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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Nazrooth System 
 
      
 
    If a ship had its sensors and cameras turned toward the Bith Gate, its occupants would have seen the opaque swirling colors of alter reality for the briefest of instants. Four Nazrooth destroyers in a tight, diamond-shaped formation appeared in the ring from seemingly nowhere, headed into the system at battle speeds. If a ship had actually been close enough for its occupants to see through portholes or the clear-steel portals on their bridge, it would have been a thrill and something to speak of for years, for it was also a sight unseen in this particular system for more than a century. 
 
    The Nazrooth, a race of amphibians, were pacifists, having hopped away from violence and war and anything involved with it. The four ships running point for the task force belonged to Salvage System, having been purchased from a military surplus company. It wasn’t the first time the ships had been sold, since the Nazrooth themselves had sold them when they turned from violence, but it would be the last time.  
 
    “Sir,” the tactical officer on Diamond One said as he turned back to look at Captain Urlak sitting in the command chair, “I count nine ships that are not obvious trade ships of other than Nazrooth registration. An older model of one of the Wrantle medium battlecruisers, two very old Ithalqua destroyers, two frigates of an unknown design, what appears to be a large Nullgrip gunship, along with three Q-ships. One of the Q-ships is rather large. All show Nullgrip registrations. They’re together near the space port, twelve hours in-system at current speeds.” 
 
    “Nine matches the number we were given in our briefing.” Urlak nodded. “That battlecruiser has to be really old. The Wrantle do not sell them often, not if they are still serviceable for their fleets. They have Ithalqua ships? The smell in them must be unbearable to oxygen breathers.” 
 
    Urlak and his race didn’t breathe normal atmosphere. What they breathed was unique, as far as anyone in the galaxy was aware. The levels of oxygen on life-bearing planets was deadly to them. “Get everything you can on them and be prepared to send it to the task force flagship as soon as they make entry.” 
 
    “Will do, sir,” the young lieutenant answered, turning back to his console with a sharp, toothy grin on his pale green face. 
 
    Urlak—a Kashkal, like the crewmembers on all four ships in Diamond Squadron—couldn’t help but smile a little, showing his own teeth. He knew the tactical officer was still excited about his promotion, and the fact that everyone now held the rank titles used by Salvage Fleet and most humans. He was now a captain himself, instead of the Kashkal rank of LeeKa. Like everyone in his squadron, the lieutenant was young. Most of the crew members had come straight from the Kashkal training system in one of their race’s tender ships before they actually graduated. As young as they were, they were experienced in battle. Nothing beats experience as training, Urlak thought. 
 
    “Helm,” Urlak ordered, “begin turnover procedures and slow us until the rest of Task Force Alpha emerges.” 
 
    “Turning, sir,” the ensign answered. She spoke over the pilot’s direct link among the four ships, “Two, Three, and Four, turnover procedures on me.” She entered the changes, and the ship responded to her touches as if it were part of her. Her recent promotion had taken her from a cadet to an active duty rank in Salvage Fleet. She hadn’t graduated from the actual training, but she was still the most skilled pilot in the squadron. The other three ships turned as one, their systems, including shields, interacting with one another. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Nazrooth System 
 
    Orbiting the Nazrooth space port 
 
    Torglet’s Throne 
 
      
 
    “Your Excellent Excellency,” called out the Nullgrip sitting at the information console on Torglet’s Throne, an old Wrantle-designed medium battlecruiser. Like all Nullgrip, the information officer was bipedal. He was not quite six feet tall, and had a mostly bald head, with a few bristles, and two long, floppy ears. Two black, beady eyes and a four-inch wrinkled snout with a long upward-protruding tooth on each side made up his facial features. He happened to be mottled black and brown, though his race’s skin patterns and colors varied. “A ship has come through the gate. It’s rather large and might be worth boarding to see what it carries, instead of only demanding our credit tribute. We still have sufficient room in the Jarbot’s hold for more goods.” 
 
    King Torglet wrinkled his snout in concentration as he thought about the change in the normal activity in the Nazrooth System. One of his pink ears twitched and shook, and the multiple hoop earrings running the length of it jingled. Things had been going the way he liked—not that he minded a little action, but the docile race in this system had given him and his fleet no issues for months. The tribute was good, and his kingdom’s account was growing steadily, not to mention his personal account. It was the way it should be. Everyone paid, except one small ship that had slipped through the gate and left the system without paying a toll first, while insisting the credit was processing, up until the point it slipped into alter reality. 
 
    Every Nullgrip pirate king had that very goal in mind from the time they struck out from their home system to build their own little kingdoms and fleets—building up their kingdom and credit. In his society, if you had subjects, you were a king. There was no way to overthrow the four kingdoms on the planet Nullgrip, so leaving the home world and system was the only option for a young being with big plans. Sometimes a Nullgrip king had to force a being or two to become a subject to start his kingdom, but whatever.  
 
    His kingdom had started years ago, so all his subjects were of the same race, not the mixed group of ruffians making up the kingdoms his younger brothers had built for themselves recently. They seemed to take in whoever—or whatever, for that matter. That seemed like a headache to Torglet. 
 
    He shifted in his command chair, grunted, and snorted. “What do the readings show? Where is it registered? 
 
    “From what I can tell, Your Eminent Eminency,” the information specialist said, reaching up and scratching behind a floppy ear with a thick digit, causing his two earrings to clink together, “the ship seems to be of Nazrooth design. It has all the right readings. The system keeps fluctuating, telling me it’s one ship, then multiples in a tight formation. It’s strange. The shielding is incredible; it may be a warship. Yeah, I think it is a warship at the speed it’s moving. The registration I’m getting is from the Salvage System.” 
 
    The pirate king shrugged his large shoulders in disinterest; after all, it was one ship. Then he remembered the video. “Salvage!” Torglet shouted, then he snorted three more times, a sure sign of nerves among his race. “Did you say Salvage System? As in the fleet destruction video? Get everyone moving toward that ship. We have to destroy it before any more come through the gate. If that is a warship, it has to be after us. Make sure the rest of the fleet goes ahead of us, and plot the fastest route to the gate in case they don’t take it out.” 
 
    “Yes, my Stupendously Stupi…uhhh Super One,” said the ship’s pilot, a rather large, solid grey crew member nearly as big as he was. 
 
    The head of security standing near the lift giggled. Torglet turned and narrowed his eyes at her as he was trying to figure out what his pilot had been about to say first. He snorted at his spotted sister, wondering if she and her mate had inside jokes. He turned back toward the main screen. “Are you sure no other ships entered the system before this one? Like maybe twenty or thirty others hiding behind a planet?” 
 
    “Nothing all day, Your Exalted Exaltation,” answered the intelligence officer.  
 
    “Zoggly, keep us away from moons…and planets…and asteroid fields, just in case.”  
 
    “Yes, My Fantastically Fatass…uhh Fantastic One,” the pilot confirmed. 
 
    Again the giggles. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Desert Wind 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am,” announced the Caldivar at the tactical officer’s console, “we will emerge in thirty seconds.” He turned the two eyes he looked at her with back to his screens to join his third.  
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant Garlonk,” the task force commander said. Forty seconds later, Captain Mayla Opawn hit a button on her armrest and announced to Task Force Alpha, “Stand down, Diamond Squadron reports no potential targets within the vicinity of the gate. We’ll move in attack pattern Delta Lima to meet the nine ships coming from the space port. It will be six hours before we can engage. Windswept with Diamond Squadron, prepare to break to starboard in three hours to keep them from attempting to swing around that gas planet to make a break for it.” 
 
    “Windswept acknowledges the Corralling Plan,” Captain Evelyn Stacey answered from Salvage Fleet’s fighter carrier. 
 
    “Forming on Windswept now,” confirmed Captain Urlak. 
 
    “I doubt that ragtag fleet of Nullgrips has many fighters,” Mayla said to her new executive officer, “so if Windswept turns hers loose, they’ll wish they hadn’t attempted to run. Either way, if they don’t surrender…well, it’s their choice.” 
 
    “They will get what they dessserve, ma’am,” Lieutenant Commander Dyleeth said. She was a Prithmar, laterally promoted from her command of a frigate in Salvage Fleet. “From the reportss, they murdered two full freighter crewss to prove their point early in their occupation.” 
 
    “There is that,” Captain Opawn agreed. She settled back in her command seat. Like the other task force commanders in Salvage Fleet, she commanded her own ship along with the task force. 
 
    As she looked out through the clear-steel portals at the system and the gas planet within view, her thoughts couldn’t help but stray to the man she loved. Gunnery Sergeant Ron Harper was back in Salvage System. He was out of the physician’s care now, and working with physical therapists. He would be fitted with prosthetics, and should be able to walk with them without issue, but he might not be able remain with the Fleet as a marine.  
 
    His injuries weren’t anything that hadn’t been encountered before. Soldiers and Marines lost limbs. Often prosthetic limbs replaced them, and the troops were able to resume duty, with the replacement being stronger than its organic predecessor. His injuries, however, were also to the nerves in the parts of his legs he had remaining. Nanite treatment had failed. They were extremely sensitive, and he might have to seriously consider retirement. She’d hated to leave him back on Salvage in the home they’d built together, but she had her duty, and he’d insisted on it. She was the commander of Alpha Fleet, and she belonged with it when it was assigned a mission. She intended to complete it quickly and get back to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Desert Wind 
 
    Nazrooth System 
 
      
 
    Task Force Alpha moved toward the pirate fleet in a stacked wedge formation. The flagship—Desert Wind, a medium battlecruiser—was flying point for the top three ships. The other two on each side were also medium battlecruisers, of similar size but different makes, both salvaged from past battles. Below in a similar wedge formation was a light battlecruiser between two destroyers, each assigned a medium battlecruiser to cover. The majority of defensive lasers were arrayed on the top and sides of the larger ships, so the positioning allowed the three to aid in missile defense from below. The formation ordered by Captain Opawn still allowed them the ability to go on the offensive with salvo after salvo of missiles. 
 
    The light battlecruiser Combo Special was the first Salvage System–built ship started from scratch in the combined shipyards. There had been four others partially built when the yards were started back up, but this one was the first of its kind. It had the newest version of the powerful missiles designed over two thousand years ago and strong shielding, using both the ancient design and some of the technology the Nazrooth had developed, copied from the Diamond Squadron. Some Kashkal ingenuity had gone into the thrusters, and the defensive lasers were copied from the Bentwick ship in Task Force Command. 
 
    The shields on the Combo Special were even stronger than the shielding Salvage Title had. The only shields in the fleet able to take more damage before failing were the overlapped shields used by the four Nazrooth destroyers flying in the tight diamond pattern. Offensively, the light battlecruiser was able to deliver massive damage, with pulse cannons as its main weapon, as opposed to the lasers on the destroyers. 
 
    Desert Wing had pulse cannons as well, but they were an older design. Unlike Salvage Title, another medium battlecruiser and Commodore Harmon Tomeral’s fleet flagship, which had twelve pulse cannons, two fore and aft, and four on both sides, the smaller, newer ship had nine, three facing forward, two port and starboard, with two aft. The smaller ship also had three fusion plants to provide the charge needed for the cannons and to power its three engines, not the four on Commodore Tomeral’s ship. 
 
    Slightly behind and offset to starboard, the fighter carrier Windswept and its cover ships, the Nazrooth Squadron, made up the rest of the task force. Eight ships were headed in-system to destroy the nine ships of the pirate fleet. Eleven, if one was to count the Nazrooth destroyers individually.  
 
    “Ma’am,” the tactical officer called out, “they have launched fighters; I count sixty fighters of various designs. Oddly enough, thirty-eight of them are human designs. Leatara fighters, along with two Tretrayon ones. Now that I have some references, those frigates are Leatara with major modifications as well.” 
 
    “Oh, I am so glad they didn’t decide to surrender or run,” Mayla said with steel in her voice. 
 
    “Ma’am?” asked the tactical officer, slightly confused at the change in her demeanor. 
 
    “Leatara was a system that was destroyed,” she explained. “Its inhabitants were almost completely eradicated by the Squilla. The Tretreyon System lost its entire First Fleet, except for one ship, aiding in that war. I lost a lot of good friends and two cousins there.” 
 
    “I remember the name of the system now,” the Caldivar said. “I was still in a fleet in another system before coming to Salvage Fleet. After fulfilling that contract, I came to Salvage System to join my brother and some of my cousins. I am sorry for your past losses.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, careful to keep the anger from the past from overflowing and affecting how she interacted with her crew. 
 
    She continued, “The Nullgrip king we’re facing might have bought the ships off the market, probably salvaged by some of the first to get to the system after the Squilla were defeated and their gate closed.” 
 
    “Or he took them and killed the salvagers who were trying to earn honest credit,” the tactical officer suggested.  
 
    “You’re right, Garlonk,” Mayla admitted. “That’s why it angers me so—their origin and how they were probably acquired. Since when do Nullgrip pirate kings ever conduct honest business?” 
 
    “Either way, like the XO said, they’ll get what they deserve,” the tactical officer said, steel in his voice now. “I’ll let Captain Stacey know she can launch fighters.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Torglet’s Throne 
 
      
 
    “There are only eight ships,” Torglet said, grinning from ear to floppy ear. “We have one more than that. Who cares if some of them are bigger? We have a secret weapon.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to use it?” asked his intelligence officer. “We only have the two of them, oh Kingly King.” 
 
    “What do you mean, am I sure?” demanded the pirate king. “We destroy their lead ship and that carrier with them, and we can take them. The fighters will have nowhere to go. They will lose the will to fight.” 
 
    “Well, we better launch the weapons now, then,” the intelligence officer said, “because they’ve launched over one hundred fighters against our sixty, your Exceptional Exception, and I detect another ship near the gate.” 
 
    “Do it,” ordered Torglet. 
 
    Below and on the port side, the bay door on the old battlecruiser slowly slid back more, opening an even larger section with an unheard screech felt by the flight crew members in their suits through their magnetic boots. The door had never been opened that wide as far as any could remember. 
 
    Seemingly on their own, the programmed weapon engines ignited, and the two craft shot out of the bay. They were the only Wrantle Darts they had. King Torglet had been holding them back as prized possessions for years and ensured his subjects kept up their maintenance. When they took off, the bay suddenly had a lot more room for fighters. 
 
    The two missiles—both only slightly smaller than shuttles—turned, separated, and headed toward their programmed targets. Once they were safely away from the ship, their incredible shields came up. They might have been older models, but they were still a pair of the most-feared missiles in the galaxy.  
 
    The Wrantle Dart was known as a one-shot ship killer, capable of blowing through shielding and dealing serious damage with its many powerful warheads. Their shielding and scrambling programs kept them safe from defensive lasers, and even anti-missile missiles. Rarely did the Wrantle military let them get out of their possession, but on occasion they could be purchased…or stolen from someone who had acquired one. 
 
    Torglet was confident his little kingdom would defeat the eight ships coming his way. “Helm, prepare to take us under on the pass so we can rake their underside with the lasers. Wait until we get off a volley of missiles. They are almost in range.” 
 
    “Yes, oh Strikingly Stink…uh, Striking one,” answered his pilot. 
 
    Those giggles. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Desert Wind 
 
      
 
    “Task Force Alpha, launch missiles at will and fight your fight,” ordered Captain Opawn over the command network. 
 
    “Launching twenty,” the weapons officer announced. “Range to main weapons in four minutes. We should get off another full launch before that.” 
 
    “Keep them flying, Lieutenant,” Mayla directed.  
 
    She was looking at the same screen her tactical officer had pulled up, her mind racing as she noted her task force ships’ locations, weapons, and shield status. Occasionally she’d switch her small screen over to see the incoming and outgoing missile status. Her tactical officer had multiple screens and kept an eye on all of them at once. Three eyes would be pretty handy right about now, she thought. 
 
    “Ma’am!” shouted Garlonk, “We have a major problem!” 
 
    Standing, Mayla asked, “What is it? What do you see?” 
 
    “Something I never thought I would see,” admitted the tactical officer. “The only reason I recognize it was because it was something so unique they taught it as a lesson in Tac Training on Caldivar. There are two Wrantle Darts headed our way. They will impact in four minutes, and one of them is on course straight for us.” 
 
    “Squat! Ship killers!” shouted the task force commander. She had studied them as well, in a course titled “Battle Changers” at the Academy on Tretra. The Wrantle had them, and it had been decades since they were at war with the Fingal, the race they’d been designed to defeat. Their shielding would keep the shotgun missiles from being effective. 
 
    “Helm keep us straight on; that’s our strongest shielding, although I don’t know if it will be enough. XO, alert the emergency repair teams, start clearing unnecessary crew from the fore decks. We only have minutes!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Diamond One 
 
      
 
    “Sir!” the tactical officer called out, “the system shows what I have identified as large Wrantle missiles heading toward the task force.” 
 
    Without hesitating, Urlak stood and ordered the helm to increase to maximum speed and move ahead of the carrier. He didn’t have time to explain to his young crew; he only knew he had to place his squadron between the ship in its charge and those ship killers. 
 
    “If we survive, I will explain,” he said in a resigned voice. “If.” Suddenly he reached for his comms. “Combo Special, this is Diamond Squadron.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Combo Special 
 
      
 
    “Do it,” ordered Captain Elscritch to his pilot. 
 
    Having heard the rapid explanation of what was headed toward the flagship and carrier, Elscritch ordered his pilot to move directly in front of the larger ship above his. Without hesitation, the large blue Yalteen at the helm entered the commands, and everyone on board felt the tremendous G-forces as the powerful engines kicked in and pushed it past the recommended forces for most beings. It moved past the larger ship and shifted up in front. 
 
    Almost too late, the front end of the light battlecruiser was struck by the Wrantle Dart. Almost. The entire ship was rocked by the incredible explosion. Consoles sparked, and emergency lighting sputtered. Captain Elscritch unbuckled his restraining harness, stood up from the command chair, and watched as his crew unbuckled, moved to reboot systems, and put out sparks on several smoldering consoles. Some moved to secondary systems and initiated startup. 
 
    “Get me a status as quick as you can,” he ordered. Clack! his strong beak snapped in frustration. He spread his feathered wings slightly as he leapt off the raised dais. 
 
    “Sir, I’m still up,” called his defense officer from deep inside the ship in the defensive bridge. The comms were crackling with static. “Forward shields at four percent, port and starboard at eighty and seventy-two due to the bleed over. Rear shields undamaged.” 
 
    “We’re still in it!” shouted Elscritch with a loud clack of his beak to emphasize it. “Begin turnover, we will fight this one backwards. We have good momentum. Unless they have more of those darts, we will end this quickly. Weapons, prepare to fire the aft cannons as soon as you are up. Tac, keep me updated on the shield repairs, and helm, drop us back below Desert Wind.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Diamond One 
 
      
 
    “Squadron, brace for impact,” called Captain Urlak moments before the Wrantle Dart struck the shielding in front of his ship. 
 
    The explosion rocked all four ships and sent them off course, breaking the overlapping connection the oscillating shields had, pushing them out and away from each other. All four ships had severely damaged shielding, but none had been penetrated. 
 
    “The status, if you will,” inquired Urlak. 
 
    “Sir, shields at twenty-one percent all the way around. She held out,” answered a grinning lieutenant. 
 
    “Helm, contact the other pilots. Get us back in formation,” Captain Urlak ordered, proud of his crew, as repair technicians already had panels to the shield generators open. “There is retribution to be had. I do not like the way our charge was almost destroyed. It will not stand.” 
 
    The entire bridge crew was grinning, with small, sharp teeth showing in each face. They would show these pirates the Diamond Squadron and its Kashkal crews could take a blow, shake it off, and come back with a vengeance. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Windswept  
 
      
 
    Captain Evelyn Stacey leaned back in her command chair and exhaled heavily. She knew if Captain Urlak and his Diamond Squadron hadn’t pulled in front of her ship, it would’ve been devastating. The fighter carrier had strong shielding, but not strong enough to take a blow from a Wrantle Dart. She watched the four smaller ships come back together on her small screen. 
 
    “Tac, what’s the current status of our fighters?” she asked. 
 
    “Ma’am,” the tactical officer answered, “flight operations reports two damaged fighters headed back to dock, and all others are easily defeating the Nullgrip fighters. The two that were damaged each have confirmed kills.” 
 
    “Good,” Evelyn said. “Let’s get the rest handled and get them back to safety. I have a feeling the big boys are mad, and those pirate ships are in the path of their anger. I don’t want any of ours caught up in it.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he answered with a slight smile. 
 
    “Have them all refuel and stand by once they dock,” Evelyn said after a moment’s hesitation. “We’ll send them out to lock on the damaged fighters for prisoner rescue and salvage. Some of them can be repaired, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
   

 

 Torglet’s Throne 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” the information officer said in a shaky voice, “the Darts hit ships, but not the intended ones. The ships they did hit are still coming.” 
 
