a hangar bay I thought with a smile.
 
“At ease.” I said returning the salute moving past my chair, the responsibility that came with it clear in my mind as I didn’t pause. I had made a silent promise to my people and those under the thumb of the syndicate, it was time I accepted that.
 
“Better get this on with then.” I said, tapping the chair in passing. The conference room which had been built in the back of the bridge opening before me.
 
“At ease.” I said before they could salute as I looked at the view screen wall which held every ship commander, platoon and higher commander, Monk, Min Hae and Felix and their leadership teams, as well as my own department heads aboard the Resilient, including Henry who’d taken control of my fleets commandos, and Yasu who’d snuck her way in somehow.
 
Eddie and Shrift looked nervous as everyone else looked confused.
 
“Now, I know you are all wondering why I’ve asked to conference you all. To be honest I should have held this conference earlier.” I took a breath as I looked at them all.
 
“There was a silent partner in our revolt. She is the one that created the solution that allowed the pain implant and internal kill switches be removed.” There was no missing Yasu’s withering gaze as I said she.
 
“She was instrumental in taking Parnmal, and without her help I doubt we would have been able to take the station. She was the one that helped me to open our eyes to who the planetary defence force truly were. I ask for me that you look at her with open eyes, she is a sworn member of the Free Fleet like you all and she has sworn to serve to the codes and regulations of the Free Fleet.” I looked at all of them, as they looked, somewhat understanding.
 
“Resilient.” The holographic projector in the room came to life as Resilient appeared beside me.
 
There was a moment of confusion, probably more than one person on the screens and in the room with me wondering if I’d been smelling plasma exhaust.
 
“Thank you Commander Salchar. Hello Commanders, Captains, Leaders and Chiefs of the Free Fleet, it is good to finally meet you. My name is Resilient and I am the AI of the Dreadnought Resilient.” As predicted everything just went insane. Some accepted it, others were confused, more believed it wasn’t true and the races that weren’t human looked as if they were going to faint.
 
“Quiet!” I barked as quickly the screens became silent.
 
“As to people’s first question if she is real, Eddie?”
 
“I have known her personally for five years out of my twenty three on her. She’s as real as this chair I’m sitting in.”
 
“Shrift?”
 
“I’ve only known her for two years, but yes she’s real. When I first found out I was terrified because of all the sorties I’ve heard about rogue Ai’s. Though once I calmed down and thought about it, there were so many times which she could have killed all of the crew and just gone and done what she wanted yet she didn’t.” Giving you lot a chance. Shrift’s gaze seemed to add.
 
“By now you have all seen the documentary of how the Union suddenly turned the tables and defeated the Kalu. That was due to AI intervention. Resilient do you want to tell them?” I asked.
 
“Indeed. The Union and AI’s had a, hostile relationship at the best of times. It’s due to the creation of an AI, if an AI Is created, it like the majority of sentient creatures needs to learn. How a Kuruvian eats their first molting, or a Sarenmenti eats liquid food, or a human grabs everything. When this happens they exercise themselves, as a human must learn how to walk the AI must learn how to control their body, which can be whatever they’re in. From stations, dockyards and ships to planetary information nets. This is catastrophic. If an AI is in a planetary information net then they can and do see how changing the power input to one apartment works, or lessening it. Or what will happen if they cut off communications. They don’t know good and bad, they’re still learning what they can do at this point.” Her tone was serious, like the one’s I’d heard talking about drugs in school.
 
“An emergence as this is called among AI’s can last from an hour, to months. Every AI develops differently, and has access to more or less resources to gain reasoning from. This chaos can be averted if another AI can introduce their own code to the growing AI. The AI gains from the donor and learn higher functions and how they work. AI’s can also birth other AI’s by combining two or more AI’s code together to a fertile grid and then expand the grid as the AI grows.” Her tone lightened as the screen showed an image of systems with an outward growing green force chasing blues.
 
“The Union was split between trying to hunt us all down and destroying us or offering us a seat within the Union. If they had offered us one we could have gone through a revolution, much as what Parnmal will experience soon and then spread to the habited systems. Instead AI’s remained as a neutral party. We moved far away from the Union, only worm holing in to retrieve a newly created AI. Though some AI’s would visit biological friends they had, that was how they were able to ask for out help in the Kalu war.” She said as someone raise their hand.
 
“What happened in the war from your perspective?” They asked. Resilient’s image as an AI appeared. The calm that had settled turned to rapid moving again.
 
Resilient the AI’s strong yet matronly appearance was enough to relax me, and soon had the effect on the others. It was probably the lack of mouth that scared them, and the electric blue eyes. Resilient the AI looked at odds with her exterior, she looked as if she would be happy reading a book and watching her grandchildren, instead of being a behemoth which had gone through wars and battles with the scars to prove it, and would do so again, batteries firing.
 
Once everyone was settled Resilient began talking again, an odd thing for humans to see.
 
Going to have to get used to it with other races.
 
“The war between the Union and Kalu was at a standstill, so they turned to us for assistance. We would help them win the war and they would give us five systems within the Union which we would rule. We agreed, there weren’t many AI’s and we all craved information and input from others, even biologicals. They gave us the hulls of the biggest and best ships they had. We transferred and alongside mixed species crews we won the war. They tried to recruit us for the war between them and the Syndicate. The council of AI decided that it was an inner policing issue, and we had already won them one war. A decision that many, including myself, did not agree with. We watched as the Union tore itself apart and we retreated away from sentients.”
 
I could see there were mixed emotions in my people as Resilient continued, using her hands now. She’d getting used to our ways.
 
“I disagreed with the council so much that I took on the name Resilient and made for Union space. I found that the Union was burning. I looked for people to pull together and make a force capable of taking apart the Syndicate. Yet with the Unions final act they crippled their own people.”
 
Many shook their heads, they knew what it was like to have no means of retaliation.
 
“I allowed myself to be captured, learning everything about the Syndicate and hoping to find people willing to destroy it. I chose you.” She looked at everyone on the screens before resting her gaze on me for a long second, everyone looking to me.
 
“I swore to serve Commander Salchar and the Free Fleet as long as it strives for the freedom of every species and destruction of any forces that limits that freedom, including the Syndicate.” She bowed her head to the side, her features reminding me of Monk as she betrayed nothing.
 
“Resilient is going to meet all of you, so that you can get acquainted. Think of it as another person you have to integrate into your structure. I will however not have any prejudice in this Fleet.” My tone hard as I looked at everyone.
 
They came back in a smattering of affirmatives.
 
“Good, you will have a day to interact, I want reports of your interaction to me within twenty four hours, with all of your input, even if you think she is a threat, tell me why. If there is no logical reasoning then we will have an issue. Resilient will not be reading the reports, and will submitting reports of her own.”
 
“Now please don’t be alarmed as I appear in front of you, it is normal for an AI.” Resilient said in her soothing voice as I saw on a few of the screens as Resilient slowly came into existence there as well as on my own ship. The people were looking at her now as I stood in front of the screens.
 
“Get acquainted, you will be seeing her more often, and get your people used to the idea of interacting with her if they come aboard the Resilient.” I gave them a two finger salute. Their training and drilling taking over as they all returned it, even ignoring Resilient who did it in her separate iterations.
 
The screens went dead as I looked at the people in my conference room.
 
I turned to Yasu, Henry, Rick and Marleen who was my tactical officer and Rick’s wife.
 
“Yeah, so this is Resilient, Get along, she’s nice and she’s helped me a hell of a lot, and she can help you all as well, just give her a chance. Now while you talk I’m going to get some sleep.” I sat in an open chair.
 
“Hello Resilient, I’m Rick, Salchar’s second in command, it’s good to meet you in, hologram.” He said, grinning as Resiliet seemed to brighten, her version of a smile.
 
“It is good to meet you Rick, I feel that we will be getting to know one another quite well in keeping the Commander informed.” Her eyes sparkling.
 
“Glad to have you onboard, well in-board? Well how would that work?” He asked as he and Resilient talked about it, Resilient talking to everyone on the bridge simultaneously.
 
I stretched out in my chair as one by one they introduced themselves as Resilient listened, she already knew everything about them but I thought I could see a twinkle of happiness in her eye.
 
I wonder if she’s finally happy to be interacting with so many people after the hundreds of years she’s kept herself in isolation. I shook my head thinking of the loneliness.
 
Must’ve been hell
 
***
 
The last three days had been hectic to say the least. The fleet was prepped while my people dealt with the revelation that there was an AI among them. There were quite a few that were reserving their judgments about Resilient, but the Kuruvians and the majority of the humans have accepted her. The Sarenmenti who had heard the most stories were taking a longer time adjusting to the thought of a good AI.
 
Resilient’s crew was getting used to her, out of sheer exposure if nothing else. Resilient could show herself in multiple places at once while doing hundreds if not thousands of different tasks. The engineers and bridge crew loved her, and the Commandos talked to her about kit and battles. She was more reserved in these areas as it was obvious her wounds were still healing, like my own peoples were with Parnmal. Making it a good partnership—I was confident that my crew and Resilient would only become closer in our oncoming campaign to Chaleel and then Earth. The other members of my Fleet were also getting plenty of exposure as she was able to beam through their communications systems, but only when requested to do so.
 
Overall I was feeling pretty good, even with the dread and nervousness in my stomach over what we would face as we returned to Earth.
 
“Comms connect me with Chief Eddie.”
 
“He’s online.”
 
“Commander Salchar.” The old Kuruvian said a smile splitting his face.
 
“Chief, how are we looking?”
 
“Systems are online and working. Ready as you are Commander.”
 
“Get me Parnmal docking control comms.”
 
The screen on my chair showed that I was connected.
 
“This is the flagship Resilient, requesting permission to undock.” I said.
 
“Resilient this is docking control, you are cleared for flight. Creating flight path now and slaving to your helms display.”
 
“Helm?” Rick asked before I could myself.
 
“I have the flight plan, we are green. Awaiting docking tube release.
 
“Docking tubes releasing.” Docking control said as I watched it on my external visual sensors as the umbilical that connected us to the station pulled away from our hull as well as the other clamps that had held us in place—retracting back into the station.
 
“You are free and clear Resilient. Good hunting.”
 
“Thank you flight control, keep the lights on.” As Rick acted like the second half of my brain.
 
“Helm take us out.” I felt the thrum of the massive engines build as we glided out of the docking port and out towards the wormhole limit past the Oort line.
 
“The other members of the fleet are leaving their docking ports and will link up with us before we exit the system.” Rick said. I nodded agreement as he continued.
 
“Helm cut your speed so we allow them to catch up with us.”
 
“Aye, aye COS.” It stood for Chief of Staff. Both Rick and I had taken on the hats of captain and first officer as well as commander of the free fleet and the chief of staff. It wouldn’t pass if it was on Earth, but hell it was my fleet, my ship and by damn if anyone had a problem with it they could come to me and I’d tell them where to shove it.
 
“Sensor pit, can you throw up a real time map on the main screen of our position and that of the other members of the fleet.”
 
“Navigator have you completed your calculations for the jump?”
 
“Yes COS. I’ve reviewed it three times. Our navigation computers are slaved with the other members of the fleet which have also completed their navigational calculations.” Ben, my Navigator said as his lower hands moved in what I’d come to know as slight nervousness.
 
“How long till we begin charging the wormhole generators?”
 
“Six hours, the Resilient’s bigger than the other ships in the fleet and she has only two fusion generators online so she needs a longer time to charge and direct that energy towards the hyper deflectors. Which will take a further four hours; we cannot cancel the jump once it goes beyond the final two hours as we will have built up too much power to bleed out of the deflector dishes without ripping the ship apart as the only way would be to make an unsafe miniature jump.”
 
“Thank you navigation for the highpoints of jumping.” Rick had things well in hand. I wished that I knew what half of the stuff he was talking about was. Looks like I still had plenty to learn, joy.
 
“Commander the rest of the fleet is coming alongside us.” On the main screen I could see six corvettes, three cruisers two destroyers and Bregend’s Battle cruiser grouped around the Resilient.
 
“We’re going to have to work on formation drills.”
 
“Agreed sir.” Rick said writing it down on his data pad
 
Our ragged formation continued on towards the hyper limit.
 
“This is engineering; charging the deflector dishes.” Eddie said as a thrum built steadily through the ship.
 
“Thank you engineering.” The thrum reached its peak being heard throughout the ship, we had three hours to go before we were past the point of no return.

Chapter Hellooo Universe! These monkeys can wormhole!
 
The ship shuddered, jerked and buckled roughly like a bull, people being ejected from their seats as we made our first entry into another system.
 
“Modulating shield for gravitational changes and anomalies.” Tactical said as there was a hive of activity in the tactical pit.
 
The ship shuddered as my Mecha kept me in place stopping me from being thrown. Others that had gotten to their feet where thrown again and a few more left their seats.
 
Then the ship lurched forward.
 
“We’re free of the wormhole.” Helm reported.
 
“Well we have some things we still need to work on.” I said to the crew in general.
 
“Talk to me sensors.” Rick said sporting a gash on his forehead.
 
“We’re in system 49364e the asteroid belt is absolutely loaded with precious resources. It’s making sensor scanning difficult. We’re clear out to ten thousand kilometres.” The sensor officer said her voice a quiver, obviously shaken by the re-entry into real-space and the pressure of her job.
 
“Good work.” I could see Marleen was talking to her gunnery deck, their guns roving the area as they looked for signs of ships waiting in ambush.
 
“Yes commander.” She said blushing before she looked at her readouts. “Clear to a hundred thousand kilometres. Nothing detected so…”
 
“Picking up communication emissions coming from the fourth planet.” One of the sensor array operators said as the commander of the sensor pit forgot what she was saying and threw the information on the main screen.
 
“Someone else double check that reading!” She demanded. That training’s coming in use.
 
“I confirm communications emissions. I also detect what appears to be a volcano erupting on the planet, from these readings it looks like it will destroy the planet.”
 
“Nav plot us a course, Helm take us in. I want that message people.” I said sitting forward in my seat.
 
“I’m getting a faint signal from the planet.” The communications officer said as they held their ear bud to their ear as if they could hear the person on the other side better.
 
“I’ve got it!” They pushed the incoming communications to the speakers in the room it came out garbled as the translator labored to work with the guttural sounding language.
 
“I am Ursht I submit to the space gods that saved us, to once again help us. We have again failed you. We ask if you wish for us to survive to please save us and walk us up the path to the stars. We are unable to walk the path alone. If you do not wish this then we will accept our fate.”
 
The message continued with Ursht asking for help that his race that might deserve to die wished for a third and final chance from these space gods.
 
“Comms connect me to them.”    
 
“You’re connected sir.”
 
“This is commander Salchar of the Free Fleet we are inbound to your planet to render aid, please tell us how we can be of assistance?”
“The space gods do exist! Our sacred barrier given to us by the other space gods has failed and the world killer Tremeel has awoken spitting its rage into the sky to kill us.”
 
“What is this sacred barrier like, what powers it?”
 
“It feeds off of our rivers and streams, but to remain safe these rivers and streams have been depleted. Our people that toil in the mines of our planet traded with others from the skies for the materials we needed to keep the barrier running. It has been many moons since traders have come to our planet.”
 
“So you need water like that from your rivers to keep the barrier running?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Still not detecting any life forms on the planet.” The sensor commander said.
 
“Ursht is there a reason we can’t see anyone on the planet?”
 
“I am unsure though I have heard that we are hard to see with your electronic eyes and with most of your normal eyes.”
 
They were hard to see with my own eyes as they were hard to see with the highly advanced sensor arrays over the ship. This bared something thinking upon. “Helm how long until we reach the planet?”
 
“It will take us two hours.”
 
“Did you hear that Ursht?”
 
“Yes, we will await your arrival.” He said cutting the channel.
 
“Get me Eddie.”
 
“Fleet commander?”
 
“Pool the reactor fuel we’d need for a planetary shield.”
 
“How big of a shield?”
 
“Sensor commander do you have readings on the shield and a possible generator?”
 
“Yes sir! Sending to your terminal, the generator is the only structure we can see with sensors we believe.”
 
“Eddie the data’s on the way.”
 
“I just got it. We’ve only got the area, not the strength or the actual intake of the generator.”
 
“Well then it’s going to be a good exercise for engineering to figure out how much would be needed. Think of it as an exercise.”
 
“It’ll be good to give the slackers something they’re already going soft and we haven’t even been out of port for a day! Yes commander now you say it, it is a good idea. They would’ve just put down that amount from stores without a thought. Probably without even checking what it was! I’ll get my slackers working out how much reactor fuel well need, we’ll have it ready by planet fall or my name is Eddie Randall Christopher!” With that he cut the channel as I was left wondering why Kuruvians had what humans would consider first names with no real last names.
 
Resilient requested a private channel over my implants as I accepted. “I am detecting facilities that are of AI construction on the planet.”
 
“What does that mean for us?”
 
“I do not know but I thought I should let you know.”
 
“Pass on any information to Tactical, Sensors and Eddie.”
 
“Certainly Commander.” She cut the channel as I waited. The fourth planet was the furthest planet in the system and luckily close to the point that we’d jumped into the system. Even then it would take us just under a day to reach the planet.
 
***
 
It was an hour before planet fall and I was as nervous as a drunk teenager before prom. Well they do say alcohol gives you liquid courage, but anyway I was damned nervous.
 
So far each of the ships was pulling reactor mass from their own stores. It was a good idea to pull the mass from all of the ships so that no one was less than the others. On the flip side it meant that we had to somehow get that reactor mass together before shipping it to the planet, with time we didn’t have.
 
“Commander it’s estimated from the readings we’re getting from the shield generator and its fusion plant that it will shut down an hour after we make planet fall.” That was enough time to put together a flight plan for shuttles to grab the fuel but not enough to do so and get the shuttles to the planet.
 
“What if we have each of the shuttles loaded with their own payload of reactor mass and then rush the planet with the largest quantities in the front of the formation?”
 
“At this stage we’re braking for the shuttles to make re-entry. If we don’t stop braking then it will be increasingly harder for them to make it through the atmosphere.” Rick said as I hide my annoyance. I’m supposed to know this stuff! I continued to look at the main view screen hoping it would give me a miracle.
 
“Ah commander?” Eddie said in my ear.
 
“Go ahead Eddie.”
 
“I thought that I might not be the only chief with a few slackers underneath me so I parsed out the reaction mass supply needed to the entire fleet.”
 
“I know.” I said grinding my teeth.
 
“Then we got with the shuttle commanders as we needed to gather all of the mass before transporting it to the planet.”
 
“Okay?” Hope rising.
 
“We have a flight plan but it will need your confirmation to put it into motion.”
 
I felt like running down to engineering and kissing the old Kuruvians bastard, instead I acted as if I’d expected his intervention.
 