    “What do you mean, they are still coming? They…”  
 
    Torglet never finished his question, as fourteen missiles, having penetrated the defensive lasers, hit the forward shields of the old Wrantle battlecruiser. Already weakened from previous blows by missiles and the cannons of the light battlecruiser, nine penetrated, and the resulting explosions set off a chain reaction that split the ship into three large pieces. There were few survivors that made it to life pods. The rest of the pirate fleet suffered similar fates. The fighters were so outgunned and outclassed, they never made an impact. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
    Near the Nazrooth Gate 
 
      
 
    “Dude,” Clip exclaimed, “that was a close one. Do you see these statistics on the Wrantle Dart? Do you?” 
 
    “I see it, I see it,” Harmon answered. He was slumped back in his command chair, his hair ruffled from running his fingers through it, relieved his fleet had taken no real damage, other than shields and some damaged fighters. “If I’d known the stupid Nullgrip had a couple of those, I’d have brought more than one task force. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Captain Opawn and her task force succeeded in accomplishing the mission, Harmon,” Jayneen said. “She’s very good, and she’s surrounded by strong officers and crews.” 
 
    “I know,” admitted Harmon, “and she asked that we not interfere so she could use this as an experience-gaining mission. She knew she could handle the ships they faced with ease.” He sighed and said, “Let me call her.” 
 
    “Desert Wind, Salvage Title,” Harmon said, engaging his comms with a video call. 
 
    “Harmon,” answered Mayla. He could see her on the small screen located on the arm of his seat. There were still wisps of smoke floating in her bridge. “We’re ok. No fatalities in the task force, and damage we can repair. Evelyn is fine, too. I knew you’d want to know that right away.” 
 
    “Mayla,” Harmon said, still shaken up. “I’m sorry, if I’d known they had those ship killers, I’d have come in with the whole fleet. Squat!” 
 
    “There was no way you could have known,” Mayla assured him. “My task force needed to know we can handle ourselves. The last two training exercises back home seemed to deflate them a little. We didn’t fare well on the first, and the second was a tie. We needed to do this mission on our own.” 
 
    “Well, about those,” Harmon admitted. “The other task forces had a little more intel than you did.’ 
 
    “I knew it!” accused Captain Opawn. “You let them cheat…or cheated for them.” 
 
    “I had to!” Harmon laughed. “Jayneen said they had less than a ten percent chance of outmaneuvering you and winning. You’re too good.” 
 
    “Well, if Jayneen said that, I guess it’s ok,” Mayla said after a moment’s thought. “I knew something seemed off. I’m glad it helped build their morale and let them gain valuable training.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m promoting you to rear admiral; I cheated and let them beat you, and you’re concerned with their morale and training. I’m sure as frost glad you came with us to Salvage System.” 
 
    “Me, too,” she admitted, smiling sweetly. “Oh, I’m still going to tell your fiancé what you did to our task force in training.” 
 
    “I gotta go,” Harmon said abruptly and signed off. 
 
    Harmon looked over at Clip and Zerith. Clip raised both hands, looked down as if to stop anything coming at him, and turned to walk away.  
 
    “Yep, you are in deep ssquat my friend,” Zerith said. He polished a spotted apple on his coveralls, took a bite, and walked off the bridge, following Clip. 
 
    Harmon could hear Big Jon hissing in laughter behind him near the lift. 
 
    “Laugh it up back there,” Harmon said, propping his head in his hand on the arm of his seat. “Just for that, you’re going with me for all the politic talk on Nazrooth, Sergeant Major.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Six Months Later 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bolts’ Headquarters 
 
    Banktown, Planet Salvage 
 
      
 
    The commander of the Bolts sipped his coffee, careful not to burn his tongue. Captain Nathan Brink winced because it was still too hot. He leaned over to the side of his desk so he could see the private sitting at the duty desk out front through his office door. From her hairstyle he could tell it was Private First Class Zarmlon. 
 
    Her white hair was cut into a three-inch mohawk, showing most of the light purple skin on her head and a couple of dangling earrings. Only those in initial training had to follow the ‘buzz cut and no jewelry’ rules unless they were in the field training. He should’ve known he’d have to wait longer to drink it. When she pulled duty, she always brought it straight to him as soon as it finished. Always in a hurry, those Pikith. She sure picked up that trait from that half.  
 
    Zarmlon was half Human and half Pikith. Not many races in the galaxy could interbreed with humans successfully; the Pikith were one of the few that did, but unlike full Pikith, she had the prominent feature of human outer ears, allowing her to wear earrings. The short hair the Pikith females wore, as opposed to the long-haired males, helped to show them off. 
 
    He couldn’t fault her, because bringing the commander a cup of coffee in the morning wasn’t part of her assigned duties, so he was grateful. He realized she did it because it was ready, and when it was ready it was time to drink it. Right then. Now. Go! Go! Go! A trait of the Pikith race that was a double-edged sword. One had to be mindful of it when leading them.  
 
    A Pikith was not one to assign to scouting duties, but if you were looking for troops to lead a charge, they were the first to volunteer. There was a reason most of them in the Bolts were tankers. They wanted to be out front from the onset of a battle, and they fit well in the tanks due to their natural slenderness and light mass. Their body type was similar to that of a human teenager, with surprising sinewy strength. The PFC sitting at the desk had the muscles of a strong human woman, while still maintaining a trim physique. 
 
    With a sigh, he set his cup aside to cool and looked back at the screen on his desk. He was trying to figure out the best way to reorganize his unit. They’d taken loses during the last mission on Barlat, but after seven months, they were now well beyond the numbers they’d left the system with last time. Including the prior service enlistments and the troops fresh from initial training, the Bolts now consisted of three hundred and eighty members. 
 
    Outside, where Nate wished he was, it was a beautiful day on Salvage, the newly colonized world in the Salvage System. Well, not really new. It was being recolonized after more than twenty-two hundred years. The sentient race, the Grithelaons, who had originally inhabited the planet, had died out from a cause of their own making when a biological weapon accident had ended them and caused the Bith to close the planet’s gate. 
 
    System President and Commander of the System’s Forces Harmon Tomeral, with his associates and the help of the first actual artificial intelligence in the galaxy, had managed to get the gate reopened. The colony had many advantages over a traditional new colony, with a space port and several other critical pieces already in place, and it was growing at an astonishing pace, allowing his unit to do the same.  
 
    Nate changed a couple of things around on the screen, added an item, leaned back, and smiled. Two battalions of one hundred and seventy-five each, not including the thirty members of the Peace Monitors, a small unit of law enforcement and investigation troops. There was also the specialty platoon. What he was looking at was not quite a regiment-sized element. At the rate it was growing, though it soon would be. 
 
    “Sir?” PFC Zarmlon asked from the doorway, getting his attention. 
 
    Nate looked up and noticed right away something was wrong. She had a puzzled look on her face and was actually standing still. She glanced back over her shoulder to the front door and looked back at him, hesitant to say anything else. 
 
    “What’s wrong, PFC?” he asked, standing. 
 
    “Sir,” she said in one breathless, fast-paced explanation, “First Sergeant is not here. He’s out with the trainees, but you have someone here to see you. Not someone, something. I mean not a thing, but someone. Several someones. I would have invited them in, but I don’t think they can fit through the doorway, and it’s big enough for Specialist Laytrook, and she’s a Yalteen. I mean, she’s not the biggest Yalteen in the unit, but she’s pretty good sized. We hang out together downtown and pick up guys. Sometimes, not all the time. We don’t date the guys in the Monitor Platoon; we never know if they’re on duty or out for a good time. They’re kinda sneaky that way. Ummmm, forget I said all that. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Breathe, PFC,” Nate said, coming around the desk to find out who she was referring to. “I want you to breathe. Now, lead the way.” 
 
    Nate walked out the front door to the Bolts’ Headquarters building and looked up. He had to, because he found himself looking at the biggest sentient being he’d ever seen in person. He recognized the race, Taylahh. A mercenary unit comprised of them had relieved Salvage Fleet in the Barlat System six months ago. 
 
    The Taylahh were a combination of a reptile and a primate race, with an emphasis on the primate. He knew there were some classic old movies Clip and Zerith liked from somewhere around the beginning of the twenty-first century featuring sentient primates, but the human actors portraying them were nowhere near the size of a Taylahh. They also didn’t have the black, scaly hide that started from the edge of their leathery faces, and covered their entire bodies, except for hands and feet. The one he was facing—standing at attention in front of five others in a perfect squad formation—was ten feet tall. 
 
    Overcoming his surprise, Captain Brink gave the command, “At ease.” 
 
    On command, all six Taylahhs dropped forward, now using all four limbs and resting on their knuckles. This lowered their resting height to around six and a half feet. The squad still looked straight ahead, and their leader looked directly at Nate. “Sir,” he said in a deep voice, “we are here to inquire about enlisting in the Bolts.” 
 
    Nate took in their attire—dark grey cargo pants with multiple pockets and a harness with various pouches and attachments doubling as suspenders over light grey shirts. He didn’t even want to guess at their boot sizes. He also noticed each wore a holster carrying a huge pistol, and one of the troopers in the back had a multi-barreled rifle slung on its back. Looking closer at the weapon on the leader’s right hip, he could see it was a simple kinetic pistol. Large but simple, it was an actual six-shot revolver, with what appeared to be .50 caliber rounds loaded in the cylinder. His eyes widened when he realized the size of the round. 
 
    “I take it your contracts have expired?” Nate asked. “You’re not AWOL?” 
 
    “AWOL, sir?” the leader asked. “I feel I have a firm grasp of Earth Common, but I am unfamiliar with that word. My translator is of no help. It just repeats the word.” 
 
    “AWOL stands for ‘absent without leave,’” Nate explained. 
 
    “Sir,” their leader said very deliberately, “I am going assume you are not familiar with the Taylahh. You have questioned our integrity. My integrity. Since we are not your subordinates yet, this normally leads to a weaponless duel, combatives in your military language. The loser is the one unable to continue the duel, and it has led to death on occasion, depending on the severity of the injuries. Our contract was complete. I asked the commander and owner of our last mercenary unit to notify the commander of Salvage Fleet of our desire to come to this system and if he would provide a…‘reference,’ I believe is the word. I was instructed to come to Bank Town on the planet Salvage and speak to you.” 
 
    Nate realized he had erred in a major way. He wanted this squad in his unit, but might have lost face before they ever even signed the contract. Thinking quickly about what he knew of the race and their tendencies, and the way they viewed leadership, he hoped what he said next would go a long way toward correcting his error. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Nate said. “As much as I relish the idea of a good combatives match against a worthy opponent, I meant no insult. It’s a standard question asked of all with prior military experience. Every applicant regardless of race is asked that question.” 
 
    “If that is standard operational procedure in your unit, I accept your apology, sir,” the Taylahh said. 
 
    Without showing his relief, the commander of the Bolts had to continue repairing the damage in the potential troops’ eyes. “Besides, after I fought you, I would’ve had to fight the other five, and the whole morning would be lost, throwing me off my schedule. I’m due to inspect the new tank model proposed for the Armor Company at 1100.” 
 
    Several of the members of the squad tilted their heads at hearing this from the human. The leader of the small unit’s eyes widened. The huge Taylahh looked over to PFC Zarmlon. With a straight face, she tilted her head slightly, pursed her lips, and nodded several times, confirming the fact that Captain Brink would fight all six duels. 
 
    Changing the subject as if it was no longer important, Nate asked, “May I have your names and the positions you held in your old unit?” 
 
    Caught off guard, the leader said, “Sir, I am Muraingo. I was a Chaag. Behind me in the first position in formation is Tylinga, a Droog. The others held no rank. Their names are Bornlago, Narmango, Kaptinga, and Dooringo, the squad rapid gunner.” 
 
    “A Chaag?” Nat asked. “Is that an officer rank?” He hoped Muraingo understood the difference or the translator could help with that. 
 
    Chaag Muraingo looked back to PFC Zarmlon. Though she had one side of her face tattooed with rippling blue lightning bolts, as the captain did, he could see she was wrinkling her nose as if she smelled something. “No, sir, it’s not an officer rank. I believe it is equal to a sergeant in human units. Besides, I work for a living,” he said with a straight face. 
 
    “I see,” Nate said, grinning at a saying almost as old as organized militaries—human ones anyway. “Do you or your fellow Taylahh have a problem taking direction and orders from females, as well as males holding positions of authority?” 
 
    Droog Tylinga, the first Taylahh standing in the rank behind Chaag Muraingo, spoke up in a more feminine voice. A deep voice, but decidedly feminine. “They better not, sir, or I will provide them with enough physical training they will wish the thought of insubordination had never entered their thick skulls.” 
 
    “Physical training is an acceptable form of corrective training to ensure a troop learns from their mistake,” Nate agreed with her as he slowly nodded his head. 
 
    After a moment he turned serious. “Before I offer a contract to any potential Bolt, I have to ensure they understand what it means to be a member of this unit. I admit, I don’t know much of your race or your culture. Nor do I know the culture in your last unit. However, I will tell you of this unit’s culture and what it means to be a Bolt.” 
 
    All six sets of eyes were on Captain Nathan Brink now. “This unit is full of brothers and sisters. I don’t mean that literally; it’s more of a kindred. Regardless of race, regardless of sex, the members of this unit treat each other like family. They may act like siblings at times, call each other names, play practical jokes on each other, and they may even fight among themselves occasionally. Now I say ‘they,’ but you should know I’m included. 
 
    “But,” he continued, “no one outside this unit will get away with that, I can assure you. Everyone in this unit understands that we each chose this profession. We know not everyone will come home from every mission. Everyone also knows that each and every one of us will do everything we can do to improve ourselves and our skills so we can ensure every one of us has a fighting chance to make it back.”  
 
    Captain Brink looked up and over his shoulder. “Private First Class Zarmlon?” 
 
    “Sir!” Zarmlon shouted, snapping to attention. 
 
    “What do I say to the entire unit once we’re assembled in the transport ship to catch up with the fleet?” he asked. 
 
    “Sir, you tell us…” Zarmlon paused a moment reflecting. Then, in a regular voice and not the loud voice of a private answering her commander, she said, “…you would die for us. You would die for your brothers and sisters.” 
 
    “Neither I nor any of my leaders will ever ask any Bolt to do something we wouldn’t do ourselves,” Nate said. “If you wish to join this unit and earn the Lightning, you must be committed to the Bolts and your brothers and sisters. Will you lay down your life without hesitation to provide cover for them?” 
 
    Nate paused one more time and then said, “There’s no shame in walking away now. Not every being can give that kind of commitment. It’s more than honoring your contract and doing your job, more than covering your field of fire, or attacking and defending against an enemy. That’s doing your job. This is so much more.  
 
    “We take pride in training harder than the regular Ground Force. An interview is conducted to determine intelligence, personality, strength, stamina, and intestinal fortitude. We then offer a contract and training to see if a new recruit can make it, or if one with prior service has the right stuff. 
 
    “We don’t expect a new troop to be the strongest or the fastest,” he continued. “We’ll help you get stronger and faster. We don’t expect a troop to be an expert shot on the various weapons we may use. We can train you to shoot well. We don’t expect a troop to be an expert in the mixed style combatives we utilize. We can train you to become one. We don’t expect a troop to already be familiar with the various occupations within the unit. We’ll train you on the equipment you’ll be issued and operate. We want you to give it everything you have, and more. If it becomes too much or you can’t pass the unit standards, the contract can be fulfilled in the regular Ground Forces. There’s no shame in that. The Ground Forces are full of outstanding troops.”  
 
    He paused a moment before continuing with a look that could be defined as deadly serious, even to races outside of humanity. “We do expect you to understand the commitment it takes to wear the Lightning Tattoo that every member of the unit bears on their face, and we do expect you to be committed to the Bolts.” 
 
    “I will ask you again,” Captain Nathan Brink said, the seriousness in his voice unmistakable even for those with only the basic grasp of Earth Common, “knowing they would die for their brothers and sisters, will you die for them?” 
 
      
 
     * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge 
 
    Desert Shade 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Nate, what’s up?” Marteen said when he answered his comms. 
 
    “We’re gonna need a bigger mech,” Captain Nathan Brink said, using the screen on his desk as he made the video call. 
 
    “What?” Captain Marteen Yatarward asked, leaning back in his command chair with his hands behind his shoulder-length green hair, looking at a similar screen on his ship. “Bigger than the heavy mechs the Yalteen and Withaloo use? You’re not serious, are you?” Seeing the look on the commander of the specialty unit, Marteen sighed. “How much bigger?” 
 
    Nathan had called Marteen, not only because Marteen was a ship commander in Salvage Fleet, but also because he was the owner of Yatarward Industries back in the Tretra System. He had others running the company and only checked in every now and then, but he was the sole owner. It wasn’t a public company. For Marteen, the credit he made was irrelevant. He had no family back in that system. His family was the members of Salvage Fleet, including Nate and his unit. 
 
    “Bigger than your techs can produce with the facility you set up here on Salvage,” Nate admitted. Marteen and his company had provided a replicator and several other pieces of equipment necessary to build mechs, and set up a satellite assembly line on the planet Salvage. “The lead technician advised me to call you and see what you can do.” 
 
    “Well, if Ferdinand says he can’t do it,” Marteen said, “then it can’t be done here in Salvage System. Who is it for?” 
 
    “I just enlisted an entire squad of Taylahh,” Nate answered proudly. 
 
    “What!” Marteen exclaimed, sitting up in his command seat on the bridge of Desert Shade, a light battlecruiser. “Where did they come from?” 
 
    “They were part of the merc company that relieved us in the Barlat System,” Nate said. “Their contracts were up, and they decided to leave their unit and come to Salvage. They have experience, and they were intrigued by the mechs. Apparently their commander spoke with the commodore before they left and ensured there were no hard feelings.” 
 
    “Well, Rick Kashka vouched for their commander and the whole unit,” Lieutenant Nicholson interjected from over Marteen’s shoulder. The ship’s executive officer was a friend of Nate’s, too. “I don’t doubt he was a part of the conversation, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right, Big Nick, ” Nate agreed. “So, do you think you can help me out?” 
 
    “How large are they again?” Marteen asked. 
 
    “The smallest of them is nine feet tall.” Nate grinned as he said it. “Their squad leader, Muraingo, is ten feet, but that isn’t the biggest issue. The width of their shoulders and the length of their arms has to be considered…that and their weight and low center of gravity.” 
 
    “They’re a big race of beings, that’s for sure,” Marteen said. “Ask Ferdinand to take some measurements and send them back to the main plant on Tretra. I’ll send them a message and tell them to give Ferdinand what he asks for. Wait. Forget that. Have him shoot the numbers to me. Give me a couple days. I want to put together a small committee and see what type of design they come up with.” 
 
    “You’re not!” Nate laughed. 
 
    “Oh, I am,” Marteen confirmed. “I know four male Leethogs, a couple of Prithmar, a Smitok, and a young AI and his dad who should be able to come up with something new. Something so outrageous that Harmon will love it.” 
 
    Big Nick raised his eyebrows at hearing what his commander said. He knew two of the male Leethogs Marteen was talking about were part of their ship’s crew. Not only were they more than a handful as far as reckless inquisitiveness, they were incredible repair technicians. Whenever they got together with Hank and Stan, two of Harmon’s associates, it was always a nerve-wracking time. What they built was usually beneficial to the System and the Fleet, but occasionally Jayneen had to get involved as she monitored what they were doing, and inform Harmon and Clip so they could stop the experiment before someone got hurt, or worse. 
 
    “Hey, as long as I have mechs for the six of them to climb into and wreak havoc, I’m good,” the Bolts’ commander said. “Now I just have to figure out what to do about my obstacle course. They can reach up and grab the top of walls that are meant to be climbed by a rope. Plus the walls won’t hold their weight. Gunny can already breeze over them with his new legs. Maybe he can work out on one I have built for them. Man, this adds more to my to-do list.” 
 
    “You should try keeping an entire ship’s crew fully trained, its equipment repaired, maintenance up to date, and everything else I have to do in a light battlecruiser.” Marteen laughed. 
 
    “Light battlecruiser? I heard you’re getting even more responsibilities, a squadron or something, and one of the heavies,” Nate said. “Big Nick will probably get your ship. Talk to you later.” The link cut. 
 
    “Wait! What?” Marteen said, standing and looking at the blank screen. Rumor control had been hard at work all around him, and he hadn’t even known. Seeing the near panic on his XO’s face, he turned toward the front of his bridge. Big Nick had been trained as an enlisted Marine. He was still learning how to be an officer, much less command an entire ship. Marteen had no doubt he could do it; convincing his XO of that was another story. “If this isn’t low tide, then I don’t know what is. Comms, get me the commodore!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Conference Room 
 
    Salvage Title 
 
     
 
    “What?” Harmon said to his caller. “Let me hear you say that again. Wait, hold on.” Harmon Tomeral, as the president of Salvage System, commander of all the military forces in the system, and one of the actual owners of it, had thought he’d heard it all, but he couldn’t believe what he’d just been told. 
 
    “Clip!” Harmon called out across the conference room on Salvage Title, the flagship of the system. Clip looked over to his best friend and near brother. They were meeting to figure out where to place the newly repaired ships salvaged from the battle in Barlat System. He’d just finished a conversation with Marteen, letting him know he had command of six ships in a task force now. “You gotta hear what Captain Brink told me about the Taylahh. Zerith, you too. Come here.” Harmon couldn’t help but laugh as he called them over. 
 
    “Ok,” Harmon said to the image on the slate on the large table, “tell me again.” 
 
    “Oh, sure, sir,” Nate said. “Bring them all around so they can see. Actually, I don’t mind. Is Gunny there too?” 
 
    “No,” Harmon said. “He’s on Windswept, now that he’s back on regular duty. It’s a good thing, too, I had to move his second, Staff Sergeant Clyde, to head up the Marine contingent on one of the new refitted ships. Anyway, you were saying?” 
 
    “Apparently,” Nate said to the group, “I questioned their integrity when I asked to confirm they weren’t AWOL.” 
 
    “Dude!” Clip exclaimed. “What the frost were you thinking? They like, duel and stuff to settle honor disputes.” 
 
    “It wass not a wisse quesstion,” agreed Zerith, stretching his sibilants as all Prithmar did when speaking Earth Common, as he looked down and then back up while peeling a bright green piece of fruit. “That iss a good way to get hurt.” 
 
    “I don’t think even Hank and Stan would have asked that question,” Clip added, laughing as he referred to the Timoltal brothers. They were Leethog, a marsupial race, and like all the males of their race, they were too inquisitive for their own good. 
 
    “That’s not the best part, you guys,” Harmon said. “Tell them the rest, Nate.” 
 
    “Well, to apologize, I let them know it’s standard procedure to ask that question of every being with prior military experience,” Nate continued, “but I also had to save face.” 
 
    “Man, what did you tell them?” Clip asked. 
 
    “Yess, thiss iss getting good,” Zerith prodded. He popped in a piece of fruit and started chewing. 
 
    “I told the Chaag, which is a sergeant, that I don’t mind a good round of combatives, especially with a worthy opponent,” Nate said. 
 
    “And?” Zerith asked around a mouthful. 
 
    “Come on, man!” Clip said. “Spill it.” 
 
    Nate continued, “Then I said after I’d fought Muraingo, I would have to fight the other five, and it would use up my whole morning and throw me off schedule.” 
 
    “What the frost!” Clip exclaimed. “You’re crazy. Harmon, he’s crazy. We have a crazy man leading our specialty troops. If the rest start acting like him, we’ll have an entire unit of fools.” 
 
    “Inssanity,” Zerith agreed after swallowing the piece of fruit he’d been chewing. He nodded slowly as if he’d realized something profound. “We are looking into the eyess of an inssane being. Do you hear voicess?” 
 
    “Your thought process is kinda suspect right about now,” Harmon agreed with a smile. “Go on.” 
 
    Nate grinned at their accusations. “Well, PFC Zarmlon was there with me. When their squad leader looked over at her in surprise, she backed me up with a serious look and a nod. I continued on in the interview process like the whole thing was behind us.” 
 
    “You have no idea the kind of round you dodged!” Harmon laughed. 
 
    “That’s what PFC Zarmlon said after Lieutenant Mayshire came to pick up her new troops,” Nate agreed. “Actually what she said was I dodged a bullet because that big Taylahh would have ripped one of my arms out of its socket and beat me to death with it.” 
 
    “Dude, she’s right,” agreed Clip. 
 
    “I could ssee that happening,” Zerith said, hissing with laughter. 
 
    “At least she backed you up when you needed it,” Harmon remarked after he quit laughing. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nate said. “She’s a good troop. She also said if the fight had happened, she’d have had my back and would’ve been right there with me swinging away even though we both might’ve been torn apart. I’m thinking about moving her to Headquarters Platoon as my driver, comms, and staff security. It’s time to promote her to corporal and give her some troops to lead; in fact, it’s past time. Somebody has to guard the command center when we deploy. She’s right for the job. If she’d quit handing me lava-hot cups of coffee in the morning, that is. I told her I can make my own. I think she likes watching me burn my tongue.” 
 
    All three of them started laughing again. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Repair Bay 
 
    Cube 
 
      
 
    “Ok, Bradford,” Mike Melton said. “Show me what you got.” 
 
    Mike Melton had been spending most of his time in the Combined Shipyards and not on the giant ship Cube, an old Merwick design. The ancient cube-shaped ship was three thousand meters wide per side, and it was a combination dry dock for repairs and defensive platform. Mike Bradford, his partner in Mike & Mike’s, had been spending his time on Cube, repairing the damaged ships in Salvage Fleet that would fit into its bay. Frigates, destroyers, light battlecruisers, and their fighters fit inside with no issues, allowing the clear-steel bay doors to close once the ships locked on with their magnetic struts. The bigger ships were repaired in the shipyards. 
 
    Bradford grinned around the filter and thin cigar in his mouth and said, “Come on, it’s on the far side of the big bay.” 
 
    They walked past two salvaged Gritloth frigates, now fully repaired and refitted to meet Commodore Tomeral and the Fleet’s needs. Mike noticed one had its ramp down, revealing a huge open cargo hold/bay. He was sure the refit plans hadn’t called for so much open room. The typical handful of fighters and small shuttle weren’t present.  
 
    He began to wonder what Bradford had been up to the last month while he was overseeing repairs to the larger ships in the fleet, the new ships being built, and the changes made to the Withaloo shipyards intermixed with the two huge Kashkal Tenders. The replicators and work crews had been busy the last six months, and the system now had forty-five registered warships, not counting the Kashkal’s twenty-seven. 
 
    There were parts and both small and large pieces of ten more ships tethered to an anchor on one side of the combined shipyards. Lieutenant Commander Jayneen, the artificial intelligence discovered by Commander Clip Kolget, had designed and programmed the central anchor and small attachable thruster units to keep them together without bumping and damaging each other any more than they were.  
 
    Occasionally Mike used a part or a piece as mass to fill a replicator. The pieces had some of the rarer heavy metals, wiring, and pieces of computer systems required by the replicators to break down and use to produce parts to build or repair ships. The replicators were able to separate everything loaded into them for repurposing. 
 
    Mining in the system was up and running strong, but the pieces made the repairs and new builds happen much sooner than planned or scheduled. It was a balancing act with several thousand employees, but Mike Melton had it all running like a well-built machine. He’d doubled the number of specialized replicators kicking out missiles for the fleet and also had the big replicators build smaller units to replicate the small stuff, saving even more time. He wasn’t going to tell Harmon his secret to getting things done earlier than scheduled. 
 
    “There it is,” Bradford said proudly, pointing to the back corner of the bay. 
 
    Mike stopped and stared. Past some of the scaffolds, mobile lifts for big parts, and parked movement skiffs he could see what his partner had been up to. Along with repairing and upgrading ships in the huge bay, Bradford and his team of Smilps had managed to build a decent-sized replicator.  
 
    Mike watched as completion alarms went off and some the shimmering race of Smilps scrambled to receive the latest completed product from the huge machine. The front end of a tank, barrel facing forward, came out of the producing end, and three Smilps, two red and a yellow, scrambled into the open driver’s hatch. The beetle-like race stood three feet tall on their back two legs, and had surprising strength in their four arms and pincers. The tank came about three quarters of the way out of the hatch and stopped. A decent-sized slate was passed into the hatch, and presumably plugged in to the main operating computer to download the programs necessary to start the fusion plant and everything else. 
 
    Mike turned to Bradford. “Alrighty then, I see you’ve taken a trick out of my book. You built another replicator. What made you decide to do that?” 
 
    “The commodore said the Bolts needed more equipment. I got Bahroot to design a new tank. It’s based off the one they have now, but has more armor and laser reflective capabilities. It uses the same main rounds already in production for them by the Withaloo. I plan on hitting the commodore up on the ol’ comms and letting him see the first one.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know you can produce them?” Mike asked, laughing. “What about the frigates? Are they the transport for the new tanks?” 
 
    “Yep,” Bradford confirmed, pointing with the unlit cigar. “Those two can haul six tanks, four of the new ammo haulers, and their artillery pieces each in their cargo holds. They’re now capable of atmospheric flight and planet surface landing, too. Well, they will be. We’re not quite finished with them.” 
 
    “I need to step up my game,” Mike said, shaking his head. “Two weeks early on a ship build-out might not equal mass production of tanks and artillery pieces. What did you use for the material?” 
 
    “See the pile over there?” Bradford asked, pointing. “That’s the destroyed Gritloth tanks, vehicles, and equipment they brought back from the planet Barlat. Got a whole ‘nother load in the far frigate. We’re using that and raw material mined here in system. We might or might not have rerouted a load or two that was headed your way. I have to make several more of the mobile mech charging stations, too. Those are Smilp designed, so that’ll be easy.” 
 
    “Well, let’s call the boss,” Mike said, reaching for his comms, “and deliver the good news.” 
 
    Minutes later they were looking at Harmon on their small screen. “Hey guys, what’s up?” 
 
    “Hey, sir,” Mike said. “We wanted to give you a call and show you what Bradford’s been up to.” 
 
    “Should I be afraid?” Harmon grinned. “Bradford, what the frost have you done with those diverted loads of raw? Not to mention the wrecked Gritloth equipment you acquired?” 
 
    “Well, crap,” Bradford said, disappointed it wouldn’t be as big a surprise as he thought. “You knew about that?” 
 
    “Word gets around, dude,” Clip said over Harmon’s shoulder. “Especially when my boy can observe all the system traffic.” 
 
    “Check this out,” Bradford said. “I give you the Ground Forces Replicator.” Mike enabled the comms to show the replicator and tank to Harmon. Before Harmon could say anything, the tank fired up, and the small upper half of a shimmery blue Smilp popped up in the open driver’s hatch. The tank moved out of the delivery end of the replicator and stopped fifty feet away. No less than eight of the shimmering colored Smilps came out of the hatches and scrambled all over the tank, checking various portions. 
 
    “Sweet!” Clip exclaimed. “Wait until Captain Brink hears about this.” 
 
    “Outstanding job, Bradford,” Harmon said. “I was not expecting that. The Withaloo are producing equipment for them and the Bolts on the planet, but I have no doubt it takes them far longer to put the pieces of them together than a full replicator build. What do you have the schematics for so far?” 
 
    “Right now it’s set up to create a newer design of the Bolts’ current tank, an ammo hauler for the artillery unit, and the same artillery piece they use now,” Bradford answered. “We’re going to build a few more of the Smilps’ mech-charging stompers, too. Speaking of Stompers, I bet we could come up with a better version of the big Stompers for the Heavy Armored Infantry troops.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Harmon said. “Listen, I’m going to have Bahroot send you the schematics for the Withaloo’s equipment, too. Once you build what the Bolts need, we’ll help replenish them. There’s another project Clip will send your way as well. That replicator you built is going to be exactly what we’ll need to make them. Tell him, Clip.” 
 
    “Hey, man,” Clip said, “we almost have the schematics and programming worked out on a new mech. The Yatarward replicator on Salvage isn’t big enough to do what we need.” 
 
    “Not big enough?” Mike asked. “How big a mech are we talking about?” 
 
    “One big enough for a male Taylahh,” Harmon said, sitting back and grinning. 
 
    “The design will be a little over twenty feet tall standing upright,” Clip added. “It’ll incorporate their propensity to use all four limbs in movement, as well as their weight, strength, and center of gravity.” 
 
    “Wow,” Bradford said. “Taylahhs? How many will we need to build?” 
 
    “Six,” Harmon answered. “We’ll send Ferdinand up from Salvage to work with you once the design is complete. Bahroot will upload the programming and check for any issues.” 
 
    “What kind of weapon systems will they have?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Whatever we can get away with fitting on them,” Clip answered.  
 
    “If these guys can get the power sources on them right,” Harmon said, “that one squad can have the fire power of a battalion-sized infantry element.” 
 
    “Something that big will burn through power cells,” Mike advised. 
 
    “Why can’t you use the small fusion plant design in the Smilps’ mech chargers?” Bradford asked. 
 
    “Will that work?” Harmon asked Clip, now standing on one side of him. 
 
    “I think so,” Clip said after thinking for a minute. “I’ll run it by Zee, but I think we could incorporate two of them. One to run the mech operating system, and one for weapons. The fusion plant they designed is only two feet by two feet, but the thing puts out enough power to charge at least four mech power cells at a time. We have to ensure the design provides plenty of armor around the plant like the small charging stompers. It’ll be heavy, so the servos have to be strong enough to compensate, but with the right design I think it can be done. Bradford, we may have to label you a genius, too.” 
 
    “Great,” Mike said, slowly shaking his head. “Thanks for that, sir. Thanks a lot. I gotta work with the guy, and you just gave him a head bigger than the Taylahhs’.” 
 
    “Hey!” Bradford said, running his hand over his smooth head. “I don’t have a big head. A bald head, but not a big head. You know women love it.” He grinned around his cigar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Planet Bleeve 
 
     
 
    Grant Lowantha checked the laser pistol in the holster strapped to his side. It was loose and ready to be drawn if this meeting didn’t go as planned. He glanced behind him, looking up, and caught a small glimpse of Hawthorne as he shifted and settled in under the thin layer of repro film. Once his partner stopped moving, the film picked up the surrounding area and mimicked it. 
 
     Lowantha couldn’t really see him anymore, but he could tell by the outline of the boulder and shrubs the film reproduced on its surface he was there. If he hadn’t known exactly where Hawthorne was, he’d never have seen him. The film also kept Hawthorne from being picked up by infrared scanners or by any race with natural infra-vision. The film was a prototype they’d stolen on a mission right before everything had happened, and they became wanted men on Tretra. They’d never turned it over to intelligence. From the inside of the portable blind, Hawthorne could see fine, and would be able to shoot through with no issues. 
 
    The former Tretrayon intelligence specialist sat on a rock and waited. He brushed long, jet-black hair out of his eyes—a disguise, along with the fake nose and cheek fillers. He hoped it wouldn’t be long. His contact had given an approximate meeting time, not an exact one. He still didn’t know why the alien had insisted on meeting in a secluded area like this valley. It was unusual for a human to be on the surface of the planet Bleeve, but it wasn’t completely unheard of.  
 
    Zikorah was more paranoid than Lowantha and Hawthorne were, and he was on his own planet, so the two had decided one of them needed to be on overwatch with a rifle capable of killing the Bleeve with one accurate shot. Hawthorne could do that; he’d received sniper training while he was in the Tretrayon Marines. The unique rifle he was using sent a kinetic round at an incredible speed, and nothing but the heaviest battle armor could stop it. Lowantha didn’t think that type of armor was available in this system. 
 
    Ten minutes later, a low, flat hovercraft made its way around and between boulders toward him. The intelligence specialist noted it was an extremely expensive model, made here on the planet. It stopped about twenty yards away, the top flipped back, and the eight-legged Bleeve climbed out and made its way to his rock. Inwardly, Lowantha shuddered. He always did when he was around species with extra limbs. Four limbs were enough for everyone. Why can’t every sentient race be bipedal? The Bleeve looked like a cross between a giant spider and a beetle. Its body was segmented, and the two multi-jointed limbs in the upper segment below its head ended with four digits. Bleeve were able to use them individually or together, making two pincers, unlike the other six with their single pincers. 
 
    Lowantha stared at the newcomer. He was determined to look bored and uninterested in the clandestine meeting to make it appear as if it was normal business for the ex-Tretrayon military spy. Lowantha and Hawthorne now made a ridiculous living selling information to the highest bidder. Most of the time they did their own research and searched out potential buyers, knowing what they’d learned had value to the right individual. This time they’d been contacted shortly after leaving the Barlat System. On that deal, they’d made a fortune. It hadn’t ended well for their clients, but that was none of their concern. Besides, the contact who knew their faces had died in the battle. 
 
    Someone had passed on the multilayered contact information to this Bleeve. It was untraceable to them due to the security involved, so they stayed safe, but it was still surprising to get the message six months ago. They’d spent the time since learning the information requested, and now it was time to relay it.  
 
    Lowantha surmised it was probably the mercenary Micktorah. They’d met him almost two years ago, and he’d given their information to their latest client. He, too, was dead, killed by the same forces that took out their last client. As much as he hated Harmon Tomeral and all those with him, he had helped make sure the ends were all tied up for the two information dealers. That was something, anyway. 
 
    “Mr. Smith, I presume,” the Bleeve finally said as he hunched back on his four lower legs and raised his body up to appear almost like most sentient beings in the galaxy. 
 
    “Zikorah,” Lowantha said. 
 
    Zikorah reared up as if he had been struck and hissed. “So, you not only learned the information I requested, you took it upon yourself to learn more than you should. That is very dangerous for you, Human.” 
 
    “If you say so, Bleeve,” Lowantha said, emphasizing the race of his contact and appearing to remain cool, though inside he was a nervous wreck. Hawthorne could take out Zikorah, but he couldn’t take out all the security that was undoubtedly in the area, probably right around the bend in the valley. 
 
    This statement gave the Bleeve pause. He had no idea of the abilities of Lowantha or the backup measures he may have taken, and it showed. Lowantha knew the Bleeve was dying to find out how he’d reached the surface of the planet without being detected. The scout ship and its systems were undetectable by most surveillance systems in the galaxy. Some of the most advanced systems might catch them, but the two ex-spies stayed away from those systems. 
 
    “Since you know who I am, perhaps you could tell me your real name,” Zikorah said. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Lowantha countered. “I did my research; you do yours. You’re the intelligence adviser to the Bleeve queen, after all. What I want to know is, why all the secrecy? Why didn’t we meet in the capital? Or…do the queen and the rest of her advisors even know we’re meeting?” 
 
    “Rest assured, she knows,” Zikorah said, settling back down. “I make no moves without advising her of them. This will be the start of her empire beyond our system. There are those in the House of Nobility and the House of Lessers who need not know of the actions taken. They will learn after the plan comes to fruition and cannot be argued against. Glory to the queen.” 
 
    “Right,” Lowantha said with a sigh. “That story is as old as time. King this, supreme ruler that, queen of whatever…people’s representatives and the will of the people, suppression, oppression, lies, deceit, blah blah blah.” 
 
    “You mock our queen and our system of governance?” Zikorah asked, confused by Lowantha’s statement. 
 
    “Nevermind,” Lowantha said. “It’s not important. What is important is the credit.” He pulled out his personal comp and checked the account the credit was to be transferred to. “Until I see the rest of the credit, you get nothing.” 
 
    “Depending on the information, you will receive the remainder of your fee; it may be of no use to me,” Zikorah said, defiantly crossing his upper limbs. 
 
    “See you,” Lowantha said and hopped off the rock and turned to walk the opposite direction from which the Bleeve came. 
 
    “Fine,” Zikorah called out. “I will transfer the rest now. Your arrogance astounds me. You are here on my planet, and whatever backup you may have in place surely cannot be enough to keep you alive, should I give the command.” 
 
    “Yeah, I might not survive if this deal goes bad,” admitted Lowantha as he turned back, “but I can guarantee you will not.” 
 
    Zikorah stared at Lowantha, the expression unreadable in the multiple eyes or on the alien’s face. After a moment he looked down, pulled a small slate from a pouch on his harness, and entered commands. Lowantha looked back at his own device and saw the transaction was complete. 
 
    “That’s better.” He grinned. “I just forwarded you my full report. Here’s the short form: I went to the Nazrooth system, spent some time on the planet, and checked it out. It’s true, they are still pacifists. When they sold off their ships over a hundred years ago, they also dispensed with their planetary forces and defenses. In the three cities I visited, there was hardly any law enforcement to speak of. A few individuals are designated as dispute solvers by their government in every major city. Most stuff is handled by their local meditation specialists. It’s kind of sick, if you ask me. Everybody is so polite to each other. It doesn’t seem natural. 
 
    “Anyway,” he continued, “they don’t have defensive platforms, gate security, or anything. I contacted a pirate king I knew from other dealings, a Nullgrip and his tribe, and put the information in his ear like you asked me to do. They moved in and shook things up, and were squeezing credit out of the traders and cargo ships pretty easily.” 
 
    “What do you mean, were?” Zikorah asked. “Neither I nor any of my department have been following the happenings in their system so our plan would not leak in any fashion. What has transpired? We were to be the force that defeated the pirates, be welcomed, and with ships in place, take the system with ease.” 
 