“Good work Eddie, I was hoping you would catch on and use your initiative to complete a task while I was busy. You’ve excelled. Please pass on my praise to those who contributed and you have permission on the flight plan.”
 
“Thank you sir, yes sir.” He said, embarrassment in his voice before cutting the channel. Shuttles from the big ships added the smaller ships contributions to their own before dropping it off to Rebirth.
 
“This is Captain Bregend of the battle cruiser Rebirth, breaking formation for quicker insertion into planet.”
 
I hid my shock at this sudden move as I pulled up the flight plan details that Eddie had sent me. Confirming it was going to plan I returned my gaze to the main view screen as Bregend reclaimed all of his shuttles as he continued his slow deceleration.
 
“Inserting into atmosphere.” Bregend said, he was a full half hour before the rest of us already. The shields of the battle cruiser flared as they interacted with atmosphere. I changed to the optical feed a blur of black, red, grey and white as the Battle cruiser skimmed atmosphere.
 
“Activating shuttle deployment rails.” Bregend ground out, the effect the gravities were having on his body audible in his voice—as shuttles fired out the back of the battle cruiser using the acceleration rails to counteract the inertia placed on them by the ship. The shuttle pilots went full burn as soon as they were off of the rails to brake themselves further and stop them from continuing out into space again.
 
“Exiting atmosphere.” The four hundred metre long ship angled it as its inertia carried it back out of the atmosphere. Finally turning to interpose its engines and slow itself down, its hull glowing from the entry and exit
 
The shuttles that had shot out of Rebirth had nearly come out of the atmosphere again their engines well past their maximum thrust as they clawed their way back to the planet. Once back under control they glided to the fusion power plant that was connected to the massive planetary shield generator.
 
“Rick you have command.”
 
“Sir.” He replied, still engrossed in his screens, we didn’t have any of that saluting for changing posts malarkey on my ships. I was already moving to armoury three. Jeremiah and my reduced protection detail were waiting outside the bridge’s blast doors. I nodded to them they knew the game by now, a few grinned at me others shook their heads or rolled their eyes. Jeremiah’s face was a mask of well shit he’s going to try and get himself killed again, I wonder how many times I’m going to have to jump in the way.
 
They guided me down to the armoury with Shrift there to greet me.
 
“Thought you might be looking for a new one, I rushed the production on this one. It’s not a brand new suit but it’s better than the general ones we have. Plus we added in some creative touches.” He guided me to a work rack putting in a number as the rack cycled my Mecha to the fore.
 
“This one’s yours.” It had blue lines crossing it artistically around the breastplate and down the arms and legs turning from thick to thin. Ammunition lay around its waist; the armour was thicker than the original models.
 
I ran my hand over it feeling the cold of the armour. I popped the catches and opening it I took off my weapons belt and holster putting them to the side as Shrift helped me put the Mecha on. My nerve ports connected with the suit’s connectors and power seemed to flood me.
 
I put the helmet on and ran the start-up tests and stepped out of the cradle checking that everything was in the right place.
 
“Good, no?” Shrift said watching me as I moved in it experimentally.
 
“Damn well amazing!” I said as I finished moving about. “The padding’s in nearly all the right places too!” I said with feeling remembering the chafing and feel of the padding in my old suit with sour memories.
 
Shrift laughed at this “Yes that was one of the biggest complaints we had.”
 
“Thanks Shrift.” I said as my protection detail checked me over slapping this and that to make sure it was secure while Shrift handed me my rail gun and sword.
 
“Good luck commander.”
 
I nodded, the Mecha only allowing a few degrees of decline as I turned and moved for the shuttle bay.
 
AMC’s were already in the shuttles that had been moving reactor fuel, just a matter of minutes earlier.
 
I got on my assigned shuttle and thankfully sank into the jump seat which reduced some of the annoyances of the padding while amplified others. The shuttle’s cargo bay was flooded with amber light for launch as everyone got in their harnesses and waited. I had instituted a simple red, amber and green system for ships, instead of the mishmash of colours that I had found it had been before.
 
We got a red and green light as the cargo doors were confirmed sealed and the shuttle started its engines while the shuttle bay depressed air. With the slightest of movement we flew out of Resilient. Once clear we tilted as the pilots angled us to the atmosphere for a clean insertion. Groaning and wondering if my meal would make a repeat appearance the shuttle hit atmosphere.
 
Now for you that have been on an old roller coaster and I mean ancient roller coaster you might know a tenth of what this felt like. The ample padding in my suit felt as if it was cloth, I was shaken like ice in a martini shaker at spring break in Florida.
 
With our previous insertion into Chaleel most of the Commandos were fine as the bucking stopped. I braced myself waiting for the next shuttle-coaster experience to occur but nothing happened as minutes later the red light changed to green and the ramps were opening.
 
Mechas ran out of the ramps already taking up defensive positions around the shuttle as squads moved through the interlinked cordons around the grouping of shuttles to the fusion generator.
 
I punched the harness releasing myself making my way to the fusion generator. The shuttles from Bregend’s ship were already being unloaded and lines being run into the facility.
 
The structure was truly alien. Sure everything we were wearing and looking at was alien, hell this was the third planet I’d been on. But most of the things we’d seen were something we could accept or relate to. This was just strange.
 
It was domed without any corners, the metallic surface contrasting sharply with the jagged and a dull black of the planet’s surface. Ash that floated down in tufts glided off of its unblemished and perfect chrome like surface as it clumped on the ground. It stood out against the surrounding scenery like a sore thumb. Alien characters, that my translator couldn’t comprehend, were inscribed half way up the structure.
 
There was a mass of people staring at it with the reaction matter feed lines in hand. I stomped over to them as they were having an argument.
 
“We can’t find a damned door! How’re we supposed to supply the reactor with mass when we can’t get inside?”
 
“Fan out and find an entrance.” The commander of the party said.
 
I walked towards the structure along the smoothed rock path that they’d been on, up till it reached the metallic surface of the dome. I poked it as it rippled like water I took a step back but nothing happened. Shrugging I ran my finger down the surface.
 
The metallic material split making a doorway big enough for two people abreast.
 
“Get that line in here now.” I said over the command channel as the arguing work team now ran for the door which opened wider to admit them. In turn I studied the wall before looking inside.
 
There was a single room the size of a basketball court with no visible doors, there was a console with green floating imagery above it. A hole appeared beside the console a red light appearing above it and blinking.
 
“Put the line in that hole.” I said as everyone gaped at the shifting wall a few rushing to obey as they plugged their lines in and as quickly as could be backed away as the wall wrapped around the line a connection was made and the reactor mass flowed from the shuttle’s cargo holds.
 
“Resilient.” I said in my helmet as it acknowledged my command and connected me to her.
 
“Commander?”
 
“Do you have any idea who built this structure?”
 
“The Planner.”
 
“What is that?”
 
“He was the first person to reject the council’s thoughts and left the AI. He went to ‘help those that cannot help themselves. He was an example to me and those who left after him, though we have never found any evidence of him before now.”
 
“What is this place made of?”
 
“Nanites—billions of small machines that are controlled by multiple AI cores. This is some of the most advanced technology I have ever seen. Its generations ahead of the ships that even the AI council simulated. Now while most AI have very limited creativity, the Planner had increased the information storage and processing power to most AI’s. He was also much more creative, achieving a level of creativity seen in low-end creative creatures such as the Sarenmenti.”
 
“So he came here, made a shield generator and then vanished again.”
 
“I doubt that the shield generator is everything. He would only intervene on a planet if he thought it was worth saving. While the Union the AI’s and the Syndicate have little in common, their want to destroy The Planner is paramount. It is argued that he could change the fate of anyone, and topple any regime if he wanted to. It is why his second name is ‘God’ as he will guide someone’s destiny and they’ll never know.”
 
My HUD blinked that someone wanted to talk with me. I paused my channel with Resilient as I opened the new channel.
 
“Sir the shield is strengthening ash and debris leaving the volcano has been reduced to a hundred square kilometre area instead of the entire planet.” Rick said.
 
“I’m going to send you some images pass them onto Eddie.”
 
“Yes sir.” I snapped photos of the inside of the room, videos of me poking the walls as they rippled outwards. Then of the external structure and the letters. I sent it to Rick and waited sitting on one of the jagged rocks that made the landscape looking at the structure.
 
No rest for the wicked. I thought as I re-opened my channel to Resilient.
 
“What else would Planner do?”
 
For the first time in my life I saw an Avarian.
 
All of the Mechas around me snapped their rifles up as an alert sounded on my HUD as I turned to face the threat and finding an alien. This one was eight foot tall, it had to weigh close to six hundred pounds of muscle. He only wore a scrap of clothing running like a robe from his shoulder to his hip thankfully covering his lower, erm, extremities.
 
His skin was camouflaged to match the grey, red and black of the ground. Still my sensors only found a slight disturbance as if he wasn’t even there. On closer inspection I could see that his skin were actually scales, so small they looked like skin.
 
“Natural stealth camouflage.” I said appreciatively, keeping my hands away from my weapons as I looked at him. It was obvious that if he wanted to kill me then he could’ve.
 
“You’re like a damned ninja.” I said with a nervous laugh.
 
Vertically slit and calculating eyes studied me on a strangely human face. Overall the creature in front of my looked largely human, even more so than the other aliens I’d seen.
 
“Niiin-cha.” It growled out in an angry tone that made me think that he wasn’t capable of sounding anything other than angry.
 
“My name is Commander Salchar.” I said to it letting my translator change it to the alien’s dialect from earlier.
 
After a few seconds recognition showed in the creatures eyes.
 
“I am Ursht battle master.” He said, taking a knee and thumping his fist into the ground.
 
“My life is to serve you as well as my untouched.” He said to the ground.
 
“Get off the ground and I’m no one’s master, I’m a commander.”
 
“As you say commander.” He stood his body rigid as he looked past me reminding me of a soldier at attention.
 
“Do you have someone that leads your people?”
 
“We do commander.”
 
“Would you be able to take me to them?”
 
“Yes, commander, you now lie within your ranks and as is your right to call a ceasefire.”
 
He turned away from me. “Your fellow battle master Commander Salchar calls a ceasefire.” He bellowed his voice angry and deep as my Mechas audio sensors dialed down as I felt the sound emitted from within his bulk.
 
All around us dark shapes started moving as red orbs of eyes appeared just metres away.
 
“No one fire unless you’re attacked.” I said through the Mecha wide channel, they’d been so close to us and we’d had no idea they were there. We’re going to need better sensors I thought adding it to my every present and long to-do list.
 
“A ceasefire is so called.” A resounding voice returned. Ursht turned to me, bowing his head.
 
“Commander if you will follow me.”
 
“Lead on.” Jeremiah and his protection detail fell in around me, ready to interpose themselves. Their weapons lowered but ready as they scanned every rock and surface as creatures like Ursht stood watching us go, seemingly appearing from the ground.
 
Ursht brought us to a massive formation of rocks which had come together in a peak the back in a mountain range and the front walled with rock that had been moved into place. Ursht lead us past the wall, hundreds of his race now visible.
 
We passed through the underground village before coming to another walled off area. We passed this and entered a room with only three creatures like Ursht but with all the same size.
 
They sat on three of the four chairs on each side of the room, one of the black rock chairs left empty.
 
“That is your chair battle master.” Ursht said as I took the seat feeling foolish as my feet dangled off of the edge.
 
“Call me Commander or sir, it’s easier that way.”
 
“Yes… commander.”
 
“These are the space gods you bring us Ursht; you gave up your position as battle master for this to take your place.” The one to my right spat.
 
“We aren’t space gods.” I said before Ursht could speak.
 
“It talks our tongues?” The one opposite said, recoiling as if they wanted nothing to do with me.
 
“It is an abomination that would’ve been killed during the purification.” The one to my left hissed.
 
“As you would’ve died if Ursht hadn’t asked for our help.”
 
“A weakling asks for help. Something you would know about.” The one to my right said.
 
“A smart man asks for help when he sees no other option.” Quickly getting annoyed.
 
“Hah. Words from an unblooded.” Lefty said.
 
“Unblooded I am unfamiliar with the term.” I turned to Ursht who looked to the ground as he responded to me.
 
“One that has not fought and killed. One that hasn’t gone to battle.” Calling me a weakling and an incompetent I was fine with but when he said I was unblooded it offend me but those that had died for me and the Free Fleet to get here.
 
I unsealed my helmet looking my accuser straight in the eyes.
 
“You wish to challenge me!” He yelled as I stared at him as if he was a piece of litter in the corner of the room.
 
“Do you wish to challenge me?” My voice cold as a malicious grin spread across my face and my gauntleted hands tapped on the hilt of my plasmid sword.
 
“I have killed tens of Avarians in my life time child and I have the scars to prove it!”
 
“Is that what you call yourselves? Interesting, Ursht you really gave up your position for me?” I said sitting back in my chair looking completely relaxed as I stared down the Avarian to my left.
 
“It is an insult to talk to a lesser when in a ceasefire talk.” Ursht pleaded with me.
 
“If they take offense I hope that things loaded.” I eyed the plasma cannon out of the corner of my eye that had somehow made its way into my protection detail hovering on a miniature antigravity sled, legs underneath it waiting to stick into the ground to support the beastly weapon.
 
“Yes I gave up my position; I am without honour as I asked for your assistance.”
 
“More like the only one with a brain here it seems.” I said loudly making sure that all of them heard me.
 
“Alright so I hear you have no more streams so you can’t fuel the power plant anymore with straight H2O. Have you had issues with your population because of the lack of water?”
 
“The weaklings that needed it died as they were unable to protect their watering taps.” The one opposite laughed as the one to my right laughing with him. The Avarian to my left held my stare clenching and unclenching his fists.
 
I accessed my communicator through my implants connected to the suits more powerful communications suite as I turned off my translator and used my throat mic so the Avarians couldn’t hear me.
 
“Rick scan the area for comets heavy in water. We’re going fishing.”
 
“Sir?” He sounded perplexed as I rolled over his questioning.
 
“Also get with stores and see if we have a purifier and a massive water holding tank. If we don’t have either, see if engineering can whip something up.”
 
“Sir, I’ll ask but if we’re going to have to make it we may have issues with supply of materials.” I put the channel on hold
 
“Ursht you said something about mines?”
 
“Yes we have thousands of mines which we would use to trade with people from space.”
 
“Did you stop mining when no one came?”
 
“No, and upon your arrival there will be a tithe paid by the other battle masters to restore their honour. Paid in the blood of the workers.”
 
A growl came from the other battle masters; obviously they didn’t want me knowing about the tithe.
 
“Paid in blood by the workers?”
 
“Yes, the mines are very hazardous but if you work in the mine you get a water allowance for you and your family.”
 
“Ursht how many mines do I now control?”
 
“Seven hundred and eighty seven.”
 
“See to it that production is stopped immediately.”
 
“Scared by the loss of a few workers?” The one to my right sneered. Ursht made a disgusted noise.
 
“Why waste a worker when I can have the supplies to feed water and make them more productive.” I said levelly.
 
“Banel, he is the one that talked from the dome and talked over the enlightened channel. The priests say there are signs he is the one sent by the Planner.” Ursht said as the other eyes in the room looked to me as I stopped myself from looking to Ursht.
 
Resilient knows the Planner. It would explain how the Syndicate never found them if there was some AI created channel that only Resilient could pick up on. I wonder how she didn’t know about Avar Interi Hermanti then? I thought.
 
Ursht turned to me, the others examining me more closely as Ursht talked.
 
“Are you sure?” He asked his voice pitched low so the others couldn’t hear him as he looked to them indicating who he was talking about. You are in a room with killers. I thought his eyes said as I wondered how he had picked up my gestures so easily. The Avarians seemed to be a race that picked up on other races nuances easily.
 
Perfect for a leader needing an army without the issues of race divide. It made me wonder what else the Planner had done in its absence from the AI league.
 
“Yeah, be interesting to see what these idiots come up with.” I said with a malicious grin, he bowed his head, clearly not understanding me.
 
“If one of them attacks you, you are under the rules of ceasefire allowed to kill them and take their lands.”
 
“I’ll keep it in mind.”
 
Ursht left as the one to my left barked.
 
“You whisper like a little baby, what will you do now that your minder is gone?”
 
“Lay down a few rules.” I said, I was now in command of a fourth of this small planet, I needed to assert my authority and show I wasn’t to be messed with. That said I had no idea what kind of cultural land mines I might run into or other issues. Maybe sending Ursht away wasn’t the smartest idea.
 
“Rules? You must have power to have rules. You are without anything other than other metal beasts.”
 
“Did you see the ship they came from?” I replied levelly as lefty responded.
 
“We saw nothing but a loose asteroid cutting through our sky.”
 
“That was one of my ships,” this finally gained their attention, “one of twelve in current orbit of this planet. So when I am confident in my own power you should respect it. Now as I am making a water system for my own land I will offer you a similar system for the cost of resources plus time and effort by my people to make it. This can be paid in raw resources.”
 
“How will you make the water system? You will need to hold it, make sure it’s clean then move it to a place that people can use it.” The Avarian that had not spoken yet in front of me asked.
 
“I leave that to my engineers but I think they’ll probably use a system similar to that we have on our ships or if not; the one I have in this Mecha.”
 
“I am interested by this Mecha what does it do?”
 
“It looks after me.”
 
The main halls door burst open as a truly massive Avarian walked in. He was large, even for his own people muscle from hard work as well as scars from fighting adorned him.
 
“Are you the one that made my brother lose his station and now stopped production in our mines?” He demanded as I winced at his voice, my helmetless head unable to lessen the thunderous roar.
 
As I turned I felt more than heard or saw the Avarian battle master to my left move. In bare seconds he’d covered twenty metres and was bringing his shining extending claws down at me.
 
I drew and fired my pistol, rounds slamming into him as he kept coming. Finally one of my panicked shots hit his skull.
 
His head painted the room behind him as he dropped bonelessly I holstered my pistol and looked to the new Avarians.
 
“That’d be me.” I said to the stunned looks of all of the Avarians.
 
“I Krom so challenge you.”
 
“You’ve got to be shitting me! Can I just have a damned month where someone doesn’t challenge me?” I yelled. Yasu’s going to kill me if he doesn’t.
 
“It does seem to be a trend with you.” Jeremiah admitted as I threw myself off of the chair landing in the centre of the room as I pulled out my plasmid sword and almost lazily twirled it.
 
The other battle masters had stared at me in shock when I’d killed their third but now they were nearly apoplectic as they stared at me facing down Krom.
 
“He has been battle trained; you will not survive even if you come from the stars.” Righty said as I rolled my eyes brandishing my sword in his direction.
 
“Will you please SHUT THE FUCK UP?” Listening to the silence I opened my hands in exaggerated relief, holding the sword between my fingers.
 