    “I mean ‘were’ because that damn Harmon Tomeral and his forces from Salvage System came in and wiped the pirates out with little effort,” Lowantha said, the agitation in his voice easily detected. “It only took one of his task forces and a fighter carrier. They left the system after they destroyed the pirates with advice to the Nazrooth to hire mercenaries for defense.  
 
    “The Nazrooth took the advice and hired a company. The last of the Salvage ships left it to them after handing off the defense. The contract was for six months, and the Nazrooth decided not to renew it after nothing else happened. They’re gone now, and the system is still ripe for the taking, but you’ll need to use another plan.” 
 
    “Salvage System?” Zikorah asked. “The one from that video? It does not matter. We will send in more than thirty ships. And we will put ten thousand or more on the surface. You have provided what I need. If a small pirate fleet can insert themselves into the system, we can as well.” 
 
    “Look,” Lowantha said. “I hate the guy for various reasons, but I’m telling you, if you go through with this plan, you better make sure no one escapes to tell him until you’re seriously entrenched. If he decides to intervene before that, it could be bad for you. Trust me. I’ve seen firsthand what those ships can do.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Zikorah said and waved the statement off. “That video was obviously selected editing. We have entertainment shows like that here on this planet. A favorite of mine comes from Earth. I have seen every episode of The Four Horsemen Universe at least three times. The next season starts in less than four spins of the planet, and I will be clinging to the wall watching with my young ones.” 
 
    “Why do you want the Nazrooth System, anyway?” Lowantha asked, always looking for information. “There are other systems closer to yours, a few small colonies, even.” 
 
    “Small colonies sometimes attract the attention of the Bith,” Zikorah explained. “One never knows when they will hire mercenaries to rid a new colony of invaders. They use some sort of a ‘future gate profit potential’ algorithm.” 
 
    “They never intervene in large system takeovers,” Lowantha agreed. “The gate use doesn’t slow, and they continue to get their credit. But you’re right, they have been known to get involved with new gates.” 
 
    “Besides,” Zikorah said before he turned to leave, “you have obviously never tasted a young Nazrooth. Their tadpoles are like having a large sack of goodness in your pincers, ready to sip from as you enjoy the evening. Wonderful.” 
 
    Lowantha stood, watching as the expensive hovercraft disappeared around the bend in the valley. After several minutes, Hawthorne made his way down the hillside. The plan had worked, and he’d remained undetected. 
 
    “We’re not sticking around for any of this, are we?” Hawthorne asked as he folded the repro film. “You know word’s going to get to Tomeral, especially since he sent a task force to the system once before to get rid of the pirates.” 
 
    “Nope and yep,” Lowantha answered both questions. “We’re taking off tonight for another arm of the galaxy. I don’t want to be anywhere near when it all goes down. I don’t like the Bleeve enough to stick around, anyway. I like the credit, but not them. They plan to farm the Nazrooth and drink their young tadpoles like a liquid bulb. Brrrrrrr!” He shuddered outwardly this time. 
 
    “That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever heard. Thanks a lot, Grant. Now I’m visualizing it,” Hawthorne said with a look of disgust. “You think Salvage System will get involved?” Hawthorne asked as he slung his rifle. 
 
    “Not this time,” Lowantha said. “The Bleeve are too powerful. Harmon Tomeral will mess around and get his system invaded by a force strong enough to take it from him if he does.” 
 
    “We’re still not sticking around though, right?” Hawthorne asked again. 
 
    “No,” Lowantha confirmed. “We’re a liability now. We thought the Gritloth tried to find us; these spider beetles will be relentless. We’re going deep into hiding. Until the Bleeve get a few systems added to their own so their queen can get a good start on her empire, we need to have our heads on a swivel. We know too much.” 
 
    “You know too much.” Hawthorne laughed. “They don’t know about me.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but they don’t know what I look like,” Lowantha said. “Let’s go. This wig is itchy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Royal Palace 
 
    Planet Bleeve 
 
      
 
    Zikorah dipped his head low with his rear high in the air in respect to his queen, looked up, and gave his report. “My Queen, my source has confirmed the first system in your sights, and the home of your favorite snack, is still defenseless. We have to change our initial insertion plan, but it is of no consequence. Your intelligence office and military planning department have two more plans prepared. With your permission, I will initiate the first of those two. The timing will be perfect.” 
 
    “Good,” Queen Shamilorah said, settling her huge bulk on her command dais. She was half again the size of a normal Bleeve, and much heavier. “It is time to take my rightful place in this galaxy, and this only the beginning. Admiral Gorligthah, are your forces ready to depart?” 
 
    The commander of Bleeve Forces scuttled forward to stand beside Zikorah. “Yes, my Queen. The Fleet and the designated Skitter Force units stand ready for your final command. If it is permissible, I would like to have the fleet run through some formations and extra training to ensure your desires are carried out without issues. Now that we have the intelligence we need, nothing will stop us.” 
 
    “Train your Skitter Forces. Report when you feel they are ready. Only then will I give the command. This is the first system of many. It must not fail,” said the queen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Weapons Range Fourteen 
 
    Planet Salvage 
 
     
 
    “Let me take a look at your weapon,” Lieutenant Mayshire requested. “It uses .50 caliber rounds, right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Private First Class Dooringo said. He checked to ensure his huge multi-barreled weapon was clear, disconnected from its feeding belt, and on safe before handing it, with its barrels still pointed down range, to his platoon leader. 
 
    The lieutenant held the weapon, and Dooringo fastened the strap over her shoulder and adjusted the length. Even with the strap, the weapon was extremely heavy. “Squat! This thing weighs a ton!” she exclaimed, looking over at the PFC. 
 
    Corporal Tylinga laughed on the other side of the troop in her deep Taylahh voice. “Ma’am, that four-barreled gun is not all he carries. The power cell is in a bag on his other side with a backpack full of rounds.” She pointed to the rest of the rapid gunner’s equipment.  
 
    The backpack was padded where it met the gunner’s body, while the rest of it was a hard case. A flexible channel came from the bottom to connect to the weapon. The total weight for the whole setup was staggering. 
 
    “I didn’t see all this when I picked you up last week,” Lieutenant Mayshire said, grinning. “I did notice you had the weapon on your back.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” PFC Dooringo said, grinning himself. “I don’t let it out of my sight. It wasn’t an easy task getting it set after I put it together. The timing can be finicky if it is not stored correctly. I keep it with me when I travel.” 
 
    “Wait,” Mayshire asked. “You built it?” 
 
    “He did,” interjected Sergeant Muraingo. “There are other models out there; several races use similar weapons. Many human systems use a version on vehicles and aircraft. His design is a combination of several of those, with some recoil relief in the stock. He maintains the squad’s equipment as well. He has a knack for weapons.” 
 
    “That’s good information to know.” Mayshire nodded. “What does it all weigh?” 
 
    “With the pack fully loaded,” Dooringo answered, “I’m carrying more than two hundred of your pounds.” 
 
    “Squat!” exclaimed Mayshire. “Isn’t that a hindrance in combat?” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Sergeant Muraingo said, “I may be the tallest in our squad, but I’m not the strongest. Dooringo weighs over a thousand of your pounds. His equipment, including battle armor, is about a third of his weight. The battle armor is servo-assisted, so that helps.” 
 
    “Ok,” agreed Mayshire. “That makes more sense. I weigh one hundred and fifty pounds, and I carry more than a third of my weight into battle when I’m not in my mech.” 
 
    “It’s not the weight,” observed Corporal Tylinga. “It’s the recoil where his great strength is the asset. Without it, the recoil and the rising barrel would keep him from staying on target for the full twenty-round burst he prefers.” 
 
    “When the new mechs designed for your squad are complete,” Mayshire said, “Dooringo’s will have two triple-barrel railguns on his shoulders. It will hold many, many more rounds than that pack. Both arms on his machine will also have grenade launchers. From what I hear, the armor on them will be incredible, as well.” 
 
    “It sounds like they will be incredible war machines,” Muraingo said, “able to deal massive destruction.” 
 
    “That’s not all they’ll be able to do,” Mayshire said. She looked over at the smallest of the Taylahhs. “Private Bornlago, you scored very high on the programing and coding portion of the tests. Your mech will have the scout drones Bahroot developed. They’re small, fast, and can be used to infiltrate secure enemy networks and communications gear once they get close. Bahroot and his father programmed them to break most forms of known coding. If you run into something different out there, your skills with the decryption program in your mech should be able to cut and splice something that would work. From what they’re telling me, they don’t think there’s anything like it out there. You won’t have the firepower of the rest of your squad, but your mech will still hold more rounds than a standard mech, and it’ll have better armor.” 
 
    “When will they be ready?” asked Muraingo. 
 
    “They’re finalizing the designs, and Bahroot’s running simulations to check for design flaws,” the lieutenant answered. “Within the month, I suspect. They made simulators first. Those arrive in a week, so you can learn to operate them. Your instructor will teach you everything about the weapon controls, but the design is so different to match your physique that you’ll have to spend time on the simulator and in them to truly learn how to effectively maneuver them. It’s unchartered territory.” 
 
    “Is Bahroot one of the two Artificial Intelligences residing here in the system?” asked Muraingo. 
 
    “He is,” confirmed Mayshire. “The only two in our galaxy, as far as anyone knows. He’s aiding in the design of the new mechs; as a matter of fact, the programming is nearly all his. They’re so complicated, it grew beyond Commander Kolget’s ability while he juggles everything else he oversees.” 
 
     “There are races other than humans who use mechs, but this will be the first time a Taylahh has done it,” confirmed Muraingo. 
 
    “We now have sixteen Heavy Mechs with Yalteen and Withaloo operators,” the lieutenant said, “sixteen of the smaller Scout Mechs with Prithmar and Smitok pilots, and ten really small Beetle Mechs with Smilps operating them. At first I was hesitant to call them that, but the Smilps came up with the name themselves. Adding your six Massive Mechs will make this platoon an incredible force multiplier. I call it a platoon, but Captain Brink is considering changing its designator to a company.” 
 
    “I watched the small Beetle Mechs on the range earlier,” Muraingo said. “I couldn’t believe how fast they crossed open terrain while accurately firing the railguns mounted on their backs. The way they move back and forth, weaving among themselves, an enemy will have trouble keeping them from getting within their perimeter.” 
 
    “That’s what they’re designed to do,” agreed Lieutenant Mayshire. “Move fast and get in and among them. The light-absorbing paint scheme Wally put on them make them especially effective at night.” 
 
    “Speaking of Wally,” Corporal Tylinga said, “my appointment is tomorrow morning to get the lightning on my face.” 
 
    “Congratulations, by the way,” Mayshire said, “to all of you. It usually takes a couple of weeks for prior service troops to qualify to become full-fledged Bolts. You did it in record time.” 
 
    “We sustained ground action on a contract last year,” Sergeant Muraingo informed her. “It helped immensely with the testing portion. The physical and weapons training comes easy, and Bornlago is a natural with programing. Knowing what to do in certain situations takes experience, which we all have.” 
 
    “It shows,” agreed the lieutenant. “Alright PFC, show me what your Rapid Gun can do. Wait.” She turned toward the corporal, realizing she’d almost missed something in Corporal Tylinga’s comment. “Why are you going first with the tattoo and not Sergeant Muraingo?” 
 
    “They’re scared,” answered Private Kaptinga, the other female in the squad, with a toothy grin. “I’m going with her. We have to let the guys know it doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    Lieutenant Mayshire looked over at the four male members of the squad. They looked up and around, refusing to look her in the eyes. She shook her head and laughed. 
 
    “What?” Muraingo finally asked. “I don’t like needles, that’s all.”  
 
    “I’d rather get shot then get a shot,” agreed Private First Class Narmango, the quietest of the squad. “Wounded in battle? It happens. Needles? No thank you. But I will do it to become a Bolt. In the last week, I’ve met many I now consider friends. Even though this unit is made up of multiple races, the camaraderie is like no other unit I’ve been a part of, and I’m older than the others here.” 
 
    “He’s correct, ma’am,” Muraingo confirmed. “We’ve been welcomed, and it feels as if we’ve been here far longer.” 
 
    “The troops take pride in that,” Lieutenant Mayshire said. “As leaders, we encourage it. For this unit to be at its best, we all have to become one with the lightning.” 
 
    “I wondered where the motto came from,” said Sergeant Muraingo. “One With The Lightning.” 
 
    “Wait until you hear it shouted across a parade field when the entire Salvage Ground Forces are in a formation.” The lieutenant grinned. “We have the best motto of all the units. The Withaloo tank battalion has a pretty good one, but I still think ours is better.” 
 
    “I like it. Building unit pride goes a long way toward the camaraderie,” observed Sergeant Muraingo. “It’s something many races and their forces have used throughout time.” 
 
      
 
     * * * 
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    Lieutenant Waylon Algrite stood beside Staff Sergeant Naylark. He turned to her and asked, “What do you think? Should we disperse the new tanks, or make one platoon with the six of them?” 
 
    The Pikith beside him ran a hand across her short white hair and said, “I think you should put the first six in the Headquarters Platoon. You know you’re going to be out front at the onset of any battle. I want the best armor around you. Now that the artillery unit has armored ammo bearers pulling them, we have to adjust our tactics. I think we start there.” 
 
    “I agree,” the company commander said. Algrite looked away from his senior NCO. “You know, I requested your promotion to Sergeant First Class.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Naylark said. “As long as you or Captain Brink don’t try and make me an officer, we’ll be good.” 
 
    Algrite laughed. “What’s wrong with being an officer?”  
 
    “Nothing, sir,” Naylark said. “It’s just not for me. It’s a different mindset; that’s all. I don’t have it. I know my limitations. I can make sure your orders and intentions are carried out. I can keep the troops in order. I can perform and teach every position in our unit, and, in a pinch, I could lead in combat. But the planning and tactics and everything that goes with that? Nope, I know my limitations. That’s a skillset I don’t have. Besides, I can’t be an officer. I know how to read a map.” Grinning at her commander, she walked off. 
 
    Lieutenant Algrite shook his head and walked over to get a closer look at the new tanks. They all had the Bolts’ logo painted on them. He ran his hand across the cloud and lightning bolts. The design was similar to the ones they had now, except for the armor on the outside, and, even though the main gun was still the same, there was now a crew-served laser weapon mounted for the tank commander to fire from the commander’s hatch. At least we don’t have to train the drivers on new procedures—or the rest of the crew, for that matter.  
 
    Armor and artillery training was always conducted with the Withaloo Ground Forces. The rounds used in both pieces of equipment were the same, as was the design of them, for the most part. Most of the Bolts’ equipment was smaller, of course, due to the size of the Withaloo compared to humans and Pikith. He did have a platoon of the larger tanks crewed by Withaloo and Yalteens. Perhaps the larger tanks would get the same upgrades now. 
 
    Several of the Withaloo troops had transferred over once they’d been vetted and tested. Not that all the Withaloo in the Ground Forces weren’t good troops, but the Bolts only accepted the best of the transfer requests. Those who’d initially enlisted into the Bolts and didn’t quite make it were given the option to transfer to the Ground Forces. There was no shame in failing the rigorous training; some made it on later attempts. Like the Bolts, the Withaloo now had other races among their ranks. Rumor control said the name of the entire Ground Forces was going to be changed to the Salvage Ground Forces, dropping the word Withaloo. In Algrite’s mind, it was the only natural progression, and a good thing. He hadn’t run into anyone who thought otherwise. Salvage System was truly diverse, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Darloon sat on his bench in the small flower garden in his back yard. Having just emerged from his meditation pool, he was happily warming himself in the sun with his eyes closed. He noticed a darkening in the light through his thin eyelids, and opened them, seeing a shadow as it moved across the fields behind his home. He felt the slight change in temperature as another shadow passed. Realizing something was not quite right, he looked up, saw what had caused it, and knew it wasn’t rain clouds. 
 
    Like all Nazrooth, he and the rest of his amphibian race were pacifists. He had no idea what race or type of ships were descending to his planet’s surface; he only knew that many ships in formation did not bode well. Occasionally he looked at news reports from across the galaxy on the Galaxy Internet, so he was well aware of what an invasion force looked like. Why any race would do this to his world was beyond his comprehension.  
 
    Unlike most of his race, he was a Nazrooth of action, and he knew what to do. It was the same thing he did months ago. As several of the ships peeled off and appeared to prepare to land in the distant fields, he heard the sounds of their engines screaming to slow the ships, though there was still quite some distance between them and the surface. He hopped inside, hurried to his computer, and turned it on.  
 
    He hadn’t used it during this last two weeks of vacation at his warm weather home, or perhaps he would have known of the large ships that had brought them to the Nazrooth System. He doubted anyone in an official status knew of them. All of the government was on block vacation during Meditation Vacation time. The citizens of Nazrooth understood this, and the need for them to take time for relaxation and meditation like everyone else 
 
     As was tradition, nearly everything had been shut down, and even the entertainment systems weren’t used during this time. No one even watched the skies with traffic radar, much less the gate, nor anything between it and the planet. The trading station in the system was on autonomous mode while its normal inhabitants were on the surface on Meditation Vacation. The entire planet was virtually shut down. 
 
    The computer was ready, and though he might work for the Nazrooth citizens as a representative in their government—a peaceful, fulfilling job like most preferred on his planet—one of his many brothers was unusual and an adventurous type. He had his own small ship and actually left the system on occasion. It was going to be very expensive again, but he initiated a direct call to Shonflate, reading and using the complicated step-by-step process sent to him by Bahroot, one of the Salvage Fleet intelligence officers, he presumed. He’d never met the individual. The call went through a small relay platform out near the gate, so whatever blocking devices were being used by the invaders didn’t work. 
 
    After his call, he hopped out his back door in time to see the last of the four ships land, the sound of it all rumbling across the fields. The ramp on the first ship was down, and several rows of low, flat machines came down the ramps to park in a huge circle around the ships. Each ship added to the growing number of war machines. It was hard to see at this distance, but Darloon could see movement as row after row of multi-legged beings formed up inside the perimeter.  
 
    He ran back to his computer when he heard the alert tone on it. Someone in the news business was back at work now. Five more groups of ships had landed, and the footage showed all of them discharging armed multi-legged soldiers. Darloon knew Nazrooth was all but conquered. They had no army, no soldiers, not even a large number of dispute solvers.  
 
    For the first time in his life, Darloon questioned his race’s consensus decision to become true pacifists over one hundred years ago. The pirates who had taken up residence in their system months ago were tadpole play compared to this. They’d hired outside help to take care of them, and then hired another company to provide defense in the Nazrooth System for six months after. When the decision had been made that protection was no longer needed, the committee had opted to let the contract lapse.  
 
    He only hoped his brother could get President Harmon Tomeral and the Salvage Fleet to agree to come to his system’s aid once again. He had his doubts, now that he knew there were other groups like this one. The ships that came into his system were very powerful; he hoped Salvage System had a formidable army. Ridding the system of pirates was one thing, but successfully entering a system with that many conquering ships between them and Nazrooth, landing forces, fighting, and defeating a large army of conquerors on the planet itself was another. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
   

 

 Bleeve Dreadnaught Devastation 
 
    In Orbit 
 
    Nazrooth System 
 
      
 
    Admiral Gorligthah settled down onto his platform in the command center of the Bleeve dreadnaught Devastation and studied the first report on the progress of his fleet’s Skitter Forces. He was the overall commander of all Bleeve forces, while an old friend commanded the Skitter Forces on the planet as his subordinate.  
 
    Twenty large troop transport shuttles had already emptied their equipment and forces and were on their way back to their parent ships for their next load. Once all of them were in place, he would have ten thousand of his Skitter Forces, two artillery units, two tank battalions, and the support units necessary for a sustained deployment. Later he would coordinate replicators and engineers to make permanent bases. Once this system was completely under their control, it would belong to Queen Shamilorah forever. 
 
    “Sir,” called out his communications officer, “all task forces are in their sectors and beginning to patrol. The ships you designated as gate security are making their second rotation now.” 
 
    “Good,” commented Gorligthah. “We are here for the duration. When the boarding teams complete their sweep of the space station, let me know.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered the officer as he turned and scuttled back toward his bank of screens and systems. 
 
    The admiral turned toward the officer standing with his upper segment upright. “Vice Admiral Ashlah, this was easier than expected. Perhaps the queen and her intelligence group should find other pacifist systems so we can grow the Empire faster than planned. Sixty ships was overkill for this mission. There was no reason to send half the queen’s warships here.” 
 
    “True, Admiral,” Ashlah agreed. “Perhaps she wanted to send a message to the galaxy that she would have her way, and to steer clear from Bleeve business.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Gorligthah as he stood on six legs and reached for the slate a technician handed him. He looked over at the ship’s commander. “I know this; the galaxy better pay heed. The Bleeve Empire is coming, and we will conquer and build larger fleets to take more. With the shipyards in the systems we take and convert, there will be no force capable of stopping us before long. Glory to the queen.” 
 
    “Glory to the queen,” agreed Ashlah with actual gusto, no matter that he was required to repeat it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Skitter Force Headquarters 
 
    Planet Nazrooth 
 
      
 
    On the surface in a temporary headquarters, a grizzled old Bleeve stood, staring at a physical map pinned to a large section of the tent’s wall. His four brigades of Skitter Forces were setting up temporary bases in five locations near cities. One brigade was split between two areas with less dense population. He decided this was the priority after going over the intelligence gathered by the human spies. The other, much smaller, continent on the planet was so sparsely populated it could be occupied at a later date. General Fellgothah continued to study the map and the terrain specifically, trying to find an error in his planning. Even though this world had been taken without a shot being fired, he had been around too long not to make plans for an uprising or an actual army, should any other system decide to intervene.  
 
    A hired force had put a stop to piracy in this system once before. He’d learned who it was, and had watched the video footage of the defense of Salvage System as well. All of it had been ship battles, but he’d also dug a little deeper and found out what had happened on the planet Barlat. Salvage System had deployed ground forces. There wasn’t much information to be had, but that much he knew. There was no way a young system like that could muster enough to seriously consider taking on his ten thousand plus forces, but he was no fool, so he had a plan. Unfortunately ten thousand or so was all he had. The other twenty units like his were back on Bleeve, preparing for their own missions over the next couple of years. 
 
    Behind him, a much younger colonel snickered to himself as he watched the old one look at the map. Anyone observing how he looked at his commander would know he thought the older Bleeve an outdated fool. He turned back to his slate and checked the progress, like any reasonable modern Bleeve would, with his slate and a map overlay program. 
 
    “I don’t like the terrain around Fourth Brigade’s first two battalions, Klayrah,” the general called out, turning his upper segment toward his second in command. “It allows an enemy several approaches, and access to high ground around them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Colonel Klayrah said. “I will coordinate plans to move them six miles south onto the plain, though it moves them farther from the largest city near them.” 
 
    “You do that,” the general said, turning back to his map. The colonel was a logistics officer, so it would be a simple task for him. “One never knows if the enemy will see the weakness in our Skitter Forces’ placement and exploit it. We do not want to lose an inch of the new ground the queen has acquired. Glory to the queen.” 
 
    The second in command of all the Skitter Forces shook his head behind his commander’s back. There would be no enemy to fight. “Glory to the queen,” he called out in a bored voice and went back to his slate and the numbers scrolling across its screen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Diamond One 
 
    Salvage System 
 
      
 
    “Diamond One to Salvage Title,” Captain Urlak said, using the comm on his command seat. 
 
    His squadron, the Diamond Squadron, was covering high gate guard this week; the four original ships in the squadron were strengthened with two of the refurbished Gritloth light battlecruisers. They now had atmosphere generators installed, creating the atmosphere required for Kashkal like the four Nazrooth ships. The new ships were named Left Earing and Right Earing. Urlak had no idea why the commodore had finally given in and let Hank and Stan name some of the captured ships. Then again, as associates, they did own portions of them. When the brothers found out the ships would be part of the Diamond Squadron, they came up with the ridiculous names.  
 
    Urlak had to admit it kind of fit with the whole Diamond Squadron thing, and he now had command of four destroyers and two light battlecruisers, a challenge he readily accepted. Salvage Fleet now had six ships crewed by Kashkal. His father, the leader of the Kashkal, commanded a fleet of almost thirty ships, all falling under Commodore Tomeral’s leadership, but they were still the Kashkal Fleet. 
 
    “Urlak,” the commodore answered. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “Sir,” Urlak said, surprised he’d answered, himself. Usually the communications officer on the flagship answered and made the connection. “We had an unscheduled gate entry. This isn’t unusual, given the rate at which our colony is growing, but upon a quick investigation, we learned the ship is the same small Nazrooth ship from over six months ago. My tactical officer doublechecked its readings to verify.” 
 
    “It must be Shonflate,” Harmon decided. “He mentioned coming back and setting up some trade. You didn’t have to call about that. He’s a good being. I really don’t think it’s a security issue for the system.” 
 
    “For our system it isn’t,” agreed Urlak, “but if what he’s telling me is correct, it is for his.” 
 
    “Again?” Harmon asked. “Punch him through on relay. I know his communications gear isn’t military grade, so he can’t reach us without assistance.” 
 
    “I’m doing so now, sir,” Urlak answered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title  
 
      
 
    “Hey, Path,” Harmon called out to his communications officer, “what was the name of Shonflate’s ship again? 
 
    The Withaloo lieutenant checked a file on one of his screens. “The ship is named Pond Ripple, though I have absolutely no idea what that means, sir.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Harmon said. 
 
    “Pond Ripple, Salvage Title,” Harmon said after engaging his comms again. 
 
    “President Tomeral, it is good to speak to you again,” Shonflate’s voice came through, boosted by Diamond One’s communications gear. “I trust you float on a calm surface, my friend.” 
 
    “I’m doing pretty good,” Harmon concurred. “I hope you’re doing alright yourself. Urlak says you have another problem in your system?” 
 
    “Alas, there are waves in the Nazrooth System once again,” answered Shonflate. “Though I tend to enjoy a little surface disturbance in my own small pond, I wish for the calmness desired by all at home. My brother, the council member, has contacted me once more.” 
 
    “Whatcha got this time? Pirates again?” Harmon asked, sitting back. “I wouldn’t mind a few of my new squadrons getting a little hands-on training. As long as ship killers aren’t part of the training again.” 
 
    “I am afraid it is more than that, my friend,” Shonflate informed him. “I have been authorized to let you know you may bill Nazrooth an amount you deem acceptable should you decide to help once again. The Council feels you will be fair in your dealings.” 
 
    “Bill you?” Harmons was surprised.  
 
    When one of Salvage Fleet’s task forces had wiped out a small fleet of pirate ships six months ago, as he observed, he hadn’t bothered charging the system for it. The engagement was quick and resulted in no loss of life, so the salvage of the nine ships and the fighters in the pirate fleet was more than enough. It had saved them from having to mine or purchase some of the rare elements needed for the shipyard replicators. If the Nazrooth Council was talking about actually paying credit, it must be something more than a few pirates. 
 
    “Our system has been invaded, and an army is on the surface of Nazrooth,” Shonflate said. 
 
    “What?” Harmon asked, standing. “Give me all the information you have.” Looking up toward the overhead speaker, he called out, “Jayneen, can you and Bahroot listen in to this call? We’re going need to know some stuff.” 
 
    “Yes, Harmon, I’m now listening, and I contacted Bahroot,” answered the Artificial Intelligence known as Jayneen. She was the first AI in the galaxy, created over twenty-two hundred years ago.  
 
    “Hey, Uncle Harmon,” Bahroot said. “I’m on it…whatever it is.” 
 
    “Ok, Shonflate,” Harmon said. “Tell us what you know.” 
 
    “My brother said they came during the Meditation Vacation,” Shonflate said. “No one was watching the gate or the traffic in the system. Once the fleet was discovered, transport ships were already landing. It has been estimated there are over eight thousand soldiers, along with heavy war machines, dispersed across the land.” 
 
    “Uncle Harmon, I have connected to the gate in that system and am observ…Squat!” 
 
    “Bahroot! Language,” Jayneen scolded her son, an AI like herself. “What has your father told you?” She was referring to Chip, who had helped bring about Bahroot’s existence. 
 
    “He said not to say stuff like that around you,” Bahroot answered honestly. 
 
    “Oh he did, did he?” Jayneen asked. “He didn’t say to not speak that way at all? He only said not around me?” 
 
    “Thanks a lot, dude,” Clip called out over the system. “One of these days, you and me got to have a long talk.” 
 
    “What is it?” Harmon asked. “What do you see?” 
 
    “Uncle Harmon,” Bahroot said, “I count sixty warships in the system. There’s a formation of six ships on gate watch, and several more task forces patrolling.” 
 
    “What type?” Harmon asked, his mind already running battle scenarios. 
 
    “Bleeve,” Bahroot answered. “They’re all Bleeve warships.” 
 
    Clip whistled long and low. “If you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, man, we got our work cut out for us.” 
 
    “I don’t know if we need to get involved,” Harmon said. “I mean, yeah, we need to get involved, but I don’t know if we’d be successful. The Bleeve are no joke. We went into Barlat System with surprise. I doubt the Bleeve are unaware of the fact we’ve been there once already to put down the pirates. They probably have a plan to keep any other system from interfering, and not only us.” 
 
    “I agree, Harmon,” Jayneen said through the speakers, since she was currently located in the defensive bridge deep in the ship. After a moment she continued, “The odds are high they have contingency plans. I can verify the Salvage System defense video has been viewed over nineteen hundred times through the Bleeve System’s connection to the Galaxy Internet via the gate. I could investigate further, but you can be sure, it was not all by their civilian population.” 
 
    “Commodore, if I may,” interjected Urlak. “The modern missile the Bleeve deploy in their warships is very powerful. They’ve managed to build missiles smaller than most races use with the same shaped explosive power, if not more. This allows for a larger load of missiles to be stored. Their ships are quite capable.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Harmon said. He knew the Kashkal officers studied battles, combat, and military equipment with a passion. If the youngest son of the leader of the Kashkal made a statement about a weapon’s capabilities, you could bet good credit on it. “Come to think of it, that old Bleeve missile carrier we fought had them. They packed quite a punch, and they had to have been older versions. 
 
    “Shonflate, make your way into the system. I’ll meet you at the spaceport closest to the gate,” Harmon said. “The Cube where we met before is now deep in the system in the shipyards, so that’s out. It’ll give me time to consult with my associates and other leaders before I decide what we can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, President Tomeral,” Shonflate said 
 
     Harmon heard relief in his voice. Harmon figured it was because he hadn’t told the Nazrooth explorer no, and there was a chance Salvage System would once again come to the aid of the Nazrooth.  
 
    “I will head in-system now,” continued Shonflate. “I see on my navigation panel I will arrive in seventy-eight hours.” 
 
    After the call ended, Harmon looked over at Sergeant Major Jontilictick. “Big Jon, where are we with the Fleet’s Marines?” 
 
    “Sir,” Big Jon said after a moment to gather his thoughts. “Salvage Fleet has four hundred and fifty marines. Ten percent may be on leave at any given time. Major Audell has created the unit you asked for out of the best of them. He can have one hundred and fifty marines in heavy battle armor ready to deploy to wherever you wish fairly quickly, depending on how far apart the task forces and ships are. We’ve been training hard to clear ships, space ports, and deploy to a planet’s surface. We’ve even trained on Evermore to simulate an unbreathable planet atmosphere.” 
 
    “That wasn’t simulation,” Chief Warrant Officer Brickle volunteered from his station. “Training on Evermore is dangerous; if the helmet or battle armor malfunctions, it could be bad. You want to burn the inside of your nose…and then die?” He raised his long snout toward them. “Cause that’s how you burn the inside of your nose and die.” 
 
    Big Jon and Harmon both laughed at the Caldivar. His race resemble three-eyed giant anteaters without fur. He was the bridge engineer, when his skills as a technician weren’t needed in the power plant by Zerith to assist Kyla and Vera.  
 
    He was referring to the toxic atmosphere on the planet Evermore, the other inhabitable planet in the system, though it could only be inhabited by the Kashkal. No other form of oxygen-breathing life in the galaxy could survive it. The Kashkal had searched for thousands of years for a new home world until Harmon gifted the planet to them.  
 
    “You two have exceeded my expectations, building the Away Company,” Harmon said to Big Jon. “A battle-ready unit can be assembled faster than I thought possible, while leaving enough Marines and repair crews on each ship. Some of the other ship crew members have been training on repairs to cover when the designated Marines leave their ships in the shuttles, too.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Big Jon said. “A platoon of Withaloo can be added, should the need arise, from their security teams in their task force, and they all have heavy battle armor. With the large platoon of Tralge stationed on Cube, we can put together a decent force to clear ships or a number of other things.” After a moment he remembered one more thing. “Within the Away Company there are thirty mech pilots in Fifth Platoon with the latest war machines, too.” 
 
    “That takes care of the questions I had about that,” Harmon said. “If we take this on, the Ground Forces will have their work cut out for them. The regular forces are at about fifteen hundred in strength, and the Bolts have nearly four hundred members. They would be taking on more than four times their numbers, if what Shonflate is telling us is right. We may need to add the Away Company to their ranks, and if it gets bad enough and the fleet is not in danger of battle, we’ll bring the rest of the Marines down as a light infantry battalion, and add more Withaloo with them.” 
 
    “They’ve fought at great odds before,” Big Jon remarked. 
 
    “True,” Harmon agreed, “and we’ve added a standard mech company to the Ground Forces since Barlat, and we both know the Bolts’ training program is crazy tough. I’d dare to bet they’re as formidable as any special unit in this part of the galaxy. We may have a chance, but I want to meet with all the key leadership before I make that decision.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Ground Forces Command Center 
 
    Banktown, Planet Salvage 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Harmon said, standing at the front of the huge lecture hall, “let’s get started. Ensign Bahroot, tell us what you found out.” 
 
    “Sure, Uncle Harmon,” the young AI said. “Wait. You called me Ensign! Yes! I’m a member of the fleet, and an officer. Does this mean I don’t work for a living? That’s what Gunny and Sergeant Major always say, though I think they’re teasing. What branch? Am I a pilot? I can fly anything. Well, almost anything; I can’t fly a mech. Pilots fly mechs. Well, some of them do. I think…” 
 
    “Slow down, buddy,” Harmon said, laughing.  
 
    Everyone in the room had a grin on their faces. Even Rick Kashka and his top officer’s small sharp teeth could be seen through the clear-steel of their helmets. Normal atmosphere was poisonous to them.  
 
    There were many others there, as well. The Associates were present. All the ship commanders, their executive officers, senior technicians, and heads of security were seated. The Ground Forces and Bolts’ senior leadership were in attendance, with the commanders and senior noncommissioned officers of all units. Mike and Mike, along with the platoon leader of the Tralge, Trinary Wahkiloth in command of his platoon, and two other mixed units, designated as the shipyards’ security and remote defense platform operators, rounded out the military side of the house. Civilian leadership was well represented, with the planet administrators of Salvage and Evermore, several of both planets’ mayors, with both port masters and their key assistants filling a row of seats. 
 
    “Yes, you’re a pilot,” Harmon said after the room calmed down, “but that’s not all you are. You’re an officer in the Intelligence Branch. There’ll be a promotion ceremony later.” 
 
    “Sweet!” Bahroot said through the slate connected to his cube and power cell. “Do I get to be a tactical officer, or will I work in a defensive bridge? What ship will I be assigned to? Can I be on Hank or Stan’s ship? Captain Elscritch on the new ship? What about with Big Nick on Desert Shade?” 
 
    “I second that, sir,” Lieutenant Nicholson called out. “I need all the help I can get…‘cause you’re killing me with the whole command of my own ship thing.” 
 
    “Sorry, Lieutenant Commander. Not happening. You’ll be fine,” Harmon said. 
 
    “Sir, I think…wait,” Big Nick stammered. “Did you call me a lieutenant commander? I need to sit down. I am sitting down. Squat! I need to stand. I can’t take it. This officer stuff will be the death of me yet. All this responsibility. Just give me my mech and my personal weapons, and point me in the direction of the enemy, sir. I’ll even tote the crew-served weapons.” He slowly sat. “Please?” 
 
    The room erupted again. Gunny Harper elbowed Captain Marteen, who looked directly at Big Nick, pointed at him with a grin, and gave him a thumbs up. Big Nick showed Marteen and Gunny two of his own digits. One on each hand. 
 
    “Actually, you will be assigned to Big Nick’s ship,” Clip said, “but you won’t be the Tac. His Tac is now his XO, so he’s getting a new one, but it won’t be you. You’ll continue to fly the shuttle Big Nick and his guys brought back from the boneyard on Tretra. It was repaired and restored by Desert Shade’s technicians, with a little help from Hank and Stan. The programming was all you, so it’s yours. It’s home bay will remain on Desert Shade, because that’s where the spare parts are. You know it’s capabilities, and we’ll leave it at that. Some things are need-to-know, and that’s information that doesn’t need to be discussed.” 
 
    Planet Administrator Joslynn “JoJo” Whaley-Bentalt spoke up, “On a side note, if anyone in this hall is offended because you learn of something you don’t need to know about, you need to get over it. I don’t know what it is or what it can do, and I’m fine with that. Sometimes we just need to stay in our lanes.” 
 
    “That’s my girl!” Twiggy said in his drawl. “Shoot, me neither, and I’m good with it. Secret stuff ain’t secret if the whole dang system knows about it.” 
 
    On the front row near the end, four male Leethogs were giving each other high fours and hissing in the Leethog laughter, every tooth showing, obviously proud of themselves. Kyla stood with her hands on her hips, makeup fresh, her bright red lips pursed with a glare that would shake a Yalteen to his core. She was one Leethog not to be messed with. Hank, Stan, and their two buddies sat still quickly and stared straight ahead. 
 
    “You may continue now, Ensign,” Kyla said, turning back toward Bahroot’s cube and slate. 
 
    “Yes, Chief Warrant Officer,” Bahroot said quickly. Even he knew better than to trifle with her. He might now outrank her as an officer, but she was one of the Associates, and a princess too, though it was never brought up. 
 
    Harmon winked at Evelyn as Bahroot started to give his brief. The lights dimmed, and images appeared on the screen in the front of the hall. It was time to get serious. 
 
    “I’ve enhanced the video and images I recovered…from my source,” began the young Ensign. “As you can see, there are a total of sixty Bleeve ships. There are nine squadrons of six, two troop transport ships, and what appears to be four more in a command unit.” The images cycled through, showing the various ships and their locations in the system. “The command unit is comprised of a dreadnaught, a fighter carrier, and two escorts. 
 
    “Notice one of the squadrons patrols the gate at all times,” he continued. “I’ve determined they use one of four different patrol patterns. We’ve intercepted their communications, and reports are sent on a regular schedule. As far as the Bleeve Fleet, it’s business as usual, and the crews are treating it as a boring training assignment.” 
 
    “What do you have on the troops on the planet?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “I’ve been concentrating on the ships, Uncle Harmon. Mom has been intercepting the communication between the troop transports, the dreadnought, and the army on the surface.” 
 
    “There are ten thousand four hundred and twenty Bleeve on the surface of Nazrooth,” Jayneen said. A new screen appeared up front, with a map of a large continent on the planet. Five locations were marked, as well as three easily identifiable airfields. 
 
    “There are four of the Bleeve units of approximately twenty-four hundred soldiers. We’ll call them brigades. One of the brigades has been split to occupy lesser populated areas. The remaining forces make up the air support units at the airfields. I’ll send a list of the typical equipment utilized by Bleeve Skitter Forces to Colonel Arthok and his staff. Given the number of troops our system could put on the ground once we make it to the planet, I can give you the percentages of defeating the Bleeve in battle. Would you like them?” 
 
    “Frost, no,” Harmon said as the lights came up. “If we commit to this fight, we’re gonna win it. Period.” 
 
    “Right on,” Clip said. 
 
    “Harmon hass never cared about odds,” Zerith confirmed as he reached into a pouch and pulled out a strikingly orange-colored banana. “He thinkss nothing can go wrong, which I have found to never be the casse sincce we were younglings, but having ssaid that, he hass always defied them, whatever they are.” 
 
    “Positive thinking, Uncle Zee,” Bahroot explained. “Always think positive.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Harmon said, standing again. “Alright, those are the basics of what I…we are considering. What hasn’t been said is the reason we’re considering this course of action. The Bleeve have invaded a peaceful system and enslaved its residents. Everyone knows how I feel about that sort of thing. It’s no secret, and I think it’s mutual among everyone in this entire system.” 
 
     “If not, they can go back to wherever the hell they came from,” Bradford interjected, pointing with his unlit cigar to emphasize his point. Two three-foot beetle-like Smilps, Tim, a shimmering green one, and Petey, an off-red shiny orange, were sharing a seat beside him. They both stood and shook a limb in the air in anger. 
 
    Once again the room erupted. Even Kyla whistled in appreciation. It took a moment to die down. 
 
    “And,” Harmon said with a serious look, pausing a moment, “it’s worse than that, which is enough all on its own. They’re eating the Nazrooth.” He paused again before continuing. “Not the adults. Not the children. No…they’re eating the babies.” 
 
    There was dead silence in the hall, each occupant processing what they’d heard. A look of resolve came across the face of every being in the room. From Human to Leethog, Caldivar to Prithmar, Kashkal to Withaloo, and every other race present. Each had their own unique look, recognized by their friends, even if they were of the other races.  
 