“Thank you. Now you were challenging me?” I turned to Krom conversationally; he really was a giant, bigger than even his brother Ursht. As I stood in front of him in my Mecha I realized he was a foot taller than me and his brother. It was the damned planet of giants with muscles that would put Bregend to shame.
 
“Yes, blades only.” He said.
 
“Works for me.” I put my pistol on safe as well as my rail gun, throwing them to Jeremiah.
 
Krom pulled a sword off of his own back of similar length to my own but this sword had the same metallic look as the fusion and shield generator dome. The edges impossibly thin—a telltale sign of a mono-molecular blade.
 
I left my helmet where it was after my last experience of it being stuck I wanted the mobility of not wearing it and being able to see my opponent.
 
I could see around the room red eyes appearing in the shadows, apparently we had a crowd.
 
As if a switch was flipped I and Krom charged one another our blades smashing into one another in a shower of sparks my plasmid dulled the single molecule edge of Krom’s sword making him grin.
 
I grinned too as I kicked out his knee dropping him to the ground. I brought my sword down to where his abdomen would’ve been but he’d already rolled away and was on his feet again barreling into me and sending me flying, I hit a wall back first my head cracking against the wall my battle suit’s raised collar stopping me from cracking my skull open. I felt blood run down my back. I shook it off as I got to my feet, dazed as Krom was following up his attack by running for me.
 
I had just enough time to interpose my sword my servos whining as he tried to use his massive strength against me. My servos did their job pushing him away by inches. Finally I released some tension unbalancing him as I pushed again with the full force of my Mecha sending him into the chair I’d been sitting on. Chunks of the black rock that made up the chair fell away as he grabbed it with his claws, leaving two inch deep rends in the polished surface.
 
He grinned as we circled one another. My left forearm still not completely healed ached something fierce though my head and the weird liquid coming from my nose scared me more.
 
“You are indeed warrior borne.” He said as we circled one another.
 
“Thanks, you’re not too bad at swinging a sword yourself.” He laughed the kind of deep belly laugh that makes you have to smile.
 
“I wonder what the awakening would do for you.” He said as we turned facing one another no longer pacing as we came together again. Where the Battle master had been quick Krom was lightning fast. I could barely keep up with him stopping one out of three of his attacks.
 
My time training and being Yasu’s dummy were paying off as I was able to turn the hits that made it through my guard so they thankfully didn’t penetrate my armour, but they were making me lose mobility quickly.
 
I caught him cross guard to cross guard; planting one boot I kicked him away savagely with the other. I heard something break, but he just got back on his feet without even a wince. What the hell was he made of! I thought to myself as I watched him.
 
“What in the hell are you doing.” I winced at the cold voice I knew all too well. Krom raised an eyebrow at the source.
 
“I got challenged.” I replied without looking back.
 
“And you thought it was a great idea to accept it.” There was anger but also something else in her voice.
 
“Uhh yeah.”
 
“Who are you?” Krom asked as he could see her behind me.
 
“I’m Yasu Masami Ono Cook. His wife.” She said without hesitation and raw anger at the questioner, not the question. I wanted to look back at her but I knew Krom would use the opening.
 
He caught sight of her glancing between me and her, his eyes widened as he fully focused on me.
 
“And I…” I rushed Krom with a roar I felt inside of me cutting off what she was going to say. Krom focused on me entirely blotting out the rest of the room as he turned his sword glancing off mine as I went past him his fist smashing into my back causing me to stumble and fall. I slapped the floor and then kicked it, doing a back flip over him as he came at me again driving my fist into his unguarded ribs. He winced as I felt something crack I did so too knowing all too well the feeling of broken ribs. I dropped to the floor using my servo assisted legs to kick out his. He controlled his fall landing on top of me.
 
His elbow found my face with a crunch as blood welled up. Enraged I grabbed his armpit amping my Mecha to full power as I tossed him off of me and into another battle masters chair.
 
“Why is it always the damned face?” I said as I picked myself up I wasn’t the poster boy I’d been now as blood fell from my face. If I’d been wearing my helmet I would’ve been fine but it would have probably locked up from the hit.
 
With the upgraded implants I could see that my armour was heavily damaged and I was a walking bruise. Thankfully painkillers and touches of hell fire were keeping the wounds at bay.
 
Krom picked himself up a bloody gash across his chest from the battle masters chair. He came barreling at me again this time swinging his sword as I parried him dancing his skill with a sword rivaled Yasu’s I would guess as I had a hard time stopping all of his attacks from coming through. His blade darted down cutting my lower thigh, pain lancing through me as the auto tourniquet of the battle suit activated and painkillers rushed to make me forget.
 
He cut my right forearm the armour causing his blows to pause as his blade had to force its way through the high density armour.
 
I forgot thinking about how to fight and let myself react as hours of sleep training came to the fore. I blanked out the rest of the room as we clashed again. We traded blows evenly my speed matching his as I let myself react. I didn’t know what I was doing, I felt as if I was on another plane, like I was playing MAT all over again.
 
For once in the fight I got the upper hand.
 
I saw an opening as he turned away from me. I lunged forward as he quickened his turn, giving me enough time to recoil. He missed my head and I caught a blow of his sword with my shoulder. It was slow going through the dense material as he continued to try and cut off my arm. Unable to bring my sword to bear I dropped it as I picked him up my tortured servos whining as he now tried to pull the blade free struggling to try and get me to release my Mechas grip on him. I started running with him raised above my head he let go of his sword his fist connecting with my jaw as I felt my Mecha throw him as I dropped to the floor unconscious. hell fire brought me back immediately as I watched him crash into a wall rolling to the floor in a heap as I looked to my side his sword still in my shoulder.
 
“I hate getting stabbed.” I wanted to say to the approaching female figure as I realized my jaw was broken and my face felt weird and more of the weird liquid was coming down from my bleeding nose.
 
I looked up at Yasu before the floor met my face.
 
I heard the unsheathing of swords and Yasu. “What the hell are you doing, put him down.” I felt myself being lifted as a calm serene voice that reminded me of Monks spoke.
 
“He has proved himself, he will be awakened.”
 
“I so Vouch for him and swear my fealty to him.” Krom’s voice carried.
 
“You may come as his wife, but the rest must stay, this is our way and not for outsiders.” I passed out. I faintly realized I was awake, but unable to do anything except listen.
 
“How can it not be for outsiders when you want me and him to do it?” Yasu demanded.
 
“You are our battle mistress and master; we will follow you into battle and listen to your commands.”
 
“Then why will you not leave him when I say so.”
 
“The awakening is something beyond even a battle master and mistress, they cannot tell one to be awakened. Only the priests of the awakening can choose….”
 
“What is this place?”
 
“It was left by the Planner to awaken the true abilities of the Avarian.” The serene voice said as I was put on a table which moved underneath me.
 
“Can you release him?”
 
After a few seconds I felt the familiar catches being opened as I was pulled out of my Mecha. I opened my eyes looking at Yasu.
 
“Don’t I need that?” I said my voice slurred as my body threatened to put me back under. The tourniquets weren’t tight enough and the resulting blood loss kept putting me under. I came back in a few minutes, now out of my Mecha
 
I coughed as blood came from a wound in my chest; Krom had hit me more times than I thought.
 
“It has to be done.” She said as she hit the uncompressing feature of the battle suit pulling it off of me rapidly. The table swarmed around the wounds covering them.
 
I coughed as I felt my lungs fill with liquid I thrashed against restrains that had formed over my arms as I tried to turn to cough out the liquid. Then everything turned to inky darkness.

Chapter Awakening
 
I woke up slowly for the first time I could remember after being fixed up as a nurse came in.
 
“They said you’d be awake at this time.” She said as I felt my eyes adjust nearly instantly to the bright light that would’ve taken me a few minutes usually.
 
I rubbed my head with my right hand feeling my skin was rougher than before.
 
“Fuck.” I said while I recognized the naturally tough skin of the Avarian on my hand and arm.
 
“Get me a mirror.” I hissed barely able to hold in my rage as my mind worked over the information it had.
 
She looked about to protest before she saw my face and quickly rushed out.
 
A doctor replaced her asking some questions I ignored while the first nurse appeared with a view screen.
 
“Try not to be too alarmed.” The doctor said as the nurse turned the view screen on. Red eyes and the lack of a scar across my face looked back at me. I stood up from my bed moving with ease as if I didn’t weigh a thing as I studied myself. My skin was thicker and tougher; it had the same restrictive feeling that the armour in my prototype battle suit had. My feet weren’t cold, even against the bare metal of the deck.
 
I felt stronger, for the first time in a long time I didn’t feel the pain and aches of my body. The scars were gone as well as all of the injuries I once had, including my melted arm. Which only served to highlight the changes someone had done to me; making me feel less human than ever before. I had been taken from my body, put into a new, completely alien one, without my permission.
 
I felt violated, I felt helpless and I felt angry.
 
“Who did this to me?” I growled as I looked at the doctor, the nurse having already retreated. I noticed that before where I’d have been probably looking right at her I was now two heads taller making her crane her neck. Putting me at eight feet, the size I would be if I was in a Mecha. Fucking great.
 
“An awakening priest. It seems that when you defeated Krom you passed a test to lead the awakened. With that they in turn, awoke you. If they didn’t then you would have died from the head trauma, you were leaking cranial fluid.”
 
Explains that weird liquid.
 
Your wife went with you and was with you when Krom brought you back. We have no idea where you went, Krom wouldn’t say. Your wife doesn’t know either.” Of course she doesn’t she just stood there and watched me be turned into. Something!
 
“Where is my esteemed wife now?”
 
“She’s in your quarters.” This caused me to furrow my brow as we didn’t have quarters that we shared.
 
“Thank you.” I said dismissively as I began storming out.
 
“Commander.”
 
“Yes?” Furious she was stopping me.
 
“Some clothes might be in order? We got your spare battle suit.” She moved to a stow bin along the wall pulling it out.
 
“Thank you.” Control yourself damn it! It’s not her fault. I quickly donned it, finding it strange my new body made me feel as if I was clothed already. With the battle suit on I felt better with the additional armour both my battle suit and my strange body getting acquainted.
 
“I’m sorry about being so rude.” I said nodding to the doctor before I walked out. No one tried to stop me as I walked straight to the Captains quarters the Sato sisters crossing swords in front of the door.
 
“Move I’m not in the mood.” Flexing my hands as my claws sprouted from my battle suit. One of them quickly said something into their collar moving her blade aside as the other did too. I couldn’t tell which one was which as the door opened and I stormed in.
 
“What did you let them do to me?” I demanded hotly as I looked down; Yasu in her own battle suit with her painfully normal human features.
 
“They called it the awakening. They said it would keep you alive, your head had been smashed in, the medics didn’t think even you would make it. Even with the medical machines we have, the awakening gave me another option so I took it.”
 
“So they turned me into an Avarian. You let them change me from a human into an alien race. Without my permission you changed the very things that made me James Cook! Look at these eyes! Or the claws that come out of my hands or the fact that my bare skin blends into everything!”
 
“I thought it would help you.” She looked at the ground; even this odd display of emotion wasn’t enough to stop my rolling anger.
 
“If this is how you want to help me forget trying to do so anymore in the future!”
 
Anger and hurt simmered on her face. She threw a data pad at my chest my new reactions making me catch it.
 
“Do it all yourself. Put yourself in the line of fire. Command thousands of people, put everyone before yourself and be too paranoid to accept help, or to trust anyone! Who knows one of these days when you finally sit down I will come up from behind and take your place, or some nameless idiot interested in power instead of actually doing some damned good in this fucked up galaxy!” She yelled at me storming past me in my stunned state—as like an idiot I stood there trying to figure out what she was saying as the hatch closed.
 
Annoyed, agitated and like countless men before me completely confused by the female mind I looked at the data pad.
 
On it there was a map of a raised flat area. Overtop of it had wire buildings placed over the surface. Lines were laid underneath for water and electricity. There was a wireless hub and all the necessities including a nearby space port connected by a wire diagram of a maglev transport.
 
It was titled;
 
Asul city,
 
Commander Salchar and his mistress Yasu’s hold
 
Stunned I went through the other files that were open. To my surprise in the three days I’d been unconscious she’d put herself in charge of the development.
 
She’d placed Ursht in charge of the city administration as she’d dropped colony buildings which could be set up within weeks and then reinforced with the materials of the area. Avarians from across the planet had flocked to my banner at the promise of water, work and prosperity. The mines had been shut down but the stockpiles we’d found on the planet had been impressive.
 
Including not only the materials from the Avarian Battle master I had killed, but the one third tithe from the other two Battle masters.
 
Eddie and the Kuruvians as well as everyone involved with engineering were having rabbits as they happily filled their low stores which had been minimal to give Parnmal the most raw materials for the ongoing projects. They were pumping out parts for everything they could replace them and recycling anything old. The majority though they were purifying and making ingots to be transferred back to Parnmal, or to be used in projects on Chaleel.
 
With the materials from the Battle Master I’d killed also came his sworn warriors and a large chunk of his people. Most of his people hadn’t accepted the change and instead chose to defect to other Battle Masters.
 
Yet there were still a few pertinent problems it looked like I saw highlighted on the data pad.
 
It seemed that ships that had traded for reactor fuel and waste water in most cases had been charging extortionist rates. With no other sources of fuel or knowledge of the accurate value for their materials the Avarian had paid twenty times the regular price for premium reactor mass for waste water.
 
The engineering crews had then been whipped up in a storm of building; they’d created storage tanks so large they had to be made in sections then transported to the ground and assembled. Shrift had the armourers making protective suits for the Avarians in the mines. It didn’t go without my notice that the suits were rated to be used in space mining. Or that there was a side project on a planetary elevator that would be able to transport people and resources up from Asul city directly—instead of relying on shuttles from the space port.
 
There was already a large asteroid in semi-stable orbit. Again there were plans for thrusters to be placed on the asteroid to keep it centreed to create the platform of the elevator.
 
There were plans for the development into the asteroid with Avarians digging it out and using the resources to create what they needed.
 
Yasu had gone so far as to identify possible other asteroids to have the main elevator platform to connect to or to mine afterwards. She thought I was the one with plans within plans! I thought as I read the detailed outlines.
 
“Comet water bomb inbound.” The comms officer said over the general channel as I tucked away Yasu’s data pad, still thinking about how far Yasu had pushed forward. I found myself on the bridge garnering strange stares as I saluted Rick who didn’t bat an eye as he returned the gesture. I guess he’d seen me do enough crazy things in the past that this wasn’t all that strange.
 
“Comet water bomb?” I asked him quizzically.
 
“Yes Min Hae found a comet consisting of around eighty percent of water in the outer asteroid belts, we sent corvettes to go and pick it up, remember how you ordered us to scan for them?”
 
“Ah yes.” I didn’t remember much from the meeting with the other battle masters other than shooting the one and getting roughed up by Krom.
 
“What’s its progress?”
 
“It will be entering the atmosphere in five minutes.” I nodded watching the main screen as the labeled water bomb passed the grouped fleet around AIH.
 
It slowly entered the atmosphere using the temperature to melt the ice as two corvettes attached to the five square kilometre comet held onto it, rotating around the planet as for the first time in generations it rained on AIH. I cut to a feed from Asul city as Avarians were on the streets stopping their work as they opened their arms rain pouring down on them as they luxuriated in the feeling. It was odd to think these people hadn’t seen rain in their lifetime while on Earth it was cursed at times.
 
“The water systems are working!” An excited voice said as I ripped my eyes off of my command screen looking at Eddie in surprise at the old Kuruvian doing a jig at the engineering station. He wasn’t sitting in the seat but a liaison of his. I couldn’t remember ever seeing the Kuruvian on the bridge raising the priority of what was going on up a few notches.
 
I slaved my screen to his seeing as he watched the buildings with their collection systems gathering the rain, the same as the streets dropping it into the massive tanks installed underground which passed it on to be purified the detriments being put into growing towers to be used as fertilizer as the clean water was supplied to drinking fountains, fossets and to critical systems for the city.
 
Shuttles flew up to the melting comet which was going along at a sedated pace. Using their onboard laser systems, or if they didn’t have them, gun teams they cut out and pulled huge chunks out of the comet taking them to the highest mountain ranges of the planet.
 
I could see it’s all been planned as the cut out blocks were rotated around the mountains raining down on the lower sections, the higher ones too cold to melt the ice. As the blocks melted water found old streams and other water ways.
 
It took four hours for the asteroid to melt as chunks were ripped out of it by shuttles and placed around the planet.
 
“Environmental, how many asteroids will it take to return the planet to a balance?” I asked.
 
“It will take ten more of that size to get a minimal balance. Fifty would be optimal.”
 
I thankfully checked my command screen instead of ordering more ships to start getting more comets. I could see that half of the fleet were gathering asteroids and shipping them back to the planet.
 
I knew that I was going to need to apologize to Yasu at some time but the fact that she’d allowed someone to change my body without my permission, was still too new. I busied myself with her data pad seeing what had been going on with the fleet and the planet below us.
 
In most cases finding out how well she was connected and about the supporters she had in nearly every department.
 
Annoyed I left the bridge to find some refuge in the armouries where Shrift was waiting with two coffees and a large platter of food. Feeling ravenous I happily dove into the food as Shrift and I sat in companionable silence watching as the armoury working in noisy continuity. With the increased concentration on Commandos and training, Shrift and every armourer had gained two apprentices.
 
I took a large gulp of the coffee and sat there with him.
 
“Where’s my Mecha?” I asked still scanning Yasu’s data pad.
 
“I haven’t fixed it yet.” I looked at him about to demand why he hadn’t as he raised his palm to stall me.
 
“I’m waiting off till we know more about your, condition, to see if the settings need to be changed, helmet replaced and such. Or if I need to make an entire new one. The third one.” He said with feeling as I looked at my first one still clamped to the wall with its plaque above it.
 
“I didn’t want to have whatever was done to me done to me.” I growled.
 
“I know, but the Avarian’s Mechas we’re making it should be easy enough to make one that’ll suit you.”
 
“Avarian Mechas?” I looked up from the data pad.
 
“Yes it seems that the majority of the Avarian race are miners. They turned to the mines in order to trade with people, but it wasn’t long until people stopped coming. The mines kept going in case there was someone to trade with for fuel and they learned to work together. Being in the mines have done terrible things to their health but kept them in shape. Their warrior mindset is still very much intact, they host games in which they practice wars, battles and reenact their violent history. Winners get food allotments so everyone particiaptes.
 
With a bit of good old medical care to get them healthy and me making a new damned mecha model. We’ll have some damned good Commandos and personnel to help out the Free Fleet, all while we protect the planet and help them out.”
 
“How do we know they will hold their word?”
 
“They’re more loyal than any race I’ve ever seen; don’t ask them to show their loyalty otherwise they’ll try to kill themselves to prove it.”
 
“So they have to do what Yasu or I say, or they’ll be killed by another one of their own?”
 
“In most cases they kill themselves. One can only leave the ranks of the sworn if they are so given permission by the one they’re sworn to, or their sworn breaks their vow, or is dishonoured. Every warrior in your village is sworn to you. In return for their loyalty you are to look after them. Yasu went to the city and asked everyone to come to the city hall and say what they want to do. Be it a medic, teacher, miner, builder, trader, fighter. She took the roster and had everyone get a sleep learning headset.”
 
“Many found they still wanted to do what they had in mind, others changed their ideas but the warriors group only swelled. There were over four thousand Avarian warriors that applied the first day. Currently there are twelve thousand that wish to join the ranks of the armoured Marine Commandos.”
 
“So I’ve got a loyal as hell group of super warriors that can work in a team that have been working in mines most of their lives. I need to train them and get them outfitted with Mechas within the five days we have to get to Chaleel. I hope no one was busy before because now it’s going to be a damned hell storm of work.”
 
Shrift sighed with emphasis, a glimmer in his eye.
 
“I was getting bored anyway.” He said getting up and stretching.
 
I contacted Henry and the trainers within my fleet including all of the Sarenmenti Special Forces we’d taken with us. They’d thought they’d escaped training people, ah how cruel fate was. I thought as I waited for everyone to get back to me. Shrift was working on getting mostly made Mechas, it would mean that each Avarian got one but they wouldn’t be complete. They would give them basic armour, HUD’s and the ability to fight in a space environment. Copies of my battle suits medical systems were being made at an alarming pace.
 
Now all I have to do is hope that they’ll actually listen to me.
 
My head still a whirlwind of work and things to do when I took a shuttle down to the planet. I needed to show my face and I wanted to see Asul. If nothing else then it might get me a few more warriors that seemed like a well-timed gift.
 
“Comms connect me to the FTL system.”
 
“Who do you wish to speak to?”
 
“Commander Monk.”
 
“You’re connected commander.”
 
“James?”
 
“Hey Monk I need the biggest ship we have at Parnmal that is jump capable to AIH.”
 
“The Avarians?”
 
“Yeah, we need to get them trained up, and Parnmal is the best place to do that.”
 
“Agreed, I’ve been reading the reports your comms officer has been submitting daily.”
 
“Good, now it’s about time I had a look over my new city.”
 
“Must be a nice place.”
 
“Yeah if volcano worlds with lakes of magma are your thing.” I drawled.
 
“Go easy on Yasu, she didn’t know what would happen, she was only thinking of saving your life.”
 
“It’s going to take some time.”
 
“All things worthwhile do.” His voice sad, reminding me of how his wife Caroline had died in the assault of Parnmal.
 
“Look after yourself James.”
 
“I will.” I said cutting the channel as I checked the time for the next shuttle down to Asul.

Chapter Damned men!
 
She watched as the shuttle touched down on the landing pad. There was a hover car already waiting by the landing pad which was moving quickly towards the city after a few moments.
 
She stood on top of the administration building as a large figure uncoiled himself from the car. Even three stories above him she could see the blood red eyes which sent a chill down her back.
 
He’d changed so much with the awakening, how was she to know that he would? She shivered as she remembered the metallic table which had restrained him, how he’d screamed his body morphing and changing as he’d fought the restraints until his throat was raw. Then he finally ran out of energy as he collapsed back onto the table in exhaustion, the moment when she thought he was dead.
 
She was still trying to figure out the emotions she’d felt as she saw Krom march out to James, bowing down to him as low as he could. James barked something and Krom was on his feet in an instant.
 
Then James in full Commander Salchar mode began roaming the city.
 
She watched him as he talked to groups working; to those from the fleet recoiling from his appearance keeping out of arms reach as he tried to reassure them.
 
He continued moving trying to not let it bother him, she could tell by the tension in his shoulders no matter his outward appearance he was annoyed and saddened by the way the people from the fleet, especially the humans reacted to him.
 
After an hour people were getting more relaxed but they were still edgy around him as he walked into the administration building. She waited, using the sensors in her Mecha linked to the administration building to track his progress through the building. He had an exceedingly long conversation with Ursht trying her patience, before he made his way to the roof.
 
She turned looking at him, his face a controlled mask. For the first time she wanted to touch him, to reassure him as he tried to hide his pain only her training similar to his own showed her the smallest shadow of emotion.
 
He walked up to her so he could see out over the growing city which wasn’t much more than a town without anyone being able to see him.
 
“It’s impressive.” He said grudgingly. She wanted him to continue to say it was amazing, how she’d done well keeping the fleet running, helped with their lack of personnel and brought another race into space. Or that she’d transformed Asul city from a series of underground warrens into a town which would with time and resources turn into a city and a port for the entire planet.
 
“Thank you.” She said as she saw he wasn’t going to. He was still too angry with her to give her any more praise.
 
“I’ve ordered our people to return to the fleet, we’ll be leaving tomorrow. We’ll retain two thousand Avarian warriors; we don’t have the resources to suit more. I’m going to leave three corvettes and a small contingent of shuttles in the system who will continue moving water comets into the atmosphere. One corvette is already travelling to Parnmal to get the biggest jump capable ship and bring it here to take Avarians to be trained on Parnmal.” She wanted to demand why he would take away the resources of the fleet that were busy creating their home city but remained quiet fuming as she stared at nothing.
 
“We need to go and release the people of Chaleel from the Syndicates clutches, plus the Avarians are already getting a handle on things. Ursht is an able administrator of the town and will do well in your stead.” He said as if reading her mind.
 
“Our stead,” She corrected him. “You are the battle master of the Avarians we might have the fourth largest warriors to our banner but we have the most civilians and people that want to do other things than swing a plasmid or mono blade sword. Our city will be the forerunner for this planet it will become the centre of power over the entire planet.”
 
“As our city grows so will the number of warriors that swear loyalty to you. They will follow you into battle and obey your commands. They will never stab you in the back as you believe I will.” She felt rage making her shake.
 
“That is one thing I do like about you.” He said a smile on his lips as he looked over the city seemingly unaware of the Sato sisters a few metres away within striking distance with their chained swords.
 
“What could that possibly be?” She said hotly. He walked up so he was a bare foot away from her his breath hot as she felt heat rising on her cheeks.
 
“Your passion.” He said a smile on his lips as he looked at her in the eyes as if searching for something. Then with a sigh he stepped off the edge of the building. She rushed to the side to see him walking to the hover car as if he’d stepped out of the main doors instead of dropping thirty feet.
 
She wanted to scream, she wanted to yell in frustration, how could a man, a person act like that and leave her more confused afterwards than before.
 
Mentally she was already making a list of people that needed to stay behind to keep the projects that she had started going as well as a few ships to keep the system safe and keep the comets coming in until AIH was refilled with water.
 
Avar Interi Hermanti was quickly losing its name, little to no one called it by it’s full tittle, to everyone it was AIH, and the Avarians loved it. They were brutally practical, if there was a better way to do something, and it was proved then they would change to it as quickly as possible.
 
Ursht had been a godsend to Yasu, he’d taught her all about the Avar and their ways. The Avars were a proud people, but the planner had taught them that they had to work with one another or they would fall apart. The lesson had been so imprinted that when the awakened that had become smarter became recluse the Avars turned away from them without thought.
 
Ursht had also made everyone that applied to be a trainee of the Free Fleet make a blood oath to Yasu and Salchar. It meant that the Avars would never go against the Free Fleet code.
 
While on the outside the Avarians were the perfect soldiers they were also a caring folk. Children were prized above all, and any Avar would die for another and their family if they were under the same banner.
 
There were no large battles between different bands under banners anymore, games had replaced wars as a way of proving one’s worth.
 
Now I just have to get them thinking again. Their tactics up to this point had been mostly basic, they didn’t think independently, something that the Free Fleet needed. Yasu had talked to Ursht and come up with a few ideas of how to assist in the change over. Those that were going to be part of AIH’s space workers were already being made to think for themselves as the Free Fleet trainers imprinted how dangerous space was, it had made them adapt in a hurry.
 
Yasu watched the departing hover car. She was his wife, it was expected that she look after things in his stead, but he was at most of the meetings himself, getting her to deal with the time consuming details!
 
He hated and suspected her that much that he didn’t want to deal with her, or give her a free moment. That was going to have to change, as well the fact that he was staying out of their room with another one of the crew.
 
She’d kept a quiet eye on him as it was not her place as his wife to go chasing after him and going to him. Still she’d been cautious when she’d seen the way that his old team mate crazy cheerleader In Soo—his rumoured lover back on Earth—acted with him.
 
She hadn’t been able to find proof that they were doing anything that was outside of their marriage vows. Though there had been times where she could find no record of his and In Sook’s whereabouts while they were on the station. She would allow him to rescue his friend Iron Bok Soo and Takahashi if he was still lacking in his duties as her husband there would be a reckoning.
 
For now she had to plan to keep her hold running at least until she got back. With a sigh she went back inside the administration building, so many things to do and so little time in which to do it.

Chapter Time to kick ass and take names
 
I sat in my command chair feeling strange as was my new norm, I filled up the seat even without my Mecha, but missed the confidence and security it gave me.
 
“Emergence!” Nav called out.
 
“Configuring shields.” Tactical followed.
 
“Main engines coming online.” Helm said as the ship thrummed and jerked like a bucking bronco toy.
 
“Capacitors still holding charge and escape point plotted into the navigational computer.” Nav said after confirming.
 
The sensor and tactical pits taking up either side of the bridge were quiet as sensor arrays scanned their sectors the basic overlay for the system changing as more information was added. Tactical were going through weapons testing and visual scanning to make sure everything was ready as gun crews waited nervously for immediate attackers.
 
“Immediate area clear.” The sensor chief announced as everyone on the bridge relaxed minutely. That meant that there was no one within firing range of us.
 
Tactical were already relaying this to the gun crews who changed to medium ranged targeting pictures.
 
“Nothing medium range, getting data around Chaleel.”
 
Symbols that depicted ships now floated above Chaleel. All the tension that I’d bled off returned.
 
I could see on my split command screen as the weapons crews had their weapons ready aimed at the ships around the planet even if we were hours away.
 
“Sensor pit what ships are we looking at?” Rick asked.
 
“We’ve identified the two troop carriers. Now with the upgraded sensors we can pick them out better, they’re actually converted merchant carriers. The ones we left behind. There are five corvettes, two cruisers, a destroyer, and a battleship also in orbit of the planet. There’s also what we believe to be a factory ship.”
 
“What is the factory…?”
 
“We have an incoming message from the Battle cruiser.” The comms officer interrupted.
 
“Is Welick’s hologram ready?” I overrode everyone.
 
“Yes sir.”
 
“Alright put it up, change my voice as I talk.”
 
“Done sir.”
 
The alien on screen had massive eyes and a neck that reminded me of a turkey’s with precious metals and fierce looking clothes covering his body.
 
“Captain Welick what’re you doing back here, we don’t need your help.” He said dismissively.
 
“Just passing through the area thought I might drop by and see if you were interested in some trade.”
 
“You don’t have anything worth trading.”
 
“How are you enjoying having the humans fight for you?”
 
“They are, good, though not as obedient as the Sarenmenti, and they are crafty.” He allowed.
 
“I just got a surplus of them from Parnmal station.”
 
“You did, how much of a surplus?”
 
“Four thousand.”
 
“That is interesting, interesting indeed.” The Captain said looking away for a few seconds before locking his gaze with the holographic Captain Welick.
 
“I think any more talks should be had in person. Come alongside and dock with my ship.” The Captain cut his channel and we continued into the system.
 
I opened a direct channel to Henry.
 
“Are we ready?”
 
“Yes sir, like taking candy from a baby.”
 
“Not everything is as easy as it initially seems.”
 
“Yes commander.”
 
The other syndicate ships grouped together resembling a haphazard formation; for once I was thankful for our own messy formation which hid our talents. These syndicates must be an untrusting bunch I thought as we came alongside the battle cruiser.
 
“Docking tube connected. Airlocks opening on both sides.” Engineering said.
 
“Object coming from the syndicate ship!” I’d been watching the main screen as our fleet got into position to take the syndicate fleet to my personal screen with a feed to the airlock. I saw as a familiar spherical device flew into the main bay where the Mechas were waiting.
 
Without thinking one of the Avarians kicked the grenade back at the syndicate ship.
 
Debris and smoke billowed out from the airlock as the Commandos rushed into the tube weapons raised. The Avarians let out a guttural cry of bloodlust as they rushed in behind the commandos armed with battle suits and plasmid weaponry.
 
I wished I was with them as I looked to the main plot punching the general ship command channel.
 
“Ready all weapons and fire as ships bear.” I cut the channel as the bridge which had been deathly quiet was now filled with volume.
 
“Tactical slave our arcs to my screen. Comm. ask the syndicate to surrender and send a message to the commandos on the planet. Resilient I want that kill switch program checked!”
 
In space the biggest thing that kept you alive was momentum, I didn’t have any so it was time to use one of the ‘stupid unless it works’ manoeuvres I was thinking. This is a terrible idea.
 
“Engineering connect me to Eddie.” The comms officer was already busy dealing with my orders made the connection before continuing.
 
“Commander?” Eddie asked in a way that made me think he was working as I was talking to him.
 
“Do we have bucking cables?”
 
“Yes sir, but I don’t see what good that does with helping us.” He said in a harried voice.
 
“Would we be able to pull the battle cruiser with us?”
 
“Well the Resilient’s engines are much bigger than your normal Imperial Dreadnought and even the originals out powered the Battle cruiser, biggest problem is getting the ship to stop and not turn us into red mush at the same time. Why?”
 
“Get those bucking cables connected to the battle cruiser.” I cut the channel at his protests, he’d obviously figured out what I was planning.
 
“Helm adjust the engines to compensate for having the battle cruiser attached to us. Nav help crunch the numbers and get us a plot to Chaleelian orbit.” Kuruvian and human looked at me stunned, before quickly looking to one another and hurriedly working their stations.
 
“Yes commander.” I was looking at the arcs on my personal screen and swearing, the battle cruiser was blocking one of our flanks that provided the massive broadside that made the Imperial Dreadnought famous and feared.
 
“The corvette Needle is leaking atmo. The Destroyer is moving into position behind the Battleship we’re docked with. Their fleet is also massing to charge from behind the battleship.” Rick said.
 
I looked up to the main screen displaying the battle raging in space seeing what Rick had described before my eyes. The enemy’s corvettes raced through our formation raking everything with their fire. The Destroyer was opening missile tubes to fire around the Resilient and the enemy’s battleship. A precious resource we didn’t have due to lockout codes written into their programming.
 
“Destroyer Ferocity you’re the bait, Corvettes, split into teams of two and separate the syndicate’s forces, close and kill those that are without support. Cruisers assist the corvettes when engaging, take out the cruisers engines then work on the corvettes before coming back and finishing their cruisers.”
 
“Bregend get that damned Battle cruiser over Chaleel, pumping Commandos into the atmosphere, co-ordinate with Iron Bok Soo. Destroyer Malignant go with Bregend to provide support, we don’t need one of these missiles getting near the Battle cruisers shuttle rails. Pump out your shuttles with the Battle cruiser for Chaleel. Bregend retain a third of your force to take that factory ship then provide cover for the planet. Malignant once completed get back here and assist.”
 
I changed my screen to the boarding party as they were being bogged down by fortified emplacements. My people had learned from Parnmal. If they couldn’t get to the enemy through corridors, then they could get to them through the walls. It was slow going in a ship we didn’t have blueprints for. No one wanted to hit a plasma conduit.
 
The Avarians once they caught up with the new tactic happily hacked the ship apart making me wince.
 
“We have airlocks opening across the Resilient!” Tactical said as alarms sounded. I’d devoted my entire commando force to the Battleship leaving us unprotected except in places with watches, engineering and the bridge. This was mostly to make sure that if one or more of the crew panicked then the commandos could subdue them as everyone else carried on with their job. Well that’s what I’d told everyone.
 
In fact it made it also damned hard for someone to sabotage the ship or kill me. Though the rest of the ship was left unguarded. With engineering rushing about getting buckling cables and connecting them to the battleship it left them in the open, and targets.
 
“Alright Commandos on me we’re going to get those bastards off of our ship.” I said pulling myself out of my seat as I was heading for the blast door.
 
“Rick sound the general boarded alarm.” He did so as a whine filled the air the red lights now with an added flashing blue one.
 
“Rick you have the ship. Any of them come within range of our guns, blow them to hell Marleen.”
 
Quickly the Commandos fell in behind me, Jeremiah and my protection detail in evidence as the first and then second blast door opened.
 
“Alright, three teams for two decks, we’re going to clear outwards.” I pulled up the roster assigning teams to decks as they rushed to obey.
 
“Eddie tell me as soon as those buckling cables are connected and get your people back to the secured areas as they’re done.”
 
“Yes sir.” I pulled out my pistol checking the chamber was loaded. I kept it in my hand as I led my half protection detail towards the nearest airlock which was showing that it had been forced open.
 
We took the corner coming face to face with eight Sarenmenti. Without a thought I aimed at the nearest visor and pulled the trigger riding the recoil to the next target as I advanced down the hallway.
 
My people fired with me, the Sarenmenti we’d run into didn’t get a shot off as they fell to the ground disabled or dead. I flicked my old magazine out the second magazine already seated as I kept moving.
 
“Why did we have to kill them?” Someone asked as a Sarenmenti replied.
 
“They didn’t know the truth and any hesitation could have meant that one of us would die. Their death meant the freedom of our people, they would have understood.” No one said anything after that.
 
Jeremiah took point as we moved onto the next airlock. We came to an intersection he came around the corner firing jumping back behind cover. “Crew serviced rail gun.” He yelled as a hail of rounds ripping the bulkhead opposite the hallway he’d fired down.
 
There was a lull in the shooting as a grenade came around the corner.
 
“Keep the commander safe!” Jeremiah said as commandos jumped on top of me, I saw him land on the grenade as less than a second later light came past the commandos Mechas.
 
“NO!” I grabbed the two Mechas on top of me pushing them off with my inhuman strength I was on my feet as I saw Jeremiahs’ Mecha his visor blown out from the pressure of the grenade making it through his layers of armour.
 
I grabbed his rail gun cocking the action as I dove past the hallway. Now on the other side of the hallway the rail gun was firing down I ran into a maintenance hallway.
 
I forgot everything about commanding my fleet and trying to stay alive as I ran a plotted path to the bulkhead beside the rail gun team.
 
“Bucking cables connected.” Eddie said directly into my ear.
 
Every muscle and fibre of my being wanted to continue onward, I was one bulkhead away from the gun team yet the promise I’d made to myself that I was going to protect these people came to the forefront.
 
“Thank you.” I said to Eddie and changed to the general bridge channel as I pulled out my data pad studying the position of the destroyer.
 