    If the two AIs present had faces, the same resolve could have been read on them as well. Bahroot stayed silent, the small lights on his cube the only indicator he was present. Clip felt the light buzz in his ear as his translator vibrated with Jayneen letting him know, in her own special way to the one organic life she cared the most for, how she felt. 
 
    “You know what?” Harmon said softly, his voice carrying the length and width of the room. “I’m not going to ask for your thoughts before deciding if we want to get involved. I know your answer. You know mine. We’re doing this. Commander Jayneen will ensure everyone has the information pertinent to their individual missions. I’ll make a few calls and meet with senior leaders, and we’ll plan this. We head for the gate in two weeks. We can’t save the whole galaxy, but we can save a system. Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Royal Palace 
 
    Planet Bleeve 
 
      
 
    “My Queen.” Zikorah had his head almost to the floor as he spoke. 
 
    Queen Shamilorah squinted all her eyes at her intelligence advisor in agitation. When he dipped lower than was expected, it usually meant he had information that would not be pleasing. “Speak, Zikorah,” she ordered. 
 
    “Your Highness,” he began, “I have finished my investigative work and am now ready to provide you with the information you require.” 
 
    “About Salvage System?” the huge queen asked, shifting on her dais. She’d watched the video after some of the first reports came back from her fleet and surface forces commanders. The reports had provided their plans and contingency plans. The fact that Salvage System had intervened in the Nazrooth System once before was a concern. 
 
    “Yes, my Queen,” Zikorah said. “I had my specialist pull up everything there was to be found. This Harmon Tomeral is a formidable opponent. The tactics used by his ship, their fleet, and his allies are unorthodox at best, but they have been successful. I cannot say at this time if they will interfere with your plans. I can tell you he does not have as many ships or forces as you do. Should he decide to attempt to take the system you have gained, and does not take everything he has at his disposal, not only will he be defeated in the Nazrooth System, he leaves his own system at your mercy. To have a realistic chance at succeeding, Salvage System itself will be left unguarded, save for a small contingent of ships.” 
 
    “Do you mean to tell me after I have committed to growing my empire, there is a chance it will be undone by this human?” she demanded, rising up on all eight legs. 
 
    “No, my Queen,” he stammered. “I am suggesting you have another system you can take easily should he make the attempt.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Queen Shamilorah murmured, settling back down. “I have sixty ships still here in system. Prepare the largest of those sixty, the older dreadnaught, all five heavy battlecruisers, the three light battlecruisers, and those old destroyers. I know they don’t have the new launchers and lasers, but thirty ships must be ready at a moment’s notice. If your new spy reports a fleet of any size leaving Salvage System and you do not receive a scheduled call from Gorligthah after the third day, you will ensure the second fleet embarks to Salvage System.” 
 
    “Yes, my Queen,” confirmed Zikorah. “It is three days gate travel from Salvage to Nazrooth; if communications are cut off, it will be the only explanation, though we have yet to discover how they blocked all Galaxy Network communications during their battle for the Barlat System. Surely the Bith did not involve themselves in the Barlat system. It is not as if it were a new colony.” 
 
    “Your human contact could not tell you?” asked the Queen. 
 
    “Unfortunately not, your Highness,” the intelligence advisor answered. “He would only divulge the information he was paid to collect.” 
 
    “Yet he warned you of this Harmon Tomeral,” she mused. “It makes no difference. Admiral Gorligthah and General Fellgothah are veterans from as far back as the Krift skirmishes. They know their duty. They will not need to communicate from the Nazrooth System to succeed.” 
 
    “And if the Bith decide to intervene and hire mercenaries to free the Salvage System after we take it?” he asked. “My Queen,” he added hastily after seeing her squint her eyes again. 
 
    “They will not,” the queen assured him. “You should know they rarely get involved with system wars if the colony has grown, and the victor will use the gates and provide the credit to the Bith.” 
 
    “I do, your Highness,” Zikorah explained, “but Salvage System is relatively new.” 
 
    “In age, not size,” the queen stated, “and not truly age. The infrastructure was in place, so it is years ahead of any normal pace for a new colony. It is something I would be most pleased to acquire. I hope the fool does attempt to free Nazrooth.” 
 
    “As you wish, my Queen,” Zikorah said, dipping his head low before he left her presence.  
 
    “And Zikorah,” she called out, “have you located where that human contact of yours ran off to? Is he dead?” 
 
    “Not yet, your Highness,” he answered, “but we are working on it.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Rincah System 
 
    Basher 
 
      
 
    “Are ye sure about this, lad?” Captain Rogers asked the Lormell standing beside him on the bridge. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Cameron answered, pushing his glasses back up his nose again. “With that frigate engine placed underneath up front, you can engage it, raise the front of your ship quickly, and tear into the underside of another. We also put the channels in to vent exhaust out either side up there so it will turn faster than it ever has. That reinforced fin we added up front looks cool, too.” 
 
    Dustin Rogers chuckled and shook his head; his curved horns were heavy, but with his neck and shoulders, it was as if they weren’t even there. Like all Rincah, he was five and a half feet tall and muscular. He reached out and clapped Cameron on the back in delight, knocking him forward a foot or two.  
 
    “Thanks, lad,” the Rincah said, his brogue coming through. 
 
    Cameron raised his arms to help catch his balance, showing the wing membrane under his arms. The Lormell were a race descended from mammals similar to Earth’s bats. Cameron had to push his glasses back up his nose.  
 
    “Hey!” he said with a smile. “You didn’t have to try and launch me into flight. You’re welcome. Ralph and the guys had fun figuring it out. It sure was nice of Commodore Tomeral to give us the engine and thrusters. It wasn’t one Mike and Mike could use because it was too weak, but it’s perfect for quick maneuvers.” 
 
    “Aye, that it is,” agreed Captain Rogers. “Speaking of those two, when was the last time ye went to Salvage System?” 
 
    “It’s been about seven months or so,” Cameron answered after he added it up in his head. “I’m thinking of going there next. You want to come?”  
 
    “I wouldnae mind the trip,” the Rincah answered, “but now that I’ve left our system’s reserve forces, me and me clan are working for ourselves. I cannae just up and go visiting. There’s mouths to feed.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re like us now,” Cameron said. “Mercenaries gotta work to afford stuff.” 
 
    “It’s too bad Harmon…” Captain Rogers started to say. 
 
    “Sir,” called out Basher’s communications officer, “you’re to be having a call. And a direct call it ‘tis.” 
 
    “Main screen, then,” Captain Rodgers said. 
 
    On the main screen, an image both of them knew well appeared. Harmon was sitting in his command chair on the bridge of Salvage Title. He finished imprinting his thumb on a slate for a young crew member. Neither of them knew the race, a sort of grey-spotted furry biped, which wasn’t surprising. Many different races had moved to Salvage over the last year or so. Harmon looked up and grinned. 
 
    “Hey Dustin, hey Cameron,” he said. “I didn’t realize I would get both of you on one call. Zerith will be happy about that. He hates spending any kind of credit, the miser.” 
 
    “He is pretty cheap,” agreed Cameron, adjusting his glasses, “unless he’s buying fruits and vegetables.” 
 
    “The lad has more credit than he could spend in five lifetimes, to be sure,” added Captain Rogers. “Not that I blame him, mind you. Direct calls cost more than a credit or two, and that’s a fact.” 
 
    “Well I’m glad I caught you together; it saves time,” Harmon said, sitting back. “You guys busy for, oh, say the next month or so?” 
 
    “Yes!” Cameron exclaimed. “I mean…no were not busy, I mean I’m not. Captain Rogers might be. Yes, I’m glad you asked, because we were just talking about you.” 
 
    “Harmon, you tell us where and when you need us, and we’ll stock up on a few wee things and me, me clan, and me ship will be on our way, lad,” Captain Rodgers said. 
 
    “I’ll take it!” Cameron said. “The job, I mean.” 
 
    Harmon couldn’t help but smile again. “You two. It’s good to have friends. Neither of you asked what it was or what the chances of success were, yet you agreed to come.” 
 
    “Bah, the chances are slim, to be sure. Doesn’t matter,” Captain Rogers dismissed. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ll think of something or find a way, Commodore,” Cameron agreed. “Should we leave now? We can leave now.” He turned away from the screen and shouted, “Hey Ralph! Pack it up, we got places to be.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” the Rincah warrior said. “Give us a day, and we’ll be headed to Salvage System to link up. We can talk credit later; you’re not the type to be cheating an honest merc.” 
 
    “Sounds good, guys,” Harmon said. “Oh, and for a signing bonus, I already had Mike run your specs through a replicator. There’ll be extra shield busters for you, Dustin, and several of the different missiles you use as well, Cameron. They’re waiting for you.” 
 
    “Great!” Cameron exclaimed. “Any shockers?” 
 
    “Bradford said he had a pallet of six already,” Harmon answered the excited Lormell. “See you guys in about five days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bolts’ Headquarters 
 
    Banktown, Salvage 
 
      
 
    “Sir, you wanted to see me?” asked Staff Sergeant Rinek. 
 
    “Staff Sergeant Rinek, come on in,” Captain Nate Brink said as he stood to come around his desk. 
 
    Rinek came in and took the seat his commander offered him in front of the desk. Nate went back around, sat down, and came right to the point. “I wanted to add to your duties,” Nate said. “Not only will you have your platoon of Monitors, maintaining the peace and keeping an eye on things in the towns and domes, you’ll be in charge of everything while we’re deployed.” 
 
    “Everything, sir?” Rinek asked, surprised. “Sir, handling the Peace Monitor side of the house is one thing, since I had the experience as a member of law enforcement on Laytor before I moved here, but you have a training unit in the middle of their initial training right now. There are the basic training instructors, mech instructors, and the Taylahh waiting on their mechs. Sir, I don’t know anything about mechs, the trainees or the Taylahhs.” 
 
    “You were in the infantry in the Laytor Federation military before you became a law officer, right?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir, I was a sergeant when my contract ended,” Rinek admitted. The tall blond man ran his fingers through his hair. “I got out and became an officer of the law to spend more time with my new wife. I joined the tactical unit. There were a few dangerous situations every now and then, but nothing like being a member of the Laytor military. Then it got bad in the cities when the regent attempted a coup and had the young king murdered. His own nephew. Who could do that? Anyway, that’s when we started looking for somewhere else to go. The military’s split into three different factions, and most of the law enforcement is backing the regent. Anyway, that planet’s not ideal for raising two young boys now.” 
 
    “Well, in the last eighteen months you’ve performed remarkably,” Nate said. “That’s why you were promoted to staff sergeant, and you’re in charge of the Monitors. I don’t intend to put an officer over there. If I do, you can get ready to be one. Don’t be surprised when it comes.” 
 
    “Oh no, not me,” Rinek said. “I have no interest in being an officer. No offense.” 
 
    Nate continued, “Now I need you to reach way back and draw more on your military experience as well as law enforcement background. You have seven sergeants handling the trainees and mech training, and some of the unit’s techs to help you. With the Taylahhs, you have seventy troops, plus the Monitors. There are a few prior service beings as well. I don’t foresee any issues.” 
 
    “No sir, you’re right,” agreed Rinek. “We’re all Bolts. Just because we handle the monitoring side of the house doesn’t mean we aren’t all troops first. We got this. When you come back, you’ll have forty basic graduates, ten soldiers fully trained on mechs, and the Taylahhs should be good to go in their new mechs. What do you want me to do about any new potential Bolts?” 
 
    “If they have experience, place them in some of the new barracks until we get back. Pay them normal rates on contingency. If you get any beings with no experience, they stay in trainees’ barracks with trainees’ pay. Keep them busy with maintenance and repairs, run them through the beast every day, teach them how to shoot, simple stuff like that until the unit gets back and they can be properly vetted.” 
 
    “Will do, sir,” Rinek confirmed, feeling better by the minute about his position for the next month or so. “Who’ll be in command of the system forces while the fleet’s gone?” 
 
    “Captain Bentalt will be on the ship Skrittle out near the gate, with Cube and several other reserve ships,” answered Nate. “Commodore Tomeral has already set it up.” 
 
    “Which Bentalt? Twiggy?” Rinek asked. “Are all the reserves called up?” 
 
    “Well, we don’t have very many in the reserves, but a select few are going back on status until this mission is over. Administrator Bentalt and his wife will be out there as well, and Vice Administrator Moroath and her staff will step up and handle planet administration, immigration, and that type of stuff.” 
 
    “Sir, you can count on me,” Rinek said, standing. “I know you’re busy with the upcoming deployment, and I need to go see about the Flargosnet in the drunk tank. From the reports I’m getting, he’s apologizing profusely and offering to compensate the owners of our Bar and Grill for eating one of the tables.” 
 
    “I heard about that,” the Bolts’ commander said. “Ate the whole table? I heard he went through it like a buzz saw.” 
 
    “It was on a dare,” confirmed Rinek. “We got the two Zaylinks that put him up to it as well. Still, if a drunk insectoid eating a table is the worst situation of a weekend, I’ll take it every time. Beats the stuff happening on my home world any day and that standoff last week.” 
 
    “I imagine,” agreed Captain Brink. “It beats the Whirl addicts back on Tretra, too.” He paused a moment before continuing, remembering he used to live life in the haze of the drug. “Colonel Arthok will let me know who your NCO contact will be in the Ground Forces. He’s a sergeant, but I think a young lieutenant will be in charge over there. The colonel wants to make sure you know the deal. If you get my meaning.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Rinek said. “He’s in charge of all the Ground Forces…we fall under them, but I make all decisions concerning the Bolts.” 
 
    “You got it.” Nate grinned. “And the colonel wants you to make sure he doesn’t mess anything up over there, either. I’ve met him. He’s young, but I think he’ll be a good officer. Make sure you go see Top before you leave HQ in case he has anything he needs you to handle on the NCO side of the house.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Rinek said. “What’s the word on the proposed academy, anyway?’ 
 
    “Well, from what I hear,” Brink said, “it should be up and running in twelve months. It’ll be the first advanced learning center in our system. The military training will be attached to it. Right now, the system relies on prior experience and hands-on training, but that can’t go on forever. The Kashkal have a military training system in place to train their fleet members, and we’ll be using the blueprints. It’ll ensure officers, technicians, and pilots are ready to join the fleet as it grows. I don’t doubt recent secondary school graduates from other systems will apply—some with service in our Fleet in mind—so I think it’ll be good for the system.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Peace Monitor Offices 
 
    Banktown, Salvage 
 
      
 
    “Alright, you three,” Rinek said as he looked across the conference table at the three offenders. “I’m not getting the judge involved with this one. You pay the fines, pay the damages, and we’ll let you off with a warning.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said the Flargosnet. “It was foolish of me to accept the dare from Mugti and Durgon. I knew better. It is wrong to devour that which is not yours.” 
 
    Rinek could tell, even though the translator, the big insectoid was sincere. His two friends, a couple of spotted gray-furred Zaylinks, looked down at the table in shame. The fact that they didn’t give any signs of being confrontational and had offered no resistance when they were apprehended led him to believe they were only having a good time and hadn’t meant anything by it. 
 
    “Sheemral,” Rinek said, looking at his slate, “is that how you pronounce it? Perhaps the translator can correct me if I’m wrong.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sheemral said with a slight tilt to his big head. A thin membrane flicked over one of his huge eyes. “Thank you for asking.” 
 
    “What in all the worlds made you think you could actually eat the table, anyway?” asked Rinek. 
 
    “Oh, that was easy; if the brothers were not as drunk as I was, they would never have dared me. They know the table was soft wood. It was simple; I extended my mouth and ate it.”  
 
    Rinek was surprised when the brown and red insectoid opened his jaws wide, and a slightly smaller mouth with rows of sharp teeth came out. The teeth began shifting back and forth like some sort of saw blades, fast enough they became a blur. Sheemral pulled the mouth back and closed his outer mandibles. 
 
    “Like that,” explained Sheemral. Both of the Zaylinks nodded. 
 
    “I see,” Rinek said. And he did. “The thing is, that was imported wood from Tretra. It’s considered hard wood, which is why it’s so desirable. You called it soft.” 
 
    “It is,” one of the Zaylinks said. Rinek wasn’t sure which one it was. “On the planet Flargosnet, where Sheemral is from, his race makes their homes in the Atnor trees. They use their mouths to create a system of caves and caverns in the giant trees. They also eat the young shoots and leaves.” 
 
    “He is correct, sir,” Sheemral explained. “The wood of the Atnor tree is as hard as many metals. It takes others the use of Galacus Crystal–lined blades to cut it and use it. We do it with our teeth.” He shrugged and folded his upper two limbs with five finger-like digits in front of him. 
 
    “Amazing,” Rinek said. “So the holding cell we had you in. The bars…” 
 
    “Yes,” Sheemral said. “I could easily have chewed through them. I did not. It would have been wrong to devour them. The only reason I ate the table was the drink.” 
 
    “The drink?” Rinek asked. 
 
    “Yes, the beer,” Sheemral confirmed. “I should not have consumed eight of them.” 
 
    “Well, I mean, eight beers is probably more than one should have in a few hours, I guess,” Rinek said. “Though if you stretched the evening, it shouldn’t have done that to you unless your race can’t handle that type of alcohol.”  
 
    “I have had beer before,” agreed Sheemral. “That was the first time I have had Prithmar beer. It was spicy, and I liked it very much.” 
 
    “Prithmar?” exclaimed the commander of the Bolt Peace Monitors. “You drank eight Prithmar beers! No wonder you were drunk.” 
 
    “Yes, I will not do that again,” stated Sheemral. “From now on I will limit myself to four pitchers.” 
 
    Rinek stood suddenly. “You drank eight pitchers of Prithmar beer? By yourself? Prithmar don’t even do that. You’re lucky to be alive. If you were a human you’d have alcohol poisoning or something. No, you’d be dead. I may need to have a word with the owners to ensure they keep an eye on that type of thing. That’s insane.” 
 
    “We moved tables twice and had different servers,” admitted the other Zaylink. “A little slight of paw, you understand. They would have limited it. We wanted to see how much he could drink. We only had two glasses each and were in quite a festive mood. I do not like the headache that came with those two drinks, so I will not partake of that anymore.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to let you leave now,” Rinek said, moving toward the door. “Make sure you pay for the table. What are your plans here? Are you staying in the system or just passing through?” 
 
    “To be honest, sir,” Sheemral said, ducking his head slightly, “we are looking for employment.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Rinek asked. “Do you have a trade? What are your skills?” 
 
    “We were Rules Enforcement on Flargosnet,” Sheemral said, looking up at him. “In the Flargosnet Combined System Fleet as Military Regulation Control, and later on the planet in the civilian version. Most human systems call them cops, police, or law enforcement. That is why we are so ashamed. We have broken the rules here and destroyed our chances at becoming Bolt Peace Monitors.” 
 
    “Really?” Rinek asked. “Why did you leave the Flargosnet System to come to Salvage?” 
 
    “The video,” one of the Zaylinks said. Staff Sergeant Rinek still wasn’t quite sure which one was Mugti and which was Durgon.  
 
    The other nodded and said, “We would like to be part of a system that is strong and good. We come from a good system—there are rules and everything is kept orderly—but it has been so for so long there is no excitement. The fleet is formidable, so there is little chance of invasion, and the inhabitants of Sheemral’s world and our world, Zaylink, its sister planet, all maintain the peace.” 
 
    “The only way for us to truly make a difference is in a new colony or one invading another,” Sheemral explained. “Invading another system to destroy it or absorb it is not right. One should not devour that which is not theirs. We have followed the news about Salvage System. When your system invades another, it is to do good. We want to be a part of that.” 
 
    “It is the best of both worlds,” the first Zaylink said. “Excitement while doing what is right.” 
 
    Rinek was impressed. It was as good a reason as any he’d heard to move to a new system. If these three wanted a career in law enforcement and excitement, this was the place. With all of the new beings moving in every day, they collected their share of those who thought they would come in and set up shop doing the same type of nefarious stuff they had done wherever they came from. Everything from attempting to set up a drug trade to outright theft and resale had been attempted. Violent crimes didn’t really happen, as everyone had the right to carry weapons and defend themselves.  
 
    Just last week they deported a Murgwibble who thought he could take a few of the waitresses home with him…and actually own them, since he was the first to claim them with some crazy traditional ceremony. After a tense standoff, he and his three cronies were sent packing with the understanding they were to never to enter the gate to Salvage System again. 
 
     “Look, go find Corporal Loftis,” Rinek said, his mind made up. “Collect your personal weapons, and tell her I sent you to apply. She’ll send you to see Captain Brink. There’s still time before he leaves. You’ll have to go through an abbreviated training since you have prior experience, if he accepts your request to contract. Don’t worry, I promise you three are not the only troops or cops to get drunk and tear some stuff up. You may be the only ones to ever eat a table, but no harm, no foul. You should probably stay away from pitchers of Prithmar beer.” 
 