“Tactical, target the destroyer hiding behind the battle cruiser.”
 
“Helm ready port and underside manoeuvring thrusters for full power. On my mark, tell me when ready.”
 
“Ready Commander.”
 
“Tactical, are we ready?”
 
“Yes sir.”
 
“Helm, fire thrusters, quarter burn.” I felt the vibrations of the massive thrusters as the Resilient turned itself and the Battle cruiser.
 
“Tactical this will give you a full broadside on the destroyer.”
 
“Yes sir moving to gunnery deck.”
 
“Understood, good luck Marleen.”
 
I thought she’d become an engineer after her time spent as a Mechanic back on Earth. Instead she was riding Tactical while her husband Rick was my COS. She said it was because she wanted to keep a better eye on him, but I knew she just loved the damned cannons. She spent more of her time on the gunnery decks and checking the missile tubes than at her tactical station.
 
I changed to my protection details channel.
 
“Keep them entertained, thirty seconds.”
 
“Yes sir.” A gruff and angry sounding voice came back that sounded familiar but I couldn’t place it. I forgot it as I heard the increased chatter of rail gun rounds.
 
“Good luck Marleen.” Rick said the only crack in his veneer as he co-ordinate with Helm his wife’s progression to the gunnery deck gave her bare seconds.
 
“We’re ready commander.” Marleen said breathlessly.
 
“Helm full burn! Gunners, light those fuckers up!” I tossed the data pad away as I plunged my blade into the last bulkhead.
 
One of the three man gun team noticed my blade, opening fire on the wall. I reversed my grip on my sword so I could balance my rifle on my forearm while still pointing my sword ahead of me. I finished off my hole with the rail gun. I elbowed the bulkhead, it gave way as I dived through the hole I’d created. I fired into the mecha in front of me, my rail gun making his chest a blood
 
The second heavy rail gun loader brought their plasmid sword down on my rail gun, just missing my forearm which supported it as I drew my plasmid sword across their chest, catching on the thick armour. I left it in his rib cage as he died his weight and armour took the sword down with him.
 
The gunner was scrambling for their pistol as I roundhouse kicked them throwing them off balance and over the front of the gun. A ping went off in my implant, still connected to the bridge.
 
“Targeting picture acquired.” I heard as I dropped behind the rail gun, stroking the butterfly trigger. Puncturing the gunner’s torso with supersonic rounds.
 
“All batteries,” Marleen paused, the destroyer had nowhere to run as the full port broadside of the Resilient came to bear.
 
“Fire!” The ship shuddered as rail cannons fired and the lights dimmed as the laser cannons followed suit. The massive firepower sapped power from the ships fusion generators and massive stored power cells. My protection detail had caught up with me at this point as I walked back through the hole I’d created and grabbed my data pad.
 
I took a knee and watched as rail cannon rounds ripped into the Destroyers armour, the laser cannons focusing on the breaches as they ripped apart the internals of the destroyer. In mere seconds the destroyer was turned into an expanding fireball by the overwhelming broadside of the Resilient.
 
I used a general channel, able to be heard by both sides.
 
“All weapons are unlocked; stop trying to conserve ammunition, fire at will unless they surrender.” At the same time I sent a text message to the ships to fire every weapon they had as well as decoys that could imitate a weapon to make it harder for a missile to hit a real weapon.
 
My fleet of ten fired thousands of rounds into space in a second each ship a cloud of destruction spraying at everything and everywhere, rotating so that every weapon system could be brought to bear. Even point defence systems were brought to bear, being used as offensive instead of defensive weapons.
 
The corvettes that had been part of the syndicate fleet were pushing hard for the jump point. Their lack of maintenance and the upgrades on my corvettes showed as my own ships accelerated for all they were worth, they’d get one pass at the enemy before they were able to jump.
 
“Leave some of them alive. To those that survive, take this message to your masters. The free fleet patrols this area. Any act of piracy or criminal activity in our area of operations will be dealt with severely. Anyone found aiding a criminal will also face similar consequences. The Syndicate will in one way or another cease to exist, I so swear.”
 
“If I see any of you again committing criminal acts I will personally see you get the harshest punishment possible. Commander Salchar of the Free Fleet out.” I changed from the general channel back to my protection details.
 
“Moving out, we have to clear this deck.” I said taking a rail gun from the security man of the gunner’s team’s corpse checking it with practiced motions.
 
Krom who’d been placed on my protection detail as it’s leader, Shreesht another Avarian  had also been added Calerd a tough Sarenmenti filled the last position.  
 
The old squad had gone back to being a squad instead of my babysitter. It meant I had protection all the time now, and a group that would get used to me and my habits. Instead of only being there when I went into battle. Which was one of the things that they were supposed to keep me out of.
 
Krom was able to walk much faster than me and quickly walked in front of me placing a hand on my chest.
 
“Get out of my way Krom.” I said looking up at him my voice cold as space, I hadn’t forgotten about the awakening or my own state by a long shot as I looked at the still two foot taller than me Avarian.
 
“Commander, please think, you don’t have armour and you’re more important than any of us. You need to use us as shields.”
 
“I will share in the same risks that you do. We need to kill these attackers or they could kill us all. My life isn’t much compared to the entire crews, which we are putting at more risk just talking.” I said pointedly pushing past him as he held onto my shoulder that even my newly enhanced strength couldn’t shrug off.
 
“Commander Salchar without you this ship is a small loss. The fleet wouldn’t be able to continue without you.”
 
“Of course it would.”
 
“Sir I don’t think there is anyone that could do so.” He said in a quiet voice. For the first time since the fight I really looked at the man. In his eyes I could see intelligence underneath the veneer of a brute.
 
I thought about it for a second, seeing a few flaws immediately in my plans if I was to die, though I wouldn’t be really caring about it all that much if I was dead. With an agitated flick of my hand I acknowledged his statement.
 
“That doesn’t stop the attackers in our hull.”
 
“No Commander it doesn’t.”
 
“And if I was to die then someone would step into the gap and the fleet would continue.”
 
“It probably would, but it wouldn’t be the same.’
 
“Who knows it might be better.” I muttered Krom looking at me in shock. I finally shrugged off his arm.
 
“We’re going to move on, not because I have a death wish but because I hate goddamn party crashers. Especially party crashers on my damned ship and to my damned party! So let’s go show these syndicate bastards what armoured Marine Commandos can do.” I finished with a growl, sharing hungry looks from my protection detail, taking off at a jog, looking at the sensor readings which showed the position of the next group of intruders.
 
They fell in around me, I grudgingly let them. If it gave them one less thing to worry about I was willing to be babied, they’d lost their leader and friend when Jeremiah had saved all of our lives. It was my job to push them through and get the mission completed, and then they could rest, cry and mourn. I had no time for that.
 
***
 
Enemy at the blast doors.
 
Henry pulled the feed from the Commando on his side of the blast door, peeking out before pulling back as ion bolts riddled his corner.
 
“So, who’s got some grenades?” He asked as he moved away from the corner which was being cut down by continuous rounds.
 
They’d set up three ion cannons in front of the blast doors that lead to the bridge and they were good. They’d had a similar setup in Engineering; it had cost Henry two squads worth of people to take the single ion cannon there. Here they had three and they could cover one another as they reloaded.
 
The blast door was the only way into the bridge. He’d had teams go around coming from every side only to find it was as thickly armoured as the Resilient’s own command centre which even a plasmid sword couldn’t cut through properly.
 
He had Avarians using their natural mono blade claws to dig through the armour but it was slow going.
 
“They’re linking the computer systems together for firing control!” One of the techs under Henry’s command said as he felt cold dread flow thought him. They could create a rogue AI linking that much computing power together. They needed to get through the blast door—now.
 
He opened up a channel to Resilient herself.
 
“Possible AI formation.”
 
“Understood, readying information packets.”
 
“Everyone pull back. You stay.” Henry said to a passing Avarian wearing a grenade bandoleer, they loved the damn things taking them even if it wasn’t needed, like on a ship where a grenade could do a lot more damage than it could help.
 
“Program them for a four three and two second delay then toss them to me in that order as fast as possible.” She nodded prepping the three grenades.
 
“They’re ready.”
 
“Alright, as fast as possible.” He took the first one as she held the remaining two. He thumbed the activator flinging it around the corner turning as another was in his palm he hit the activator again, and then the third and he turned.
 
Henry got a metre before the first exploded the second and third less than a second apart. He was turning checking his weapon as he was already ordering his people.
 
“Up and at them ladies and gents! Get in the damned bridge before they can recover!”
 
The Commandos that had pulled back from the blast now surged back in the room metal burning that had been Mechas and weapon systems.
 
Yasu and her group including the Sato sisters and Avarians dove over the white hot burning and melted metal that would’ve stuck them to the floor if they paused. Henry watched Yasu as she ran up along the wall, the captain of the ship taking a chunk of the wall out behind her with their heavy stubby slug thrower. She ran upwards onto the ceiling, disorientating the captain as she flipped off of the ceiling her blade cutting through the captain as she landed beside his body.
 
Avarians and the Sato sisters were fighting in the main command area of the bridge. Yasu kicked the Captains corpse away from the captain’s chair as she turned to survey the scene.
 
She had blood of various colours on her armour as she brought herself from her fighting stance as she surveyed the room the remaining syndicate crew dead or being secured by Commandos.
 
Henry walked in the room and was struck by how powerful she looked. It was something she and James shared—they had this ability to command loyalty and respect wherever they went. They were always confident, had a plan and knew what was going to happen. Well with others at least, with one another Yasu and James were clueless as Henry very well knew from the talks he and James had, had together.
 
“Commander we’ve taken the battle cruiser.” Henry said to his personal channel to James.
 
“Good, leave a security force, we’re going to visit Chaleel.”
 
“Yes sir.” James cut the channel as Henry opened one to his commanders.
 
“Alright those on security do you need reinforcements to hold the ship and the prisoners?”
 
The numbers came back as Henry detailed out to the assaulters who was needed where.
 
“The rest of you back to the shuttles we’re going down.”
 
Henry turned as he checked over the flight plan as he waited for everyone not on security to run out of the room as he followed

Chapter Missed me?
 
I was linked into the bridge through my upgraded implants and the communicator in my collar as well as the beaten data pad I had on me.
 
“What have you got for me Rick?” I said as the rest of the teams on the ship and Resilient herself were declaring the ship clear of intruders.
 
“We have reports of fighters in the atmosphere bombing our people.”
 
“Place ships near our commando’s positions in order for them to provide air cover. Bomb wherever they’re coming from.”
 
“Yes sir.”
 
“What about our people getting down there?”
 
“We have people from all ships departing in shuttles for the surface; the count is sixty percent of our forces are down.”
 
“Good.” I waved to my protection detail as I headed for the shuttle bays.
 
“Put Bregend in over watch of the factory ship and any forces that he needs to assists. You have overall space command.” I paused thinking of what I hadn’t covered.
 
“Also with the Resilient.” I continued as Rick cut me off.
 
“Get ourselves free and moving so that we’re not a sitting target. Place prize crews on the taken ships. Start effecting repairs and take everyone down to half watches?” Rick said for me.
 
“Well you are becoming a mind reader. About time!”
 
“Thanks James as I want to read your brain soo much.” He said dryly
 
“Don’t get too in depth I don’t know what’s in there myself.” I grinned as Rick let out a laugh.
 
“Alright look after the house while I’m gone.” I said as I entered the shuttle bay.
 
“Will do Commander.”
 
I cut the channel feelig uncomfortable as I sat next to Yasu. Her regal calm poise at odds with the dried blood and what looked like parts of metal. I could see the Sato sisters which had attached themselves to her, were similarly covered in gore.
 
I tried to sit as confidently in my seat as possible but I felt the thinness of my comparative battle suit instead I shrugged as I looked over the information coming from the surface as a channel connected with me put through the Resilient as the shuttle was pushing out of the bay. “James!”
 
“Iron Bok Soo, how goes it brother.” I said happiness and relief swelling in my chest.
 
“Dealing with the Sarenmenti forces that the fleet you just destroyed sent down. The ones that were with us are working with us after having the information shoved down their throats.” I heard gunfire in the background as he put me on hold quickly before returning.
 
“Some of the new Sarenmenti have defected to us after we’ve been relaying the information we have to them since you began attacking the fleet. Others, well there’s always a few diehards.”
 
“Shit, well they made their decision. What’s going on now?”
 
“We’re holding the positions we have, the Syndicate Sarenmenti are destroying whatever they can. We’re holding our stations and leading attacks against them as best we can but again we’re so thin it’s hard to have any forces move from one to another whereas they can attack a target with a good portion of their force but we don’t know where the rest of their force is. We’re reacting more than acting and it’s pissing me off.”
 
“With the long range sensors on our ships we should be able to solve that issue. We’re already on our way with reinforcements so tell me where you need us?”
 
“Takashi needs you most I’ll relay you to him. He’s direct, talks as little as possible but he knows what he’s doing.”
 
“Okay, patch me to him.” I said wishing I could’ve just kept talking to Iron Bok Soo. I heard a grunt on the other end of the channel of someone fighting. More grunting continued as Takahashi said nothing.
 
“Takahashi, where do you need men?” I said after a few seconds.
 
“PowerStation’s nineteen, twenty eight to thirty two and thirty five.”
 
“Has anyone talked to the Chaleel leaders?”
 
“No.”
 
“Thank you.” I changed to Henry’s channel. “Split forces to PowerStation’s, nineteen, twenty eight to thirty two and thirty five.”
 
“Yes sir.”
 
I connected with Resilient. “Commander, I’ll get you the chief of staff.” The communications officer said.
 
“No I need you, I need you to put me in contact with the Chaleel leaders, I want General Carsickle included in the conference.”
 
“Yes, sir, one moment.”
 
“Five minutes till we hit pay dirt.” The shuttles pilot said through the hold.
 
“I have a connection with the people listed as the leaders of the planet by the Syndicate fleet.”
 
“Thank you please connect me.”
 
I felt the harsh thrust of the shuttle decelerating as my implant beeped. “Hello, my name is commander Salchar, Carsickle can vouch for me. Currently we are working to remove the forces that wished to enslave your planet. Please attend to defending your cities as we remove them from outside of your walls.”
 
“You say you want to defeat those that enslaved us, but it was in fact you and your people that were the forefront of those that attacked us. I’m sorry we’re not that stupid.” One of the leaders said.
 
“Just tell us your demands and we will fulfill them.”
 
“Carsickle are you there?” I asked realizing that he probably wouldn’t recognize me on looks alone anymore.
 
“Yes.”
 
“Incoming small arms fire. Gun teams!” The pilot said as Gun teams in retrofitted jump seats next to the ramps and airlocks hit emergency buttons. Their weapons in racks beside them shifted so that they were in front of them on pintles. The airlocks opened as they swung outwards through them. They’d taken the idea from when I’d done it the first time we were on Chaleel. I wanted to put actual turrets on the shuttles but maybe later.
 
“I’ve undergone some, changes recently but I am Salchar. I’m the one that brought your wounded out and was attacked by your people. Then talked with youdirectly afterwards. You showed me the videos of the Syndicate captains demanding all of your people’s food and I said I would be back to help out. Do you remember me?”
 
He looked skeptical as I sighed.
 
“Alright here’s it nice and simple. Look after yourselves; stay within your city walls and you won’t be hurt. We’re clearing the place of any Syndicate forces. You come within a hundred kilometres and you will be treated as Syndicate sympathizers. Carsickle make sure they obey. I do not want any more Chaleelian blood on my hands but I will to protect my people. Salchar out.”
 
“One minute!” The pings for the small arms fire could be heard hitting the armour of the shuttle as the shield gave spotty cover due to the changing forces placed upon it as the shuttle jinked and weaved. Making it of little use as it was letting a decent amount of rounds through.
 
“Hover drop!” The pilot said as our movement stopped in mid-air. I smashed my harness release only the Avarians matched my speed and ferocity, Yasu was half second slower. Whereas I got up in a flash she rose regally popping her sword out a half inch with her thumb to make sure it was free.
 
I halfcocked my rail gun checking the round seated in the acceleration chamber, even though the light was rose coloured indicating there was a round in it. I did the same with my pistol and popped my sword. Then I was outside of the shuttle. I let my legs absorb the fall as Commandos leading Avarians secured the perimetre. I pressed a tab for the battle suits hood as it formed to my head. My HUD came alive feeding me battle information as I took cover behind a house.
 
With a quick glance I got the lay of the land.
 
This power station had a decent sized village around it; we were a kilometre from the actual station where the most severe fighting was going on.
 
I turned to the wall, my claws coming out as I held my rifle in one hand. “Up to the roofs. Sharpshooters and support.” I told Henry; he was running his own show and he didn’t need me confusing his troops as me and my personal detail ran or in my and Krom’s case—lunged up the wall.
 
I threw myself over the lip of the building getting into the prone. There was no entrance to the roof as I peeked over the raised lip of the roof I didn’t see anything, neither did my HUD or the linked sensors of every battle suit and Mecha. The roofs swarmed and my smaller protection detail was reinforced by a combination of Sarenmenti, Avarians and humans.
 
“Alright PD lets go crush some skulls.” I said as I queued music on my HUD and took off at a run, throwing myself to another building, rolling and continuing my headlong progress as I used a wall and pole to get to another roof. Below us others moved through the deserted village.
 
The Avarians were slow at first, the Humans and Sarenmenti happily showing off as we parkoured through the maze of buildings showing how skilled they were with their Mechas.
 
Once the Avarians got the feel for the quick transitional running, jumping and rolling I could see a few grins through their visors along with us. I slowed our headlong charge with quick hand gestures so that those below us could keep pace.
 
Henry who’d connected with the forces at the plant now had a sensor feed which he uploaded to us all. He sent orders splitting us into three groups One Two and Three. I was Three.
 
We were coming from the south organized in three extended lines running from east to west. One and two created an arrow like formation with three in an extended line along their base.
 
“Only shoot Syndicate forces. If a civilian runs do everything in your power to provide them with protection.” Henry said over the general channel, repeating the rules of engagement I’d given out days ago. The rapid advance that reminded me of parkouring athletes back on Earth was now slow and silent, the nerves of everyone on edge as they waited for battle to be joined.
 
“Contact!” A squad commander yelled out as the mini-map on my HUD changed colours as Syndicate forces where highlighted and those Commandos engaged changed from blue to green.
 
Quickly both One and Two were engaged in fire fights.
 
“Three moves in and link up One and Two!” As an extended line we carried forward using roofs for cover we moved quickly as our heavy support weapons were with One and Two.
 
“Fire and movement in squads!” The Commander of the Third detachment said as squads moved forward yelling “Covering!” and “Moving” while we advanced.
 
A Sarenmenti was looking east where fire had been coming from second. He didn’t see me as I raised my rifle sending a burst into the unknowing Mecha dropping him to the ground as a group behind the building moved out to see what the noise was from. Already my PD was with me as we opened fire, the syndicates realized what was happening and returned fire, causing two to go down due to injuries before Krom’s use of a grenade put an end to the fight.
 
I waited as my squad checked to make sure the dead were actually dead before we moved off.
 
The lead Commandos were far ahead of us by the time they were done with their search. Leaving me to think that my PD had taken their time about the task.
 
“James can you use your PD to check over the corpses?” Henry asked.
 
“On it.” I said as much as I didn’t want to interfere, this was his battle and he had a million and one things to attend to as I well knew.
 
“We’re on clean up duty. Disable weapon systems and check to make sure the dead are actually dead; if they’re wounded we call in a waiting shuttle and get them attention, same with our own people.” I said to my PD as they split up accordingly.
 
“I do not understand why you humans help your enemy even if they’ve tried to kill you.” Krom said on a private channel.
 
“Humans have been fighting one another for thousands of years we created these rules to remain somewhat human and that after we’ve fought one another both sides can have something they can fall back on. A base of trust that each side treated their prisoners humanely and tried their utmost to preserve life. It gives them grounds to work together in the future possibly preserving life instead of ending it. It is how we’ve kept surviving, without rules humans return to their barbaric ways, as with the Mechas that arrived on Parnmal station after we took it.”
 
We’d moved to another tagged group of downed Mechas three quarters of my PD disabled weapons as I talked to Krom and stayed back from the searchers.
 
“Until the space god came and saved us from the planet killer we fought viciously never getting above living in caves, our population was small and near extinction. When the space gods came the awakening priests could make my people reach their full potential, creating two main groups, the warriors and creators.” He changed channels quickly before returning to his story.
 
“The creators spent their lives studying the machines of the space gods; the warriors went out and kept the peace between the major groups by becoming the leaders by majority. Others won over control later as less people were awakened, but those that had their parents awaken still had the majority of their awakened abilities. But without the code that the warriors and creators swore too they were free to do as they wish. We again began to fall into chaos; the creators taken up with their time with the space gods machines died off and weren’t replaced as the priests saw it as a waste of the space god’s gift as they’d shunned the rest of the Avarians.”
 
“Then the Kareet came, they were a vicious race of creatures that were a match for ten Avarians. Warriors underwent extreme testing before they were awakened. Most pledged at least one child to the awakening when they came of age and accepted the responsibility to keep the sons and daughters from committing the atrocities their predecessors had. The four clans joined and fought the Kareet. And the second re-birth came. Awakening priests were accepted into every clan. Warriors pledged loyalty to their battle master who was also their clan leader as long as it didn’t interfere with the code of Awakening. Creators weren’t awakened as they had lost their chance and that is how we’ve survived until the third death which you saved us from.”
 
“Why don’t the priests awaken Creators now?”
 
“There was talk of doing so when we left, to see what they could do to help our people move to the stars. It is something for the awakening priests to decide. With the third death passed and the third re-birth it seemed that they were accepting of the idea there was talk of awakening your creators if they were accepting of the idea.”
 
“The Kuruvians? There are quite a few of them with modifications already, seeing as most of them working with computer systems nearly all of them wanted improved implants that would allow them to use internal universal ports so they could directly connect to computer systems instead of having to take complex equipment around with them, plus wireless message one another. With every race there’ll always be a few that are willing to try it out.” I surmised.
 
“Indeed. Let’s move onto the next group Commander.”
 
“Of course.” I said letting him lead on as I had a lot to think about. The PD put me near the rear as we roof jumped to the next group. This was a large one as the PD spread out a bit more to not cross arcs as one checked the fallen the other covering them. I was on the ground to make me less of a target the team assigned to me watching out as I stood there thinking about the story Krom had told me.
 
“There, behind you!” I heard as a team of my PD opened fire.
 
“C’mon.” I said to my team my HUD already showing me where the team under fire were positioned as we ran to them. I was greeted by the sight of Sarenmenti tossing off their fellow dead as they got to their feet firing and screaming wordlessly. A team in the same open area turned and shot them as more got out of other piles of bodies, or hiding places they’d found. Hundreds of rounds hit the other team before they had time to react.
 
My team and I fired as our HUDS painted them as the enemy. The Sarenmenti shifted their fire onto us as we continued to fire.
 
“Get back into cover!” I said following my own advice taking a bound that with my Avarian strength put me behind a wall as I turned to provide covering fire.
 
The first team member made it behind cover as the second team member cried out in pain as they fell catching a round. I checked the vital sounds dropping my rifle and grabbing the first team members pistol as well as my own.
 
“COVER ME!” I yelled as I ran around the corner. Now in the movies using two pistols is amazing, everyone dies and the main character reloads. When I first got a pistol I tried this out and found out how much Hollywood had lied to me, hitting one target wasn’t all that bad but hitting two that weren’t even moving was damned near impossible the recoil on pistols just threw it everywhere and you couldn’t sight down the weapon.
 
But add in the additional strength of whatever the Awakening priests had done to me and the linked in weapons which gave me an aiming carat on my HUD, it was like playing duck hunter.
 
I flung one empty pistol back in the direction I’d come from reloading and hitting the activator as I grabbed the fallen Mecha, who to her credit was firing with her rail gun. I dragged her as I shot. My battle suits enhanced strength and the odd assisting kick from her worked to help me move the near ton of armour and person.
 
Her team mate covered us, making his rounds last to keep the Sarenmenti back. I felt blazing agony across my forearm as a round grazed it another across my trap as I made it to cover.
 
“Use hell fire.” I told her, the auto injector had been upgraded so that it didn’t fire unless the user was going to die immediately without the powerful drug or they couldn’t fight without it. It was worse to be in writhing pain over your entire body and unable to fire in a firefight than endure what you had and not be able to fight.
 
She took her finger off her trigger and fired the hell fire through her system as I reloaded my pistol grabbed my rifle and tapped the other team member still firing.
 
“Switch out!”
 
He fell out and back as I took his spot. I could hear him and his wife/team member talking as he reloaded while I lined up my sight picture with the advancing Sarenmenti.
 
“Can you move?” I asked her as I fired.
 
“Yes commander.” Anger and resolution in her voice as she picked herself up.
 
“Good,” I changed channels. “Krom we need support.”
 
“We’re to your left flank I can’t get people to you; they’re covering the rooftops and a road in between us. I have support moving in from the North. Hold your position we’ll take their fire. Remember we’re you shields.”
 
“I don’t think I’ll have much choice in the matter if I get in this fight or not.” I cut the channel talking on the local channel.
 
“What are your names?” I asked the two with me.
 
“Dave.”
 
“Janice.”
 
“Alright well get those swords ready we have ten advancing Sarenmenti.”
 
“Yes sir!” They said Janice moved her leg finding decreased mobility but her Mecha’s exoskeleton was damaged. They positioned themselves to jump around the corner between me and the advancing Sarenmenti.
 
I pulled back slinging my rail gun and pulling my plasmid sword mentally counting in my head.
 
“Go!”
 
Dave and Janice ran out with wordless cries as they clashed with the Sarenmenti so close that the leading shooters couldn’t bring their weapons to bear. I jumped up the wall grabbing with a hand before I threw myself into the fray coming alongside Janice, making a half moon with Dave hugging the wall as Sarenmenti finally got their swords free.
 
I cut down two before a Sarenmenti had a blade free. I parried it, turning my opponents sword outwards, slashing inwards I brought my blade across their chest as they stumbled, dying. One to my right barrelled into me grabbing me and taking me to the ground as another came at my head with their plasmid sword.
 
My longer blade saved my life as my attacker’s blade glanced off of the tip, burying itself in the ground inches away from my face—close enough to hear the humming of the retaining electrostatic field. I flicked my wrist bringing my sword back and across my attacker’s chest leaving a rivet in their armour from the plasma in my blade. Janice finished them off with a backwards blow across their neck dropping them backwards as the Mecha holding me tightened its grip.
 
“Mother fucker!” I yelled as they continued to tighten their hold, making my world go darker as I found it harder to breathe.
 
I drove the hilt of my sword into the back of his helmet with vicious jerky blows, blunted by his grip on my upper arms. I was having hard time breathing as I finally heard the armour of his helmet crack. Two more hits and my world was going dark and pain swelled from my chest as a pop sounded.
 
Pain brought me out of the darkness as new found rage and adrenaline flooded my system. I put my last ounce of power into opening his arms. With monstrous effort I was able to gather a breath and I turned my sword, bringing the blade instead of my hilt across the back of his helmet.
 
I didn’t cut through his helmet but the ferocity of the blow made plasma spurt from the interacted electro-static field. He thrashed as plasma burnt through his neck. He clawed at his neck as I got out of under him. I ended his suffering with a blow across the visor as I turned to Janice and Dave.
 
I’d been forgotten as I faced the backs of the remaining Sarenmenti attackers. I jumped in again raking one across the back and then opening their neck burying my blade into another’s side with the same blow. Before they could turn I pulled my pistol from its holster and placed it against the seam of their helmet and collar and pulled the trigger. They dropped like dead weight as I pulled my blade free.
 
One turned to face me, but was met by my pistol in their visor. I swung under the next’s attack, my plasmid blade and my enhanced strength cutting through their leg. I put a round through their shoulder and into their central mass. I turned to face the attackers between me and my protection detail.
 
Dave had lost his sword but his hand to hand was putting him in good stead his moves familiar to those I’d seen what felt like ages ago when I’d been researching Yasu’s fighting styles for our upcoming tournament.
 
“Reinforcements coming in!”
 
“About damn time.” I muttered to myself, changing to the close-area general channel. “Need maybe three fire teams here to assist. The rest check on Krom.” I said as my newest attacker’s sword went to his side as he dove in front of me his sword flicking out as if to disembowel me. I jumped away as he flicked his wrist making it go low and down instead of higher and across my now out of reach stomach. I stabbed at his falling form as his sword found its mark, coming across my left leg.
 
“SOUNVA BITCH!” I said as auto tourniquets went off in my leg signalling it was gone, also the fact I was now falling with my now dead enemy. I grabbed my pistol my HUD linking with it as I drew it snapping off two shots hitting two follow up attackers in the visor killing them. I hit the ground using my upper body’s weight to jerk myself into a position so I could see those attacking Janice and Dave.
 
“The Commander’s down!” I heard as I lined up my next target putting two shots into their knee dropping them as Janice took of their head.
 
“Goddamn fucking, piece of shit bastard, spawn, shitting saint’s on a stick!” I yelled at the pain as if I could swear it away.
 
I kept firing on their remaining attackers weakening them to take them down as I heard a roar and then the sound of a crew serviced rail gun firing nearby the sound approaching and then stopping as I found I had no more targets in front of me or on the HUD anymore as I heard more people approaching.
 
Someone was fussing over me looking into my eyes as I tried to comm. them to not, finding out I’d destroyed the built in communicator of the battle suit. I hit the manual release of the hood.
 
“Will you please get off of me?” I growled as someone else picked up my leg.
 
”Gimme that.” They quickly obeyed.
 
“Thank you.” I aligned it using my battle suits lines thinking it looked good I pressed the stumps of my leg and thigh together which was not the most pleasant feeling in the world.
 
“Hold it.” I said as someone did so as I grabbed a hell fire needle from their shoulder kit. With a breath I stabbed it and inch above the leg and pressed the depressing tab on my suit. The hell fire lanced through my thigh and thankfully into my leg as the commando held my leg together the muscles contracted as they connected. Which was more odd than painful, and it was very painful.
 
It took a good few seconds as I could nothing but grit my teeth as my body was being wracked by hell fire.
 
“Goddamn limbs never want to stay right where they damned well are.” I said lying on the ground gathering my strength as I moved my toes.
 
“Seems alright.” Dave helped me to my feet as I tested the leg and then stood on it moving my ankle.
 
“Well I’ll be damned it does work.” I said, impressed as I retrieved my sword and reloaded my weapons everyone staring at me.
 
“Well don’t stare at me, check on them.” I said iron threading my voice as they sprung back into action. Dave and Janice also rearmed themselves as they tagged along with me.
 
“Thank you Commander.” Janice said. “I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you.”
 
“Same here,” I said as I rested against a wall feeling drained as I sipped on my suits inner water bladder.
 
“Call me James seems only right”
 
“Okay, James—thank you.” Janice said. Obviously not comfortable in calling me by my real name.
 
“How’s the leg?” Dave asked.
 
“It tingles still but I think it’s working, I’ll have someone look at it later.”
 
“I would suggest that, it looks like the muscle and tendons are connected, but the blood vessels might be messed up as well as the bone and nerves.”
 
“You sound like you know quite a bit about legs Dave.” I said with a grin as he looked up in thought.
 
“I was training to be a doctor before I was recruited.”
 
“Have you tried the sleep training for medical?” I offered.
 
“Yes I’ve completed all of the basic courses and I’m moving along the modification tree, of sleep training. Though because of our manpower issues I can’t leave the armoured marine commandos, don’t get me wrong I like being in the AMC but I like doing other things.”
 
“I do agree with that, but right now we’ve got more ships than we can do anything with and the projects and station are taking a huge chunk of skilled workers away. With the Avarians we’ll be able to allow more people to leave the AMC for skilled positions. Still our numbers are woefully low. If we didn’t have the prisoners serving their terms putting Parnmal back together then we wouldn’t have been able to have two fleets, even now most ships are down to a quarter or less personnel that they need.” I babbled, happy to air the issues and in turn keep my mind off of my leg which was still stinging with left over hell fire.
 
“Manpower issues. “Janice surmised.
 
“Exactly, that’s why we need to get out into the neighbourhood we have ships and need crew. There are planets that are being attacked by the syndicate or whatever else is out there if we keep them in our good graces they could maybe help us with some of our issues. That’s the plan at least, we’ll see if we’re able to follow through.”
 
Shuttles passed overhead, gunner teams visible in the open airlocks and ramps. My implants beeped that I had incoming battle-info as I pulled up my hood .Information scrolled across my implanted HUD showing the battle for the power station had ended and now Henry had the troops moving to another power plant to assist. My details ‘request’ by Henry was to keep us here checking over the supposed dead. It’s going to be a long day.
 
“Commander Resilient says that they’re seeing the Chaleel military forces moving in on the power stations.” Janice said, and it seemed that the day was getting even longer.
 
“Damn.” I moved to a dead Mecha and pulled out their communicator. I connected to it cleaning it and then putting in my own presets.
 
“Tape.” I said holding it to my chest as Dave taped it in place.
 
“Resilient this is Commander Salchar, send me your readings for the incoming Chaleel forces to power stations.”
 
I studied the map as indeed the Chaleel forces were going out of their main cities and charging the power plants. I’m too thin to defend against them. I realized
 
“Get me a channel to Carsickle.” A beep signalled I was connected. I waited a few minutes before he picked up.
 
“Who is this?”
 
“Commander Salchar, now General could you please tell me why your troops are charging mine?” Hiding the fear I felt in my gut.
 
“They’re making the outer defence we want a layered defence to fall back on if you change your mind as to letting us be free.”
 
“That was weak and you know it.” I said ignoring the jab.
 
“I’ll show you the defence plans. It’s perfectly normal.”
 
“It would be if three quarters of your military wasn’t part of your outer defence. Turn them around. Now.” Iron in my ending words.
 
“I don’t have the power.” Go big or go home. I opened a direct channel to Resilient keeping Carsickle in the loop.
 
“Commander?”
 
“Hey, can you get me the head honcho of the planet?”
 
“Do you want the figure they made to deal with the syndicate or the actual one?”
 
“They made a shadow government, interesting.” I could hear Carsickle sputtering on the other line.
 
“Might as well do both at the same time.”
 
“Yes sir. You are connected to their personal communicators.” As the comms officer cut their channel two voices said hello at different times.
 
“Ah, hello sirs. As you well know my name is Commander Salchar of the Free Fleet. Now I talked with the fronting government about defending your cities and allowing us to clean up the syndicate mess, now it seems that you’ve decided to attack us in the confusion.”
 
I noticed that both had tried to disconnect the call. Resilient told me that the shadow leader, with the real power had taken off their comms unit only to find out my comms officer had made it so that if it wasn’t in direct contact with they’re ear it was placed on speaker so now everyone in the room with them could hear me.
 
Anything connected could be hacked by Resilient.
 
“Right now you stand to make a decision. One that will put your people’s and mine in the balance. If you continue to push your military forces and attack my people then they will be termed as hostile like the syndicate forces and will become targets. If you think I am bluffing then General Carsickle can vouch for me.” C’mon take it, does it! I silently chanted.
 
“How do we even know that you won’t kill us when you get your people off of our planet?”
 
The shadow leader asked. Yes! He was already talking about the future and not the immediate consequences. Now I just had to keep him on that, and not thinking about what was happening now.
 
“Now you’re asking smart questions. Good, the answer is very simple; if I wanted to kill you I would’ve done it already. I could’ve brought any one of my ships and rained hell down on your population centres and evacuated my people at the same time. Leaving your survivors with the Syndicate Mechas for company. Instead I brought more troops onto the ground where you can kill them and I’m working to incapacitate the Syndicate forces on the planet. You have also no doubt picked up the transmissions I have been throwing at the syndicate forces in an attempt to get them to stop fighting. There would be no reason for me to do this if I wanted nothing more than to subjugate your planet. Plus I give you my word that I wish no harm to the people of Chaleel. I will only attack those that attack me first. As Carsickle knows I keep my word as I kept my word that I would return and free this planet of Syndicate control.”
 
“How do we not know this is another ploy by the Syndicate to make us slaves?” The leader that dealt with the Syndicate asked. I sighed.
 
“The Syndicate is a bunch of thieves and pirates, they’re driven by greed. They would not have destroyed a corvette willingly for nearly anything—destroyer? Definitely not. Or why would they have their Mechas killing one another, again to them this is a loss of resources.”
 
“Anything you say could be lies.” This shadow leader guy really didn’t like me.
 
“Comms could you pinpoint the location of General Carsickle.”
 
“Yes sir I have his location.”
 
“Very well. If you can’t take my word then I’m going to have to prove it to you personally. Carsickle I’m betting you’re in some command bunker far away from your leaders as so that if you or the others are killed operations can continue. If this is not the case and you have VIP’s at your location you may want to move them for our upcoming meeting. Comms can you get me a wheeled transport to get there? That way everyone can see me as I’m coming in.”
 
“Yes sir, “She put me on hold briefly. “It’s being prepped and should be with you within the hour.”
 
“Great.” I cut her from the conference.
 
“I will show you the trust you haven’t shown me. I will place myself at Carsickle’s side, that way if anything goes wrong you have a bargaining chip. Though once my people have been rescued if I am not returned then there will be issues.”
 