    “Many thanks,” Sheemral said, dipping his head. He stood up on his back six limbs to his full height of six feet, and he and his companions left the conference room. Both of the spotted gray Zaylinks kept touching their foreheads with a paw and bowing as they left. 
 
    I really need to figure out how to tell those two apart, thought Rinek. A table! 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *
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 One week later 
 
    Special Delivery 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Captain Brink said, “that’s the last shuttle. All Bolts are present or accounted for.” 
 
    “Good,” Colonel Arthok said. “Four more trips and the Ground Forces will be as well. We should finish ahead of schedule and be on our way to join Task Force Whiskey.” 
 
    They stood together several decks up from the huge bay in Salvage Fleet’s largest carrier. The Withaloo colony ship, renamed Special Delivery, had been converted to a combination fighter and troop carrier. All total, there were nearly two thousand troops ready to deploy when they got to Nazrooth. In the bay designated for the troops there was still room for more, even with all the mechs in formation, locked to the deck with their magnetic boots engaged. Next were rows of the Withaloo XMA-611 Bruiser assault tanks, a smaller version of the tanks belonging to the Bolts, towed artillery pieces pulled by their ammo bearers, and several refurbished anti-air armored vehicles. Scout ships, dropships, and transport shuttles were behind them all. 
 
    The mech pilots and crews for the vehicles would suit up and be ready in their vehicles; the troops in battle armor would load their transports. Those going in the second and third chalks would stage in an open ready room off the bay, as the huge doors would stay open to space. Moving that many troops at once took careful coordination. 
 
    Over in the fighter bay were one hundred and sixty fighters of several designs. Eighteen of those were Peregrine Interceptors, fighter/bombers capable of air support for the troops once they were on the surface. Ideally, the carrier would orbit the planet to provide a staging area for the air support to refuel and rearm. If an airfield was taken and protected, a special shuttle could land and provide limited fuel and ammunition. 
 
    Down below, they could see several unit commanders gathered together. Even from this distance, they recognized the lieutenant colonels. Infantry, Armor, Aviation, and Artillery were represented. Nate knew them all, and each of them were outstanding leaders. Whenever he attended training or meetings with them, they treated him as an equal, though they outranked him. 
 
    “How are the three new Peace Monitors working out?” Arthok asked. “From what I hear, they’re good.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Nate agreed. “I’m glad they came to Salvage. They’ve helped Staff Sergeant Rinek out already with procedures and creating the guidebook. Their experience is incredible. They’ve already been teaching the other Monitors some good techniques. How to interrogate without a witness or perpetrator knowing they’re being questioned even after informing them they have the right to defense. It’s like they buddy up with everyone, and the next thing you know they get the information you need.” 
 
    “Buddy up?” questioned the colonel. 
 
    “It means…become friends or someone you can trust with secrets,” Nate explained. 
 
    “I see,” Arthok said. “It’s as if they’re undercover.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nate said. “Rinek has them hang out in the areas things may happen, and then the Monitors put a stop to crimes before they do. Yesterday, they caught a Whirl dealer before he made his first sale—some guy from Tretra acting as if he was looking to move to Salvage and set up a tech repair shop. Sheemral caught that the man had come into the system without any of the testing gear to actually set up a shop. Seven hours later, they busted him with a box of the stuff.” 
 
    “Good,” the colonel said. “From what I hear, the drug is highly addictive to humans.” 
 
    “To several races, sir…several,” Nate agreed. 
 
    “We’ll go over the plan and tweak it, but I think we’re ready,” the colonel said, getting back to the mission at hand. “Do you have any concerns?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Nate said. “I think it’s solid. We hit the split brigade first, and move out to engage the next. The only issue we may encounter is if the third and fourth combine and have us facing half their troops in one engagement. If we can get the help from the fleet with all the Marines, we could have another unit flank them in the final battle.” 
 
    “They have good equipment,” Colonel Arthok commented. “They have many more tanks than we do, as well as artillery. Their mechs, however, seem to be several generations behind ours. Theirs remind me of Captain Cameron’s multi-legged one.” 
 
    “They do,” agreed Nate, “but I can guarantee theirs don’t have the modifications Cameron and his crew put into their war machines.” 
 
    “True,” admitted the colonel with a grin. “I heard his had a flame thrower.” 
 
    “Well,” Nate said, serious again, “once the Fleet secures the system and they deploy us, the Bolts will be ready to come in on their rear and surprise them. Give us the day we agreed on to get into place, and we’ll be in position before your assault on the other half.” 
 
    “Yes,” Arthok agreed with a nod of his shaggy head. “We hit the different parts of the split unit at the same time. Perhaps one of their brigades being taken so easily will make them reconsider whether they want to continue to occupy a peaceful world.” 
 
    “It’s too bad we can’t count on the Nazrooth rising up and helping,” Nate observed. 
 
    “They won’t fight.” Arthok sighed. “After more than a hundred years, the fight has gone out of them. They are truly pacifists, to the detriment of their own babies. I can’t understand this type of thinking. No Withaloo could do that.” 
 
    “Nor Humans,” Nate said, looking back through the clear-steel portal to the bay below, “or any one of thousands of other races, for that matter.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Vehicle Staging Bay 
 
    Special Delivery 
 
      
 
    “You can chitter at me all you want,” Corporal Zarmlon said, hands on her hips and a look on her face that showed she meant business. “I don’t care; you just make it happen.” 
 
    In frustration, Corporal Lisa threw her top two pincers into the air and stomped off. Well, skittered off, really. The purple Smilp was not happy. She went looking for her sergeant to complain. 
 
    “What’s the issue, Corporal?” asked Specialist Pailoth. 
 
    “There’s no way to make coffee in the commander’s new Stomper,” Zarmlon explained. “You know he likes to have a cup first thing in the morning. They’re going to put a sustenance replicator or a coffeemaker or something in there or, I swear to Creator, I’ll go down to their maintenance track and jerk theirs right off the wall. I’m not messing around.” 
 
    “I hear you, Corporal,” the young Withaloo agreed. She turned back to her huge backpack, doublechecking to ensure she had everything she felt she might need in the aid bag. Plenty of nanite kits, bandages, splints, pain killers, and fluid bags. She had supplies for Humans, Withaloo, Yalteen, Prithmar, and many things capable of use on multiple species. It was a heavy bag, but at a little over seven feet tall, she was large for a female Withaloo and very strong, so it didn’t bother her. The responsibility of being the medic assigned to Headquarters Platoon, including the Bolts’ commander, weighed on her the most.  
 
    “Too bad the EMT Mark XI suits weren’t available yet. Rumor has it some of the first were going to be issued to the Bolts,” Zarmlon said, watching her friend check her gear. “I hear they’ll make their wearer like a field surgeon or something.” 
 
    “Well, not really a surgeon,” explained the medic. “It evaluates the patient and administers the proper emergency nanite treatment on the spot. Most races are in its data banks. I think the holdup is adding races that aren’t programmed.”  
 
    “When you get issued yours, expect to see me on weekends looking for a hangover cure.” Zarmlon grinned. 
 
    “I got you, Corporal. You know, you could always get Top involved,” suggested Pailoth, looking over her shoulder at Zarmlon. 
 
    “If they give me anymore squat about it, I’ll let First Sergeant Lonkle know; you can bet on it,” agreed Zarmlon. 
 
    First Sergeant Lonkle was a Caldivar. He’d come to the Bolts a little over a year ago as an experienced staff sergeant. He’d spent time in two different mercenary companies, the last a unit based out of the Georgia System. The owner and commander of the unit had retired and disbanded them all. Lonkle came to Salvage looking to continue as a merc. He never expected to move into a senior noncommissioned officer position, much less the unit’s senior NCO, but he’d accepted the promotions and had been a great example of leadership since. 
 
    “First Sergeant’s a great guy, and they don’t want him coming down on them, that’s for sure,” Pailoth said. 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Zarmlon. “He’s as easy going as they come as long as you know your job, do your job, and stay out of trouble. What the commander wants or needs will happen, or he’ll transform into a nightmare for the offender.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to be them,” Pailoth added. “Especially if he doesn’t yell. He looks at you calmly and says in a quiet voice ‘make it happen, now.’ And that look with all three eyes boring through you. No thanks. I’ll just keep my squat straight.” 
 
    “You better,” a voice said behind them both. 
 
    Zarmlon and Pailoth quickly stood. First Sergeant Lonkle waived them back to what they were doing. He was intimidating with his broad shoulders and no-nonsense swagger. Without asking, anyone with time in the military knew he had been to the edge of death and stared it in the eye. He wasn’t one to brag or tell stories of missions he’d been a part of, though. He wasn’t arrogant, or one of those senior-ranked beings with a power-hungry attitude. There were times when he was friendly, smoking and joking with the members in his unit, and others when he was deadly serious about the training and missions. He had the ability to flip a switch and knew when to do it. Right now he had a slight smile on his face showing through his lightning tattoo. 
 
    “You handle that, Corporal,” the first sergeant said. “I have faith in you. You seem to be able to find, trade, and connive your way to get all kinds of hard to find things around here.” He walked away, headed toward the four other stompers near the rear of the equipment.  
 
    One of the four-legged armored personnel carriers was slightly off line and out of formation with the rest, and Zarmlon knew he wasn’t having it. He believed attention to detail on irrelevant things meant serious attention to detail on things that truly mattered in combat. He’d started mentoring the unit’s newest corporal, since they now worked together closely, and Zarmlon appreciated it. She fully agreed with his thoughts on that subject after he’d explained why he was such a stickler for details.  
 
    Corporal Zarmlon looked at Specialist Pailoth and said, “I’ll be back. I’m going to find the maintenance sergeant myself. The CO is going to have his coffee, and that’s all there is to it.” She stomped off, leaving the medic with her gear and a grin on her face. 
 
    Twenty minutes later three Smilps and a Smitok were bolting a small sustenance replicator to one of the shelves in the small comm room in the commander’s Stomper. It only took about ten minutes to get power to it and the small storage unit for the coffee. Zarmlon owed the maintenance sergeant a favor for moving it up on the priority list, but as far as she was concerned, it was worth it. Sometimes that’s how things worked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Desert Shade 
 
    Flight Bay 
 
      
 
    “Corporal?” Lieutenant Commander Nicholson asked. “Are you sure you want to do that? I can get you some help or a grav-skid or something.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Corporal Galooth said with a grin on her blue face. “What kind of NCO would I be if I had privates carrying my gear? I got it. I’ll carry this to my berth and be on the bridge right after. I wanted to hang around in the bay a while and warn Bar…I mean Ensign Bahroot to be careful out there.” 
 
    “Well,” Big Nick said, “he’s loaded in and ready to launch.” Big Nick looked back to the shuttle he and some of his technicians had recovered, repaired, and rebuilt. It was jet black with a special paint coating.  
 
    “We have to clear the bay unless we want to suit up,” he added. “We could climb into our mechs, I suppose. I see your mech is over by the rest. Dang sure stands taller, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” agreed Galooth. “I was able to go down with the first training class on the new heavy mechs. I think I’m the only Marine with one. The others belong to the Ground Forces and the Bolts. Mine is almost like the rest of the heavies; it has a few modifications they don’t have.” 
 
    “Maybe you can show me if we get to go to the surface in Nazrooth,” Big Nick suggested. “Well, come on, I’ll show you the way.” 
 
    They left the bay, the huge Yalteen carrying all her gear, including her combat armor, in a big mesh bag, with her weapons on her back and a container with personal items. Big Nick was a strong man, but he doubted he could have carried it all. The battle armor was meant to be worn, so the servo assist could carry much of its own weight. It wasn’t designed to be picked up and carried very far bagged up in pieces. 
 
     He had no doubt of her strength or fighting skills, with or without weapons. Whatever a Yalteen decided to do in life, they tended to work on the skills relentlessly in an effort to do it well. He wondered about having a corporal as head of security and leading the emergency repair crew on a light battlecruiser. She’d been Bahroot’s minder since the beginning; Harmon had authorized her transfer himself. The Desert Shade was his assignment, with his stealth shuttle, so she was assigned as well. Then again, it hasn’t been that long ago since I was an enlisted Marine and not in command of a big ship, he thought. We just learn as we go and hope we don’t get everyone killed with a bad decision.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
   

 

 Another Round  
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Commander,” Stan said to his brother up on the main screen. 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander,” Hank said back to his brother in a formal voice. 
 
    Suddenly both brothers broke into huge grins showing every tooth in their mouths. On both bridges their crew members grinned and hissed in laughter. To most other races, it would be a frightening sight, since the Leethog race was essentially a marsupial race standing about five feet tall which resembled Earth’s opossums.  
 
    Stan’s ship, renamed and registered as Another Round, came out of the shipyards fully refurbished. It was a Gritloth ship, salvaged when they’d defeated them and freed the Barlat System. That was when Stan had almost lost his life. Only a few of his original crew had survived with him, deep in the ship’s power plant.  
 
    He did lose a hand, though no one could tell, unless he did something with it that a normal Leethog couldn’t do, like crush something, or open it up and reveal the power cell running it, or the backup in his forearm. The bionic forearm and hand enabled him to fly a ship. Of course, he was the commander, so he wouldn’t be flying anytime soon. 
 
    “I cannot believe we have been promoted,” Stan said.  
 
    “The commodore said we deserved it,” Hank replied. “We are ship commanders and…we have stayed out of trouble.” 
 
    “Yes,” Stan agreed nodding his head as was the Leethog fashion. “To be honest, that is something I really cannot believe. How did we do that, anyway?” 
 
    “They have kept us busy,” Hank surmised. “We did not have time to find something fun to do. We had to work on the stealth shuttle and the new mech designs. Ensuring your refurbished ship could handle the new engines and thrusters was time consuming. I am glad Mike and Mike let us be a part of the team, though now that I think about it, I think our mates had something to do with that.” 
 
    “They were probably the ones suggesting if we were kept busy, we would stay out of trouble,” Stan added. 
 
    “Probably,” Hank agreed. “For that, when we get back, we must find something to get into or build. We have a reputation to uphold, you know.” 
 
    “I know!” Stan exclaimed, standing up. “We can call Cameron and ask him for suggestions. He always has the best ideas.” 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Hank with a grin and a nod, “or we can ask Bradford what he needs help with. If we do, Tim, Petey, and every Smilp on the Cube will help. We have to steer clear of our mates. They might have something to say about it.” 
 
    “True,” agreed his brother. “Well, it is almost time to leave our system. When we come through, remember to roll with me as we break away. Don’t let your ship get too close. We have to remember we have missile boxes attached. For a little while, anyway.” 
 
    “For a while,” agreed Hank. “When we get in system and latch on to Sweet Pea, it won’t be long after that.” 
 
    Stan watched the main screen go blank. He turned to his pilot, “Nortontilmotal, you may increase speed and position us above Hold My Drink.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered the young ensign.  
 
    He cracked his fingers, rolled his neck one time, and rolled the missile frigate up over Hank’s ship. Stan nodded in appreciation. It was a maneuver he would have performed himself. His new pilot would work out nicely. It was nice to work with family again. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge 
 
    Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Harmon said as he stared ahead, sitting back in his command chair. He looked out into an imagined distance. His voice and image was carried throughout the entire fleet. Those not near a screen listened from wherever their assignment or posting was. Ships large and small, troop bays, even those in training on the planet Salvage listened. Many could understand Earth Common; for others, the translators in their earpieces handled it. 
 
    “Once again we’re leaving Salvage System to go right a wrong,” he continued. “Seems like that’s kind of our thing. Not that it’s a bad one to have. The bigger we get, the more it happens. Our system is growing at a ridiculous pace, as is our fleet. You, all of you…have my thanks. The fact that you’re all volunteers in the missions we take on means more than you could ever know. 
 
    “Everyone in the fleet received the message; you could have suspended your contract or opted out, since once again I’ve decided to do something other than defend Salvage System. I know it was an unusual message to receive, especially to those of you with experience in other fleets, other systems. Not one of you took the option, and I am truly humbled. I mean, we’re not a mercenary company per se, though it seems we’re becoming a mercenary system of sorts. Again, I don’t think that’s a bad thing, because I’m extremely picky about what missions we take on.  
 
    “We will win the fight. Our ships are a mixture of old and new with some devastating weaponry, our intelligence gathering capabilities are unrivaled, and, without a doubt, we are comprised of the best crew members, Marines, and troops anywhere in the galaxy. Personally, I think it’s because of the diversity and experience all races have to offer.” 
 
    Harmon paused a moment before continuing. “I’m not going to try and downplay what we’re about to do. We’re going into a well-defended system with a substantial force embedded on the surface of the planet. It’s not going to be easy. Some of us won’t come home. I wish that weren’t the case, but it’s the nature of the profession that calls to us all. We’re fighters. All of us, whether you’re a member of the Fleet, a Marine, Ground Forces, or one of the Bolts. You’re a fighter, and you fight for what’s right. 
 
    “Right. Such a simple word. What is right? Right is defending you and yours. Right is ensuring those we care about are safe. Right is caring that others—beings we have never met—are safe. I could go on and on, but I think each of you know what right means. There are many, many wrongs in this galaxy. It’s huge; of course there are. But occasionally there comes the opportunity to right a wrong. When that happens, I act. When I act, that means I need you to act, because I cannot do it alone, and you don’t hesitate to step up beside me when I do. Again, thank you for that. 
 
    “In a few moments, Ensign Bahroot will leave to scout ahead in the Nazrooth System, so we can plan a surprise or two. We’ll follow an hour later. Captain Bentalt and his force will defend the system so we have a home to come back to. We’re as prepared as we can be, so let’s do this. We can’t save the galaxy, but we can save a system.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Scout Ship  
 
    Nazrooth System 
 
      
 
    For a brief instant, the swirling opaque coloring of alter reality could be seen in the huge Bith Gate. Then there was nothing but the stars in the background shining through. It wasn’t a gate malfunction. The small stealth shuttle came through moving incredibly fast. The scout’s engine and thrusters weren’t the same type originally designed for the prototype. They were much more powerful. The ship had very limited environmental systems, so the power normally reserved to them was redirected to the engines. It was a speed no living being could tolerate. For Bahroot, it was irrelevant; after all, he was not organic. The AI’s cube was securely mounted in a console in the center of the ship with multiple backup power sources. 
 
    The special radar-absorbing, emission-shielding armor and paint, along with the scrambling electronics, made the craft nearly impossible to detect. For a ship’s sensors to detect it would take the latest surveillance systems in one of the most advanced systems in the galaxy, with a very good tactical officer operating them. They would also need advance notice of where to look. Fortunately for the young AI, the Bleeve had neither, a fact he was counting on when he’d received his instructions from his Uncle Harmon. 
 
    Bahroot immediately banked at even higher G-forces and moved away from and behind the six ships flying in formation in high gate guard, going in the direction they came from, knowing the pattern they were using would take them two hours if they noticed him to slow down and come back. It was plenty of time to move to his designated section of the Nazrooth System, which was close enough to provide intelligence, guide the two mine-laying shuttles remotely, and stay away from danger. As soon as Cameron’s ship Sweet Pea came through, he would detach them from its hull and lay the mines in the area Harmon needed them. 
 
    With ridiculous speed, Bahroot tapped into the Bith gate, blocked all communications going out through the Galaxy Network, and used its sensors and cameras to update the information he already had. Satisfied with the updates on the Bleeve fleet, he prepared a package to send fleet wide once they arrived. He built a more detailed brief for the commodore. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Screaming Fate 
 
    High Guard 
 
    Nazrooth System 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know if there was an emergence?” demanded Captain Raylortah. She was furious at her tactical officer. 
 
    “I am sorry, my Captain,” he pleaded, ducking his head and raising his front two limbs, “I cannot be sure. The sensors picked up nothing.” 
 
    “Comms,” she demanded. “Do your sensors pick up anything?” 
 
    “No, Captain,” the communications officer replied as he adjusted and fine-tuned his system. 
 
    “The sensors indicated the gate opened for the briefest of instances, but no ship came through,” Raylortah mused out loud. She turned back to her tactical officer. “Put it in the report, and we will let the admiral decide if he wishes to contact the gatekeepers and schedule a check. Hold it with the rest until we send the next scheduled report. There is no reason to concern the admiral if there was no emergence.” 
 