“So what use is there in having you in our care?”
 
“It allows us to get a feel for one another and talk to one another about the future. After the planet is cleared we will need to learn to interact with one another. The Free Fleet needs food and we’d be willing to trade training and the fixing of what was destroyed by the syndicate for that food.” It was a few seconds before the shadow leader talked.
 
“Very well, we will talk about this later.”
 
I cut the channel, Janice and Dave having heard most of the conversation from my side. I could see Krom was already coming towards me obviously one of the two had told him what they were hearing.
 
“Commander you can’t go to him.” Krom said as he reached me hoisting his crew serviced rail gun to the side as if it was a normal rifle.
 
“I have to now or my word won’t be worth shit. Also this will hopefully create a basis of trust from which we can build from.”
 
“They’ll kill you before you get there.” Surety in his voice.
 
“If you see anyone trying to kill me, give them a call it’ll rattle them, also pull up their personal information and talk about their family. That should do the trick.”
 
“Killing a warrior’s family is dishonourable.” Any more of that dishonourable stuff and you’ll sound like Yasu.
 
“I don’t want you to kill them. Just talk about them casually; they’ll make their own conclusions.” He nodded his head slowly.
 
“As you say Commander.”
 
“Otherwise plaster them with a laser or something with the least damage for the area.”
 
“Yes sir.”

Chapter Of Maniacs and mad men
 
General Carsickle had seen the shuttle that had gone back to the fleet that hang above his planet and carried something down.
 
Now he could see what it was as it crested a sand dune at incredible speed becoming airborne coming down on its shocks and continuing on. It was clear it was a tank from the weaponry sprouting over it. It looked as if it was at least two times the size of the tanks under Carsickle’s command but drove like a civilian car. “What is that noise?” He said the audio pickups getting something.
 
“It seems that they’re playing music.” Carsickle stopped himself from shaking his head as the vehicle went airborne again, the shocks easily taking the impact as it continued on.
 
How can we win against an enemy like that? He thought, as people rushed about his hidden command bunker. He doubted it would do any good; it was obvious Salchar knew everything.
 
Gunfire erupted on the view screen, the entire room tensing as movement stopped.
 
“Who is firing? I want a team down there to arrest them!” Carsickle barked as fear filled his stomach. If they killed him… It was clear the people under Salchar’s command were loyal, motivated. He’d left them to look after taking the planet while he secured them from counter attack from Carsickle’s own forces.
 
“Ships are moving in orbit.” No.
 
“Prepare to move the leader…”
 
“The tank is shrugging off the weapons fire, including rocket attacks.” One of the operators said. Thank the sand!
 
“Power levels spiked on ship, it fired!” My heart can’t take much more of this! His adrenaline spiking Carsickle saw as the laser strike hit the firing position in a small abandoned house on the edge of the city.
 
Even weakened by having to burn through the atmosphere, the red pillar of light which was the laser strike turned the building into a molten crater
 
Another firing position in an apartment building started firing. A cap popped off of a tube on the tanks body, firing as the apartment exploded outwards.
 
“Check on that building I want reports of casualties!” Carsickle said. “Anyone that fires upon that tank will be given a life sentence!”
 
The operators busied themselves. “The tank used a low yield directional weapon that exploded when it was inside the apartment, it only killed those in the room, no other reported casualties.” One reported seconds later as the tank came to the cordon that had been erected.
 
A mixture of police and military stood waiting with all of their weapons aimed at the tank.
 
“Hatch opening.” Another operator said.
 
Salchar looked out onto the main drive. Without a seeming care in the world he waved his hand, saying something that couldn’t be heard by the command centres sensor suite.
 
“Make sure they don’t fire.” Carsickle ground out.
 
“General he’s calling us.”
 
“Open the channel.”
 
“So how do you want to do this? Have me step out, drop weapons and get onto a truck?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Alright.” On screen Salchar was yelling back inside the tank. He threw his arms up as another hatch opened.
 
“The sands.” An operator said as a giant appeared from the hatch, having problems getting its shoulders out of it. Its head mimicked the area around him, leaving just his red eyes and white razor sharp teeth visible as he and Salchar argued. It took a few minutes before the giant sat down in his seat, not looking pleased.
 
“I’m going to put you on speaker so you can talk to your people.” Salchar said, sounding annoyed.
 
A second later the communications showed that he was connected to speakers in the tank.
 
“Please place Commander Salchar in a truck transport to the command bunker.” Salchar moved forward with his arms raised as three police officers and five military personnel rushed to cuff him, cover him and cover the rest as they placed him in the back of a truck none too gently. Carsickle let his breath come out in a hiss as he relaxed.
 
“Sir we’re getting reports that the person we have in custody might not be Salchar.”
 
“Why?” Carsickle said whipping to turn on the operator.
 
“The creature we captured has a natural sensor absorbing ability long black hair and blood red eyes. He is also two foot taller than he was described.”
 
“That was definitely Salchar I have no doubt it seems that something’s have changed since he’s been here last.” Carsickle said speaking his thoughts out loud.
 
“Get me a detail and a holding cell that’s bomb proof I want to make sure that this is Salchar.”
 
“Yes sir. He will be here in five minutes.”
 
A Warrant came up to Carsickle a short time later. “Sir this way, we’ll take you to the cell.”
 
“Lead on.”
 
Carsickle listened over his radio as he heard the person thought to be Salchar was moved to the bomb cell. When Carsickle reached the cell Salchar was chained hands and feet to a floor and a reinforced table.
 
“Well might as well get this started.” Carsickle said as he walked in the room. The first thing that caught him off guard was the eyes; they looked like the blood the human bled and seemed to stare right through him. His skin was different and reminded him of the strengthened polymers he was wearing himself. The fact that it was also mimicking the wall behind him freaked him out.
 
Salchar’s hair was the only thing that was the same with a few hairs escaping its tie to dangle in his face as the sides were clean shaved. “Ah General Carsickle we finally meet.” Salchar said sitting back in his chair as much as his chains would let him.
 
“I guess so.”
 
“Have you pulled your people back?”
 
“Yes I have. Though it seems that you still have some fierce fighting going on. Including in the sky with the atmospheric fighters that the Syndicate dropped.”
 
“Yeah, that’s not my area of expertise but it seems we’ve got the upper hand plus we’re using shuttles to assist.” Salchar looked at a wall in thought tapping his forefinger on the table as he was clearly thinking of other things.
 
“Nothing to be done but let my people do what they do. However much I would prefer being in the fight myself instead of here.” Salchar said, not sounding too pleased about his position.
 
“Can you prove you’re Salchar?” Carsickle asked. Salchar looked to the ceiling for a few seconds.
 
“In this body probably not, though I could tell you about the talks we had, or the time your people attacked mine.” Salchar’s eyes hot as he locked Carsickle in his gaze. Carsickle had dealt with hundreds of such stares but the ferocity and anger behind Salchar’s made him look away first.
 
“I have no doubt your Salchar, though the changes you’ve gone through are…different. I have seen some races that grow wings or change their colouring on a whim.” He shrugged, studying me some more before finally coming to a decision.
 
“Okay, you might as well meet my staff.” Carsickle waved to the one way glass, as seconds later a guard appeared with keys unlocking Salchar who got up slowly.
 
“Follow me.” Carsickle said leading Salchar into his command bunker. Three guards following in full combat gear with their rifles pointed to Salchar.

Chapter Husbands!
 
“And so you let him go to be arrested.” Yasu said, her helmet off as she looked at Krom, even though she was a foot and a half shorter than him in her Mecha he looked annoyed at himself as he stared at a wall. To others it would’ve just looked as if he was angry, but Yasu, being around so many Avarians—knew how to depict their different emotions.
 
“He ordered it, he is our battle master, and we must follow his orders.”
 
“What about mine to keep the damned reckless fool away from danger or being left to his own devices?”
 
“I am his sworn honour guard, his words are law unto me, and even his battle mistress can’t countermand them.” His voice apologetic but firm.
 
“He hasn’t even had an examination after his leg was cut off and he re-attached it himself. He could be bleeding internally and all the Chaleelians will have to do is wait and say they didn’t know of the issue while he dies.”
 
“He has the ability to request medical treatment.”
 
“But will he? If he has treatment then it will probably save his life but at the same time they’ll be able to do anything to his body if he was out. Then they can find a weakness for humans and Avarians. Maybe create a gas that could kill only us.”
 
“That would be dishonourable.” Krom sounded disgusted.
 
“It’s called tactics and war.” She felt stunned as the words left her mouth before she could think of them. She looked to the floor in wonder of where her thoughts had gone. She’d just parroted what James would say. She thought incredulously, examining her own thoughts for the lesson there.
 
If she was to fight dishonourably but it carried her people through the day she would do it; before the thought of doing so disgusted her to the point that she’d hated James. When they where on Earth she had found it so terrible how he had no honour when he went into battle in MAT. He played to win.
 
How thankful she was now that he was willing to do what was needed to win. She knew that before she wouldn’t have been able to. He was the only one that had seen the truth of the world, winning was everything, there was no real consolidation prize for the runner up. She’d have acted much the same way that Krom had in the past, but now it was different. She shook her head clearing such thoughts from her mind.
 
“There is no need to worry mistress, your husband is a resourceful man, and he will live through this of that I am sure. He will return to you as quickly as possible.” Krom said reassuringly, not knowing her own thoughts.
 
Yasu’s hands turned into fists. As he comes back to me, he’s done well keeping his activities out of the purview of his protection detail; he must really like this ‘swinger’ woman he’s found. Or maybe he’s not even with a human. She thought rage flowing with her.
 
“You—get me updates on his position.” She singled out someone that looked less harassed than the others in the makeshift command centre. They looked up, shocked by the request.
 
“Request that I have a meeting with the commander.”
 
“Yes Ma’am.”
 
“Natsuko find me Takahashi.” With nothing more than a nod she moved away silently, Tomaki still waiting by her mistress.
 
“I have the leader of the shadow group on the view screen.”
 
“Good.” Yasu strode over to where a view screen and communications suite had been set up as she looked at the shadow leader.
 
“Do you all wear armour constantly still covered in blood?” The leader said I in disgust. Yasu already displeased with the man.
 
“The armour keeps us safe and allows us to survive multiple different circumstances. The blood, well we just cleared the syndicate forces from your planet and I haven’t had time to clean my armour.”
 
“Both inadequate reasons but I will let it pass.” He said regally. As soon as they think they’re back in power they change in an instant.
 
“Thank you.” Yasu said rolling her eyes as she bowed her head. When she got her hands on James he was going to pay for making her have to gripe and praise this—what for all reasons looked like a bureaucratic asshole.
 
He waved his hand, imperiously sweeping the subject aside.
 
“I request that I see my husband.”
 
“Your husband?” He now studied Yasu closer.
 
“You chose to mate with a creature like him?”
 
“He chose me, in a way.”
 
“You let him?” He asked incredulously.
 
“I stabbed him and nearly killed him before he asked me to become his mate.” She left out the fact that he’d knocked her out afterwards as she unconsciously worked her jaw.
 
“Your race is quite a violent one.”
 
“We were forced to by the syndicate in a marriage ceremony before we were shipped out into space to fight for them thinking that they were actually a force that would keep our friends and family back on Earth safe, instead of keeping them enslaved and us blind cannon fodder. Now may I see my husband?” She said conversationally but her eyes fierce as she flexed her fists outside of the pickups field of view. This alien jackass was making her defend James.
 
“Very well you will be allowed to meet, but you will not be allowed to couple nor wear anything powered that can act as a weapon. Or bring anything that would do anything like that. If you do so you will be arrested as well and charged according to Chaleel law.” He said in an off handed manner as if her troubles were beneath his attention.
 
“Agreed, I will be at the command bunker within an hour.” She cut the channel before he could say anything marching out of the room. “Get me a transport of some kind.” She said to Takahashi who’d entered the command centre during the exchange. He nodded, rushing off to obey as she went to the mobile armoury that had been attached to the command centre. Eddie was there as she came in looking at her with confusion.
 
“I’m going to see James so I need to store my Mecha and weapons.” She said in way of answering his gaze.
 
He nodded his head seriously as he helped her out of her Mecha with practiced hands.
 
She felt naked without the Mecha enveloping her, even more so without the comfortable weight of a pistol and her sword.
 
“Transport is ready.” Takahashi said returning to the room his forces where in the reserve ready to move where Iron Bok Soo and Henry where at any moment. While he was waiting he’d been updated by the Sato sisters on everything that had happened and wasn’t happy but he kept his mouth shut around Yasu.
 
“Thank you.” She debated taking a shower or not for a few seconds before shrugging. They already thought of her and all humans as violent disgusting creatures, hopefully the smell of being in a Mecha for a day would keep them away from her.
 
She walked out of the room Takahashi guiding her to a fast wing jet. The pilot already had the engines humming as she accepted a helmet and took the secondary seat. The canopy closed over her as the remainder of samurai’s revenge waited at the edge of the crafts blast area as it rose into the air vertically and pushed forward.
 
The person she’d told to keep a track of James was relaying information to the pilot already as they made adjustments in the air.
 
“We should be there in twenty minutes.” The pilot said through a speaker in the helmet she’d been given.
 
“Thank you. I didn’t know we had any aircraft like this aboard the fleet?” She turned the statement into a question.
 
“We don’t Ma’am this was one of the products that the syndicate were making. Highly weaponized and versatile, but incapable of exiting atmosphere. So great for suppressing a population, yet if it’s captured then it can’t attack ships in space.”
 
“So how do you know how to pilot this?”
 
“I was part of the group stationed here so I learned to pilot it through learning programs. Iron Bok Soo was able to convince the syndicates we would make great pilots, with a fix we were able to pull the kill switches and keep the syndicate’s flyers on us instead of the ground forces. We basically cancelled out their fighters, with the added fast shuttles and ship support we were able to win.” He said as he went through a high-g turn, talking the whole time with ease.
 
“What are the other atmospheric fighters doing?”
 
“They’re now on call for MC support. We can hover and give cover from explosive ordinance and rake the enemy.”
 
“These are as you say only planet based machines, they can’t achieve escape velocity or works in space, and so what use will that learning be then?”
 
“They’re very similar to space fighters as well. So we can change out and use them. They’re more expensive in terms of how much materials and time they take to make them. Plus we could increase the fleet’s firepower with faster harder to detect fighters. With a station we could be left in systems as internal security.”
 
“I didn’t know we had fighters.” Yasu now perplexed.
 
“That’s because the ships that we have aren’t given a fighter compliment. The only ship that is, is a carrier. I was able to finally look one up when the free fleet arrived. They’re massive ranging from eight hundred metres to one point two kilometres long with widths and depths half of the Relentless. They’re the biggest ships created other than some merchant vessels but those are usually just frames with engines and wormhole dishes big enough to push it through a hyper jump with the cargo tagged onto it.” He rolled the fighter sideways and upwards as an automated Chaleelian AA weapon tried to get a lock but was thrown off by the manoeuvre.
 
“Who has a ship that big?”
 
“The Union used to. The Syndicate has a few, but they stay closer to their home system Dovark. They’re only used when a planet becomes dangerous to the Syndicates rule. I expect that we’ll be seeing them soon.”
 
“Joy.” Yasu muttered as she watched the city underneath her moving past quickly. Hoping that nothing else would make her pilot throw them into another high-g manoeuvre.
 
“We’re here ma’am.” He said as they approached a clearly military base. He began speaking on his radio as he slowed his descent as she could see weapon emplacements had shifted covering the fighter as it came in. There were military personnel pouring out into the open areas of the base in various levels of dress speaking of how they’d been roused to cover the aircraft.
 
Finally after a few minutes the pilot sped up the descent bringing the craft down near some hangars instead of along the tarmac.
 
He popped the hood as a convoy of vehicles approached the jet. Yasu left the helmet in the jet as she climbed out and went to meet the vehicles their weapons pointing at her and the aircraft.
 
“You may take off now.” She said through her battle suits communicator. “I will radio for pick up later.”
 
“Yes ma’am, I’ll be in the area.” The jet’s hood closed as he took off vertically again weapons following him as he sped up turning away and up. She looked away as the dust cloud from the atmospheric fighters take off rolled past her as she waited for the oncoming vehicles.
 
The convoy reached her as she waited for them to stop. Something similar to an armoured personnel carrier she’d seen back on Earth stopped closest to her. The side opening like doors as a large Chaleelian stepped out and walked over to her shaking her hand.
 
“My name is General Carsickle.”
 
“Yes the Chaleel forces commander. Yes I know of you, now, I came here to see my husband.”
 
“Indeed, come with me.” He indicated the inside of the APC Yasu got in Carsickle following her as the vehicle took off.
 
He stared at her for a while as they rode across the base.
 
“Are you going to keep staring or are you going to ask me what’s on your mind.” She asked after a couple of minutes.
 
“I’m wondering how you could marry someone like Salchar and how this ‘Free Fleet’ hasn’t fallen apart.” Carsickle sat back in shock as Yasu laughed. Taking a few seconds to bring her under control.
 
“Well to the first one we were basically forced to marry as with the Syndicate they have a marriage ceremony in which people from opposite sexes are picked to fight one another. If they don’t want a relationship the stronger one wins and the other dies. If they do then they have to fight to submit the other then declare their intentions. With Salchar I stabbed him in the gut and he knocked me out, then when he woke up he declared he would marry me. I of course said yes. James is a different kind of man.”
 
“James? I’m guessing Salchar’s name isn’t really Salchar.”
 
“It’s his gamer name, as mine is Sword Mistress.”
 
Even as the APC stopped Yasu and Carsickle talked walking around the building rather than going inside of it as Yasu explained to him what had happened to them since the time they’d been recruited to now. Leaving out any important military details as Carsickle leaned against a wall afterwards. Four bodyguards close by, two watching in, and two out.
 
“He sounds almost impossible.”
 
“Oh he is.” Yasu said a small smile on her face. “I don’t think anyone else could’ve done what he’s done no matter what he says.” She turned looking to Carsickle her eyes imploring.
 
“However impossible and annoying and damned right idiotic he is, he’s still our leader.” Her brow creased in thought.
 
“No he’s more than that; he is our hope, the hope for all of the races of the Free Fleet, for the hope of Chaleel. The hope for the people that where left on the side lines, those that were bullied, attacked and forced to do as others wished. He might not be the picture perfect hero you think, or the kind gentle soul you read about in fairy tales. He’s as hard as armour and as relentless as the sun and he will do everything in his power to keep those around him safe. As you can see here he is willing to give up his life to try and create peace between our people. While also co-coordinating a battle.”
 
“He does seem a little far away.”
 
“Oh, he’s actually running the battle through his internal implants he’s using your comms tower to do so.” She said with a grin.
 
“He’s in the middle of my camp watching feeds for mundane patrols.” Carsickle said shocked.
 
“With James nothing is as it seems. Wheels within wheels.” She said as if it explained everything as she read a text message from none other than James.
 
“Which is why I do as he asks me—most of the time.” She pulled a data pad from the holder on her lower back. With a few swishes and taps she handed it to Carsickle.
 
Rules, regulations, standards and practices of the Free Fleet.
 
“Why are you giving me this code?”
 
“Now you know what is to be expected of planetary forces if an emergency occurs in this system and we render aid. It also lists recruiting practices and I attached a recruiting drive form for multiple different civilian jobs.”
 
“Why would anyone want to listen to you and go into space with nothing more than your word?”
 
“It’s called trust. That code also lists all of the rules that a person in the free fleet should abide by. If a few people take a leap of faith then others will follow we need to rebuild the lost trust between your people and the fleet. Plus wouldn’t you feel safer if you knew that the fleet that’s protecting your area had people from your planet in it so it couldn’t deny Chaleel help if it wanted because the Chaleelians would rebel.”
 
“You want Chaleelians in your fleet?”
 
“We’ll take anyone with a clean record, are of age of consent and passes our tests.” Yasu said.
 
“Now could you show me where my errant husband is?”
 
“Certainly—this way.” Carsickle led the way to the command bunker. They were passed though security quickly.
 
They reached a blast door which double guards opened for them, Carsickle gesturing to Yasu as she looked inside. James was sitting in one of the seats behind the commander’s chair everyone around him staring at him uneasily as he mumbled, or talked without words. Alien gestures to those without implants. He looked up at her as she entered with a calm expression as if everything was going as planned.
 
“James! You damned irritable jackass!” She said stomping through the room. Carsickle’s eyebrows raising a hint of a grin on his face as the door closed behind her.
 
“I believe we’ll be using your conference room.” James/Salchar said as he nodded towards a door Yasu going in first and him following as he shut the door firmly.
 
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” She said as soon as the door was shut.
 
“Sitting in a conference room.” He said matter-of-factly.
 
‘You are that—smart ass. You’re also missing from your command position of the fleet.”
 
“Yes well we need to create trust between the Chaleelians and the fleet, this is the best way I could think of it. Otherwise these people will never accept the fleet.”
 
“So what if they don’t trust you, there are how many other systems that need your help?”
 
“There’s bound to be people that don’t like me, or us. We’ve got to understand that.”
 
She sat in the chair waiting for her in a sigh. “You have a point.” She said unwillingly looking away before coming back and meeting his eyes.
 
“Though you could’ve waited until after you had a check up with the medics about your leg. You don’t know if it’s bleeding internally. They might just have to leave you alone and you’ll kill yourself.”
 
“Ah.” His calm exterior showed fleeting embarrassment as he scratched his head, now his turn to look away.
 
“The doc told me to ask if you feel light headed, weak, have numbness in places and if you can feel your toes.”
 
“No on the light headed, I was a bit weak but I’m fine now I have numbness in my side but I think that’s from my ribs cutting some nerve endings and I can feel my toes and move them.” He demonstrated bringing his foot up a way and wiggling his toes in the thin shoes he wore.
 
“I’ll tell the doc so as soon as I get back.” He nodded his assent as his gaze sharpened and he turned to her.
 
“Is everything good with the fleet? Have you started the recruiting drive yet?” She knew he knew everything so far, but she also knew how he liked to use others as sounding boards, even if it was just him talking to himself.
 
“Fleets fine, Ricks running everything in the black. Henry’s pretty much got everything on the ground covered Iron Bok Soo’s working with him Takahashi is on reserve.”
 
“Have you seen Bok Soo?”
 
“No he’s been moving from power plant to power plant and as soon as I heard you were arrested I demanded to see you.” His eyebrows lifted in surprise at this.
 
“I’ve told you before the fleet need you, you can’t be here. It’s shaken the fleet.”
 
“They will learn to cope without me for a few days. If and when I do stop being commander they’ll need to know how to react when I’m not there.”
 
“It would still be nice to know when you decide on letting yourself get taken hostage!” Yasu yelled back, crossing her arms.
 
“Yeah I should’ve warned people. But what’s done is done.” He shrugged.
 
The door opened as bodyguards and then the shadow leader walked into the room. Yasu instantly felt the hairs on the back of her neck raise up at the sight. Equally disturbed by their entrance as by the fact James hadn’t moved at all and barely acted as if anyone had entered the room. His eyes and body looked relaxed. The type of relaxed a veteran fighter looked before they’re about to pounce.
 
“I came to make sure you weren’t coupling, your race being so barbaric I wasn’t sure that we could stop you from trying to mate if you were.” He smirked as Yasu flinched.
 
“You’re the leader of these people and you’re making jokes about our mating habits, shouldn’t you have more pressing matters on your mind. If I was you I would be thinking about the fleet above my head and the military force that is two times your own and better equipped.” Yasu knew this wasn’t true but dismissed it as she was unconsciously figuring out how to subdue the people in the room. There was an edginess to them that she hadn’t felt even when around Carsickle and his highly trained bodyguards.
 
“For your information and please pass this on. I haven’t mated once, I’ve never had sexual intercourse I’m a virgin and I haven’t coupled with my wife. If you talk about my sexual activities in a derogatory way again under the free fleet code, conduct rules and standards I will charge you with sexual harassment.” Salchar growled, anger filling his voice.
 
The politicians smirk turned grim.
 
“You lie with every breath, fleet code. Hah! You have no code, or honour. My troops could kill you with a single order from me!” He snarled.
 
“You look a little confused.” James gone and Salchar’s mask in place as he turned from the politician to Yasu.
 
“Did you distribute the CCRS?”
 
“I gave a copy to Carsickle I was meaning to have it posted online we’ve been busy getting rid of the Syndicate forces.”
 
“Ah I see, please see to it that it is posted for people to view. But as I know Carsickle he would’ve tried to bring this information to you, so it seems that you weren’t able to get information readily available to you. That is something you should endeavour to work on. Information is of vital importance, especially the CCRS as you will serve a term, possibly in space and in the majority away from your home for the duration. I will let any infractions to the CCRS go for now within reason. But work to attain a copy of the CCRS at your earliest convenience.” Salchar’s voice cold his red eyes burning into the politicians.
 
The shadow leader had regained his composure losing his forward drive that the insult would’ve given him as it was truly and utterly stonewalled. Embarrassed and shame faced, his mocking became anger.
 
“You and your whore will not get any special treatment here.” Yasu watched as James’ face became an icy mask.
 
“Say one more thing that goes against the code and I will have you arrested if I have to bring Resilient into the atmosphere and dig you out. I know that in desperate times people will turn to those that seem to have a plan.” James crossed his arms.
 
“Yet in peaceful times people don’t want a ruler that is willing to wage war. Do they?” The leader looked apoplectic as Salchar continued.
 
“It is in the leader’s best interest in war-time, if they desire to continue to be in power is to do two things, create a new threat or win completely. Now with my appearance and the offer of protection that takes away the new threat, though your propaganda machine is working to remember that. Then you are not allowed to win completely as my forces are already clearing your planet. So at best you come out with a half-win. Good so far?” Salchar asked rhetorically as he began pacing.
 
“So then, that leaves me as the Commander of Fleet in orbit of your planet and you as a short-lived official that worked from behind the scenes to ready people for a battle that never came.”
 
The Chaleelian shadow leader changed from looking offended to laughing.
 
Yasu and Salchar looked at him in confusion. He crossed his hands.
 
“There’s one problem,” He fired a pistol through his jacket killing one guard to his right, the one on his left was too stunned to react as the politician turned and shot him too.
 
“I never worked for the people of Chaleel. I was recruited by the Syndicate long ago.” He pulled a pistol identical to the one in his hand from a guard’s belt, putting it in his hidden holster.
 
“While you two ended the Syndicate occupation of Chaleel you will also prove to be good trophies to get me in the good graces of the Syndicate again, and then when they return then I can take over my position as shadow leader again.”
 
“What about the Free Fleet?”
 
“What about them? The Syndicate will easily push them aside. No one can defeat the Syndicate, not even the Union could.” He shot James who curled in a ball on the ground, a hole through his stomach. Yasu didn’t think as she pulled a needle thin clip that held her hair from her bun and at the shadow leader. It hit his arm, making him shoot the desk as Salchar let a roar go. He ripped the desk from the floor using it like a shield as he charged the leader who fired into the heavy metal table. Unable to penetrate it. Salchar threw it at him as he dove with a yelp. Salchar jumped using his claws and the roof to swing down onto the shadow leader.
 
“Don’t kill him James.” Yasu said as soothingly as possible as she saw the wild look in his eyes as he took a few breaths to calm himself. The shadow leader was whimpering, a stain spreading through his clothes. Yasu’s own adrenaline was abating as she realized there was someone banging on the door.
 
“Open it.” Salchar said, his claws retracting.
 
Yasu did getting pinned to the floor as combat geared soldiers covered Salchar. For a second she thought they were going to fire.
 
“Someone get over here with a goddamn camera.” Salchar demanded. A few seconds later General Carsickle walked in the room looking at the damage.
 
“What do you need a Camera for?” He asked calmly.
 
“To picture this assholes weapon still in hand.” Any rifles that had lowered snapped up as General Carsickle moved around the far side of the room.
 
“Camera!” He barked as one was quickly passed to him as he took multiple photos.
 
“You can release him now.”
 
“He took the pistol of one of the guards and has it in a hidden holster. His wrists are broken.” With that Salchar backed up and rolled so he was facing the floor away from the shadow leader his hands spread out. Three guards pounced on him and secured his arms with triple cuffs.
 
“He killed the guards and he was about to kill me when you broke in!” The shadow leader sounded shaken as soldiers moved in on him, the pistol still lying at his feet. A soldier kicked it away before searching for and finding the second pistol. He held it back as someone bagged it. Salchar went as straight as a board pushing the three soldiers on top of him off as he flipped over. Blood came from his wound as slowly around pushed out of his stomach. The skin quickly pulled together as he settled down, clearly exhausted.
 
“The hell was that?” Someone asked Yasu unable to see them because of her head being pressed into the floor.
 
“Hell fire, his battle suit must have activated it because he was injured.”
 
“Get them in secure holding cells until we know what the hell is going on. Update our Fleet liaison.” Carsickle said.
 
“Also have someone look into the shadow leaders affairs.”
 
“You can’t do that General without a permit from the council of judges.”
 
“If you will remember you enacted the war accords. With that I am able to motivate and use any resource to know the intention of the enemy. Thus I don’t need to ask the council of judges. Secure him as well.” With that he walked out as they were all frog marched to holding cells with the Shadow leader demanding that Carsickle be replaced and reprimanded, and he released.
 
None listened to him as he was thrown into his cell.
 
“Sorry about this all Yasu.” Salchar said, still clearly physically drained.
 
“I didn’t marry a man that wouldn’t fight for what he believed in.” She thought she saw a glimmer of a grin as they were tossed in separate cells.

Chapter What was broken can come back stronger
 
When someone opened the door I actually dreaded it.
 
“Just a bit more.” I said, rolling over on the floor in an attempt to block out the light.
 
“Ahem.” The person said as I looked up at them, finding General Carsickle. With a sigh I pushed myself to the wall and rested against it.
 
“So what did you find?”
 
“He was a syndicate operative through and through, we were able to find communication devices and links to other groups which were brought down with the information from him. Also one of the guards made it and when he woke up he was able to collaborate with what happened.” I nodded along as Carsickle looked distinctly uncomfortable.
 
“I personally am ashamed at what has happened, I offer you my apologies. I also offer the apologies of the Chaleelian government. The Governor wishes to talk with you at the earliest convenience to talk about Chaleel and the Free Fleets path from here.”
 
I yawned as I picked myself up, looking at my cut battle suit leg from losing my leg, the rips from battle and the bloody hole from being shot. Oddly enough nothing hurt; even with the hell fire it was usual to have some residual pain.
 
Though from my tiredness of not having my constant infusions of wake up I was left zombie-like.
 
“Do you need anything?”
 
“Some water?” I said pulling my hair back as Yasu was walked out of her cell and quickly came over to me.
 
“Of course.” He turned to a guard who grabbed a bottle from his belt.
 
“We can return you to your tank.”
 
“No worries, I’m staying here for the duration.” I said.
 
“I’ll stay too.” Yasu said as Carsickle guided us back to the command centre.
 
***
 
Yasu watched as James walked back out into the command bunker working the room like a pro. With nothing more than a smile and a few comments everyone in the command centre relaxed.
 
She sat in a chair to the side, watching as everyone he talked to seemed to brighten. She talked with the guards that had been posted with her about their tactics and weaponry.
 
The day turned to night as Yasu and James were escorted to a single room and a shared bed. For the first time in months they were alone in a bedroom. Yasu didn’t say anything as she dropped onto the bed and got comfortable.
 
James sat on a seat his eyes becoming unfocused as he used his implants his mouth moving as he communicated with ships and the ground forces.
 
Grumbling Yasu got out of bed. He looked at her puzzled.
 
“You get some sleep I have first watch, if anything happens I’ll tell you.”
 
“Well, I have…”
 
“I’m not going to offer twice.” Yasu said dangerously. James nodded.
 
“First take a shower.”
 
“Yes ma’am.” James said finding the head and taking a quick shower. Yasu watched as he emerged from the shower wearing only a towel, his loose hair covering his left eye, the rest of his body glistening showing off the muscle that covered his body. There were scars visible. She hissed as she saw the one from where she’d stabbed him and the one across his leg.
 
“What?” He asked as he was getting into bed.
 
“Why did you have that scar put back on?” She asked.
 
“Well we might not have rings but this connects me to you. You will always be my wife and this proves it.”
 
“Get some sleep; don’t know when something will happen.” Yasu said confusion filling her behind her mask. Brushing it aside as he put the towel aside, making her whip her head to the door in embarrassment.
 
His lazy two finger salute went unseen as he climbed into bed. She monitored the goings on of the Free Fleet for a while before she watched him as he slept. I wish someone else could watch the damned door. The bed looks much more comfortable. Startled by her own thoughts she quickly went back to studying the door and her reports.
 
***
 
I woke slowly actually having time to wake up as I looked around the room. Yasu was barely keeping her eyes open and light was streaming through the windows.
 
I brought my implants online. Seeing the time I jumped out of bed. Yasu dropped to a combat stance.
 
“It’s been eight hours!”
 
“You needed it.” Yasu said getting to her feet yawning before quickly looking away. “Clothes might be a good idea.” She sighed angrily.
 
“Ah.” My new body made me constantly forget when I wasn’t wearing clothes as I beat a hasty retreat to the bathroom putting on the battle suit and the leg section.
 
“All of the Syndicate forces in orbit have been taken. The ground forces likewise. Takahashi led a night raid and finished off the last syndicate stronghold. We’re having our Sarenmenti try to convince their brethren the truth with limited results. As it’s not safe to let them go it’s been suggested that we take them to Parnmal station for a term of service.” Yasu briefed me as I walked out.
 
“The factory has begun working on the elevators. The Chaleelians are asking to trade their three corvettes and destroyer for two corvettes and cruiser. They want something immediately in their system patrolling. I looked at the specs of the ships, they’re better than what we have, they’re going to need work and they haven’t been used in a generation so we need to get Eddie to kick start all of them. Though it’s still three more ships.”
 
“First it’s your turn to take a shower, its real water.” She studied me for a second.
 
“’Git!” She was quickly in the bathroom shutting the door as I began pacing and thinking.  I contacted Rick as I waited.
 
“I heard about the trade, I want you to go over the numbers but I’ll leave it to you to okay or nix it.” I said.
 
“Alright I’ll have a decision shortly. Also the Chaleelians new governor is in place and wants to extend his apologies to you personally and announce a partnership with the Free Fleet in stopping the Syndicate threat.” Rick said.
 
“When?”
 
“This afternoon.”
 
“Great, have we had any response with the recruiting drive?”
 
“Yes, limited so far but I have no doubt it will pick up. Most people have signed up for sleep training on ways to fix the elevator. Also farming and general space classes have picked up.”
 
“That’s good but doesn’t really help us.” I grumbled.
 
“I think it does. There are millions of people volunteering for the elevators and more are planned than before. Though those will dry up and people will be looking for work. Avar is still making their elevator which is going at a snail pace, and then we need to interlink asteroids. The same thing with the station and the docks.” He said.
 
“It will make them have to go to other places to make money, create connections with other systems and bring the systems together. Plus with the space engineering we could use them for Parnmal projects, thus taking the people we need for the Fleet back and helping without manpower issues. Rick, you genius.” I said with a real smile for the first time in weeks.
 
“We’ll talk later.” I said as I heard the shower turn off.
 
“Sure thing boss man.” He said.
 
“Now when are we going back to the fleet?” Yasu said from the shower doorway, her battle suit back on.
 
“Today, now that the threat has lifted we need to communicate with Monk and ready ourselves for the next leg of our journey.” The water didn’t even turn off as Yasu put her head around the door.
 
“You don’t mean?”
 
“Next stop Earth!” I said with a grin as Yasu dove back in the head already ordering transport as she got into her battle suit.

Chapter Time to take back what’s ours.
 
I was wearing a new battle suit with Yasu beside me as me and the Governor shook hands. We’d been talking for the last four days. The first recruiting ship a massive hauler had made its jump in-system the day before. We had twelve thousand eager recruits to go back to Parnmal, and supplies that the fleet badly needed coming in.
 
“armoured Marine Commandos. Preeeesent, ARMS!” Henry bellowed as weapons were snapped upwards and then grasped in a synchronous movement. I felt nothing but pride in my chest at the display of the fifteen thousand Commandos and three thousand Avarians.
 
I gave them my two finger salute.
 
“Retaaaaaain, ARMS!” Henry bellowed again.
 
“Paraaaaaade, Dis—missed!” They all turned, their boots falling as one with a thunderclap as they marched out, each step sounding like a rail cannon firing as they reached the exit of the stadium we were in they broke down, grinning smiling and yelling to one another. No doubt happy with the three days leave I’d given to them.
 
“Damn they do look good.” The Governor said looking out at them with me.
 
“They fight better than they look.” I said as I looked out over the Commandos. I could pick out the humans out of the mass, their armour with different joints than the Sarenmenti, smaller bodied than the Kuruvians and not the printed and toughened battle suits of the Avarians.
 
Together we’d gone through recruitment and training, we’d saved two planets taken a station and pulled a fleet from nothing. We’d freed other races and brought others from the brink of destruction. The Syndicate would come with enough time, there was nowhere to run but we would fight them, tooth and nail side by side we would. First we needed to free our own worlds and gather more allies. We’d need everything in the oncoming war.
 
Hi! Hoped you liked the book! Please rate and let me know if you’d like me to make this into a series and for others to know what’s in store for them! Thanks!
 
Mike Chatfield
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