    Raylortah settled back down on her command dais and checked the screen beside her. The other ships in her task force were in their designated positions for the formation, except one of the destroyers. She quickly typed a message to correct the alignment and made a mental note to speak to the commander of the ship when their rotation was complete. After a few minutes, all were the proper distance from her ship, a heavy battlecruiser. They were ready should a fleet enter looking to take the system from them. From the queen, she corrected herself. Glory to the queen. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 The Reckoning 
 
    Task Force Bravo 
 
      
 
    Less than an hour later, the center of the gate shimmered, and alter reality was exposed for much longer, as the first eleven ships of Salvage Fleet came through and banked toward starboard. Leading the charge was the restored Belvakette heavy battlecruiser The Reckoning. Before Task Force Bravo moved to form up, Captain Ellota knew the information Bahroot had supplied about the gate guard’s pattern and formation was correct. The six Bleeve ships were moving away and nearing their turning point. Sensors indicated they were moving slowly. 
 
    A new information packet was received as the task force finished moving into position. They were already moving at near battle speed, and once the ships were in final position, it would increase. Concerned with the action looming, Captain Ellota ignored the rest of Salvage Fleet as the other task forces came through one after another. The ships behind them barely gave the gate a chance to close its connection to alter reality as they headed straight toward the center of the Nazrooth System and the other fifty-four warships occupying it. 
 
    As he quickly finished reading the updated report, looking for any obvious changes, he glanced up at the main screen and could see on the display the symbols for the two task forces in the Kashkal Fleet almost catching his as they came through, moving faster than his ships could ever hope to. The Kashkal race could handle more G-forces than all the different races among his crew members. The symbols for them started separating, and he knew they were on course to head around a large planet to swing in toward the Bleeve’s flank as they headed toward the gate to meet Salvage Fleet. It was one of Commodore Tomeral’s favorite tactics. Rick Kashka, the leader of the Kashkal, particularly liked the boost of speed his fleet received as it performed the slingshot maneuver around a planet. 
 
    “Lieutenant Kalenoot,” Captain Ellota said, “tell me what you got.” 
 
    “Sir,” the huge Yalteen answered, “the gate guard has six ships as we were briefed. A heavy battlecruiser, two light battlecruisers, two destroyers, and a frigate.” After a moment he added, “Sir, one of the light battlecruisers is showing all the signs of a medium missile carrier. It looks like they hid that until their offensive systems came online.” 
 
    Ellotta slammed his hand down on the armrest. “Not even five minutes in, and the plan changes! I was afraid of that. With their missiles, that moves that ship up on the priority list, right up there with the heavy.”  
 
    He reached over and pushed the button on his comms. “Ok, Bravo, change in plans. I want all three destroyers out in front of the Jab Hand. First punch from all five of you is aimed at the missile carrier Kalenoot designates. Triple D, your entire first salvo needs to be scramblers. After that, fire normal missiles. We’ll swing haymakers at the enemy’s heavy. Any questions?” 
 
    The other ten captains in Task Force Bravo knew exactly what his plan was, and they were ready to comply. The three destroyers moved in front of the five light battlecruisers, prepared to fire anti-missile missiles, some of the shotgun missiles that had been installed, and use their defensive lasers. The five light battlecruisers locked in on the potentially devastating missile carrier, leaving the task force’s three heavy battlecruisers the job of wiping out the Bleeve heavy battlecruiser at the onset. The other ships they would deal with after the first couple of salvos. 
 
    “The Bleeve have completed turnover, are gaining speed, and have moved into an offset wedge formation, sir,” called the tactical officer. He reached up with a big blue hand and adjusted one of his screens to show two images. “From what I can see, several of the other Bleeve formations farther in system have turned and are moving to meet the rest of the fleet. We will be in range in less than an hour.” 
 
    Fifty-seven minutes later, the first missiles launched. At nearly the same time, the Bleeve launched their first salvo. The fight to save the system had begun. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Devastation 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” announced Vice Admiral Ashlah from his ship commander’s dais, “we have confirmed the report from the gate guard. Seventy-one warships have entered the system. Eleven have turned to take on the guard, and twenty-five are veering off. The rest are inbound and headed directly toward Nazrooth.” 
 
    “Put it on the main screen,” ordered Admiral Gorligthah. He stood up on his platform behind and above the bridge. Placing several sensor relays between the space port and the gate was paying off. Not only did it speed the communications time, it aided in using the dreadnaught’s sensors. It wasn’t perfect, but it wasn’t as if they could use the gate itself to do it. 
 
    “There,” Gorligthah said, pointing. “Zoom in on the twenty-five veering away. Can you calculate their destination?” 
 
    After a minute, the tactical officer turned and looked up. “Sir, those ships are headed straight to Zynalt. I don’t understand why, but I checked the calculations twice. Unless they alter their path, they are headed straight for that planet. There is nothing there. No spaceport, ships, or platforms…nothing. The atmosphere on the planet will not sustain life. It is too violent. It is one big storm swirling the entire surface of the planet.” 
 
    Admiral Gorligthah asked him to enlarge what he was looking at. He stared at the image of the red and gray planet. A huge gray mass could be seen as it darkened from one side to the other, creating a mass of near black. Something was there, hovering on the edge of his memory, swirling like those clouds. Suddenly he sprang from the platform. He knew what the enemy was planning. 
 
    “Get me Task Forces Eight, Nine, and Ten, now!” he shouted. “Put them on the main screen!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered a confused communications officer. 
 
    One by one, the image of three Bleeve captains appeared on the screen. Gorligthah could see their busy bridges in operation behind them. Knowing it was a conference video call, none of them spoke, awaiting instructions from the fleet commander. 
 
    “There is a force of twenty-five ships headed to Zynalt,” the admiral informed them. “Their commander intends to use the planet’s gravitational pull to attack our fleet in its flank. You three will lead your task forces at maximum speed to the planet and use the gravitational field to do it first. I want you to come around that planet and meet them head on. You are closer to the planet and will reach it first, even at the great speed they are moving. Under no circumstances will you allow them to hit our flank. None. 
 
    “Those ships are the Kashkal ships, and they have used the tactic before. You have all seen the video. It will not happen here. Captain Ainoklah, you will come around that planet last and swing wider than Task Force Eight and Nine. Get some separation and hit them at an angle. They will have to separate to prevent a flank attack. This may allow you all to get close enough to use the main laser as well as missiles. Do not fail.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral!” they answered in unison. 
 
    “The rest of us will fight their main force head on,” Gorligthah said with determined look. “Once you have destroyed the Kashkal, continue around and annihilate any of their ships attempting to retreat. Are there any questions? No? Good. You have your orders. Glory to the queen!” 
 
    The three captains answered the same nearly as enthusiastically as everyone on the bridge near the admiral. After the screen went blank, he turned to the vice admiral. “Get me the calculations and time frames of the upcoming battle. I have an idea. And keep me informed on the fight at the gate.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 An Hour Earlier 
 
    Screaming Fate 
 
    Gate Guard 
 
      
 
    “Captain!” shouted the tactical officer, who in his excitement and surprise rose up on all eight legs, blocking what he was seeing from his commander. “There has been an emergence. I count eleven ships, and they are turning…seven more, now eleven more! Ma’am, ships keep coming!” 
 
    “Put it on the main screen, now!” she demanded, rising up and stepping down off her dais. “Comms, inform the task force. Helm, maximum thrust, get us to war speed…and make sure everything is relayed to the admiral.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” said the tactical officer, calmer now. “Seventy-one ships have entered in six formations. One group of twenty-five ships has veered off and is headed toward the planet Zynalt. Sir…they have more ships than we do, and the sensors indicate they are from Salvage System.”  
 
    Nervous and ignoring any semblance of military bearing, he reached up and wiped a limb over several of his eyes. It was a nervous habit he couldn’t stop. “Ma’am, that is the system the video came from. The one showing total destruction of a fleet. The one with the strange music.” 
 
    “I know which one!” shouted Raylortah as she scrambled back to her command dais. “Form a wide wedge on Screaming Fate,” she shouted over her task force’s command link. “Entangler,” she continued, “you will begin firing rapid volleys as soon as they are in range. Take out the three largest ships. We will deal with the rest. We may face nearly double our number, but it doesn’t matter. They have never felt the sting of Bleeve missiles. We will destroy them and turn in to help the fleet put an end to this Salvage System’s ships. Perhaps we will be chosen to lead the invasion on their home. Glory to the queen!” 
 
    She did not know if her six ships could defeat eleven. As a commander, she’d never faced odds like these. Hearing her entire bridge crew shout ‘Glory to the queen’ along with the commanders on the link gave her even more hope in the missiles loaded in the launchers. 
 
    Later, when the Salvage ships launched right before her force was in range to do the same, she realized perhaps the belief in the power of their missiles would not be enough. The tactical officer announced sixty missiles were inbound and tracking the ship. The missiles weren’t all offensive weapons; some were scrambling. It would be up to the defense lasers and shields to save her ship. 
 
    Their missiles passed Salvage Fleet’s, with sixty missiles heading toward Screaming Fate, and eighty aimed at Entangler. Too late, she realized the danger. The incoming ships didn’t spread their targeting around, ignoring the other ships in her force. For now.  
 
    The blows against the shielding and her ship nearly knocked her from the dais. “Report!” she screeched. “Get me a report!” 
 
    She couldn’t see her tactical officer for the smoke filling the bridge, but she heard him call out, “Forward shields are down! There is massive damage to the forward decks. Several launchers are offline.” 
 
    “Turn!” she ordered. “Turn away! Continue launching with the others. Get some shielding between us!” 
 
    Engrossed in saving her own ship, she had no way of knowing only fifteen of the one hundred and twenty missiles launched by the carrier in its first two salvos made it through the scramblers and massive laser defenses. The missiles fired by the other ships in her force were spread around, damaging shields without penetrating in their first volley. She didn’t know the second salvo did actual damage. 
 
    She never thought to turn the fighters in the bays of her ships loose before two more salvos of missiles penetrated, causing a chain reaction deep in the power plant. The battlecruiser split in two as explosions blew it apart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 The Reckoning 
 
    Task Force Bravo 
 
      
 
    Captain Ellotta sank slowly into his chair. He stared at the main screen, waiting. It was a bit blurry, so he reached up and wiped the sweat from his eye. He didn’t bother with the other. It was already swollen shut. The screen flickered, and he heard his bridge engineer call out, “I’ve restored the power to the screen, sir. You can use video.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Kort,” Ellotta acknowledged. “See what you can do about helm. We’re running off the backup console, but I’d feel better if the main was in operation.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered the chief warrant officer as the Leethog sat down and began the process of opening the front panel with both hands and a foot, all holding power tools. 
 
    One the main screen, Commodore Tomeral’s image appeared. “We’re connected, sir,” called out an ensign. The communications officer was on the way to sick bay with a shattered arm. 
 
    “Harmon,” Ellotta said, “we took them out, but not without cost. Justice Served is out of the fight. Zywetnik and his crew have been able to bring a fusion plant online, but it’s at eight percent and fluctuating. The good thing is, the temperature is holding in the yellow. It’s enough to ensure the environmental systems work, and repairs can begin. They’re doing some major rerouting, since that plant was mainly for the quarters and other non-essential areas.” 
 
    “Frost,” Harmon exclaimed. “I know two of the light battlecruisers and a destroyer are total losses, and you started rescue already. Bahroot has been relaying what he could determine. Let me know when you get a count on crew members. What’s the status on the others?” 
 
    “We’re in bad shape,” Ellotta admitted. “I’ve got two cruisers at less than fifty percent shields, one with no shielding at all on its port side, two damaged destroyers that I ordered to pair up because one has only three launchers working, a heavy with only two engines and major damage to multiple decks, another light with one fusion plant, and a destroyer that’s not in bad shape out collecting the few rescue pods that ejected and acting as a big sick bay.”  
 
    “Squat,” Harmon said through gritted teeth. “What’s the status on your ship?” 
 
    “Not any better,” admitted Captain Ellotta. “The crews brought the forward shields up to sixteen percent, which is not bad, considering we lost them for a few minutes. We’re down an engine, and I can’t launch fighters until we work on the bay door. We may have to cut a section out.” 
 
    “Fix what you can,” Harmon said with a sigh. Ellotta watched him run his fingers through his hair. “Move to high guard and stay more or less stationary up above. If the Bleeve send in any reinforcements, you’ll be able to get off a volley or two of missiles at their engines and thrusters. I doubt they’ll send any in moving slow. So there’s that, anyway.” 
 
    “Will do,” Ellotta said. He reached up and probed his swollen eye with two fingers. “You know, if we hadn’t had nearly double the ships they had, I don’t know if we could have taken them out. You’re headed to their main force with almost even numbers.” 
 
    “I know,” Harmon said. “Their missiles pack more of a punch than any of us realized. I’m hoping the pulse cannons on some of our ships will be the deciding factor.” 
 
    “Well, stay out of reach of their main lasers. That’s what did the most damage to us. They burn through shields and open ships up as fast as the Gritloth lasers did. I suspect the technology is similar.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what Bahroot reported,” Harmon agreed. “We’ll try and keep it extreme range. I’m sorry you had to get up close; it seems the Bleeve have upgraded their weapons since the last time they fought any type of battle for us to study. Rick and his fleet will have to take on three of their task forces. They made a break for the planet Zynalt about two hours ago, and it’s a race. If they meet before then, it’ll still split the battlefronts, and may give us the final edge we need.” 
 
    “I sure hope so,” Ellotta said, “because we may have won the battle out here, but we got our asses kicked at the same time.” 
 
    “The war’s not over, E,” Harmon said, using his nickname. “Not by a long shot. Once we own the system, we have to take back the planet. Out here.” 
 
    Captain Ellotta sat back and looked around at the devastation in front of him as repair crews scrambled to fix what they could. God help the ones going to the surface, he thought. They face four-to-one odds. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    Harmon sat forward in his command chair and looked closer at the main screen. All the symbols for Salvage Fleet, the Kashkal fleet, and Bahroot’s location were showing, as were the symbols for the Bleeve fleet. He didn’t like what he was seeing. Eighteen of the Bleeve ships had separated and headed toward the same planet as Rick Kashka and his fleet. It split the enemy’s forces, but took away the flank attack he’d been counting on. 
 
    “Jayneen,” he called out to the overhead speakers, “what’re the odds Rick will get to the planet first to use it as a slingshot?” 
 
    “Zero,” Jayneen answered from down in the defensive bridge. “There are no odds. The Kashkal speed isn’t sufficient to overcome how much closer the Bleeve are to the planet than the Kashkal are at this time. I came to this conclusion using the highest speed observed by the Kashkal since we became allies. It’s not possible.” 
 
    “Squat!” exclaimed Harmon. “I hate the odds you give. I don’t know why I asked. From now on, even if I ask, never tell me the odds.” He engaged the comms on his chair. 
 
    “Kashkal’s Legacy, Salvage Title,” he said. 
 
    “Commodore Tomeral,” Rick answered as he came up on the main screen. “It’s a good day to do battle, is it not?” 
 
    “It is when the cause is just, Rick,” Harmon said, unable to control a grin. “Looks like there’s a change in plans.” 
 
    “We are aware,” Rick answered. “Young Ensign Bahroot is providing updates as you ordered. I have been considering our options.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Harmon asked.  
 
    “By my calculations, they will come around the planet before we reach it,” Rick answered. “I think separating my task forces is the best plan. It may split them and allow an angled attack.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Harmon agreed. “It might.” He paused a moment, thinking. He jumped from his seat, moving toward the main screen, and said, “I got it. Use their speed against them. Turnover, slow as fast as you can. I’m betting they keep coming.” 
 
    “Yes,” Rick said, sitting upright. “Yes. We will be able to fire at least two salvos of missiles at them before they can fire back because of the missiles’ range. They will fly into our missiles’ maneuverability range and face them before we have to defend against their missiles. Our third salvo will be on the way right before they launch.” 
 
    “Right,” Harmon said, “then you split in a hurry and hit them in an X pattern as you get up to battle speeds.” 
 
    “This is a sound plan,” Rick observed. “One worthy of study in the years to come. A stationary platform has the advantage of firing before an enemy comes within range. It is simple math.” 
 
    “How quickly can you accelerate once you’ve launched the third salvo?” Harmon asked. He was still learning the capabilities of his allies’ ships. 
 
    “We have made modifications and adjustments necessary to increase their capabilities over the last year and a half,” Rick assured him. “When we break our formation and split into task forces to perform the maneuver, we may move outside their first salvo’s range as well. Especially if they fire at the edge of their missiles’ capabilities. We can accelerate quickly, my friend, rest assured. With the programming skills of Lieutenant Commander Jayneen, young Bahroot, and Commander Kolget, our system’s combined shipyards allow so much more than our tenders alone could do. For that, once again, you have my thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, but it’s not necessary,” Harmon answered with his typical grin. “You just said the key word. Our. It’s our system. The planet Salvage, the planet Evermore, the whole system. Ours. Us. We. Sure, I and my Associates technically own it, but that’s not the way I view it. It belongs to all of us residing there.” 
 
    “I have never heard a more profound statement, my friend.” Rick observed. “Ever.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Power Plant 
 
    Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Zerith,” Harmon asked. “What’s that?” He pointed to a bowl full of wood chips. 
 
    “Lernip tree bark,” Clip answered for his friend. “Zee usually has a bag or two down here. They’re not bad, actually.” He reached for a handful. “The Nilta are farming their blooms on several islands on Salvage. They’re shipping a bunch of the sweetener back to Nilta for resale.” 
 
    “They are very tasty,” Zerith confirmed. “Sometimes I add a few drops of Joobla oil to give them a little kick.” 
 
    “Ahhhhhh,” screamed Clip as he looked left and right for something to drink. “What the frost, Zee!” 
 
    Kyla handed him a liquid bulb with a straight face. “Here, sir,” she said. “It is water.” 
 
    Kyla looked at Vera, Vera looked at Kyla. The two Leethogs both looked at Harmon and Zerith. Everyone burst out laughing. Clip was too busy trying to put the fire out in his mouth. His eyes were watering, and he kept gagging. Very few humans could eat Joobla fruit, much less the oil extracted from them. 
 
    “Ok, back to business,” Harmon said, wiping his eyes from laughing so hard. “We’ll be in range in less than two hours, so we need to get back to our stations. Do you think we should try it?” 
 
    “The dessign iss good, Clip’ss programming iss good,” Zerith answered. “The only question that remains is can we pull that much power at once?” 
 
    “And how long will it take to regain it,” added Vera, looking over at Kyla. 
 
    “It is ready to use,” Kyla said, “but we did not test it. I can give you an estimate, but I cannot give you an exact recharging time. Perhaps a minute, maybe two?” 
 
    “Harmon, I agree with Zerith and Kyla,” Jayneen said from the overhead speakers. “The design is good, so it should work. Only a few changes were made from the schematics I discovered in the shipyard’s files. Clip’s work on it is a combination of that which I taught him of the Grithelaon programing and his own intuition. I can find no flaws in it. Zerith and his crew of technicians built it exactly to specifications. Two minutes would be my guess, though guessing isn’t something I’m comfortable doing. If the ship is damaged, it may take longer.” 
 
    “Well,” Harmon decided, “if it comes down to it, I may order its use. I mean…what could go wrong?” 
 
    “Oh. My. Creator,” Jayneen uttered and was quiet.  
 
    “Dude, you’re never going to learn, are you?” Clip asked, throwing his hands up in the air, disgusted. “Zee, see if Big Jon will send an extra couple members of the repair crew down here. You’re probably going to need them.” He grabbed another bulb of water. 
 
    Zerith looked down and sighed. “A wisse ssuggesstion, my friend. I would ssuggesst an extra fire ssuppressant ccylinder at your conssole.” 
 
    “I’m way ahead of ya, man.” Clip wiped his mouth, turned, and left the area. 
 
    Harmon looked over at Kyla and Vera. Instead of nodding their heads in unison, they were shaking their heads from side to side in disappointment as they walked away. 
 
    “What? What did I say?” Harmon asked. He looked around and realized he was now alone as he saw Zerith’s tail disappear around a corner. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Sweet Pea 
 
      
 
    Cameron reached up to push his glasses back up his nose and asked his pilot, “Hey, are we close or what?” 
 
    “Yep,” Ralph said. “About ten minutes, and we let the brothers loose. We kick the missile boxes off three minutes after that. Say, can you come over and watch my console? I need to take a break.” 
 
    “Sheesh!” Cameron exclaimed. “If you would quit drinking all that coffee, this wouldn’t happen.” He stood up, and, with slightly extended arms, he jumped and glided off the raised area where his chair was located in the center of the bridge. 
 
    “It’s not my fault, man,” complained his pilot and XO. “Bradford got me hooked on it. Blame him.” 
 
    “Next thing you know you’ll have a cigar hanging out of your mouth,” Cameron chided. “Hurry back, I need to call the guys.” He sat down in Ralph’s seat at the main helm console. He scooted an empty snack bag and a half full cup over so he could put an elbow down and lean on it. 
 
    Cameron looked around at the other Lormell on the bridge. For the hundredth time, he wondered if he should hire some crewmembers outside of his race, and for the same hundredth time, he answered himself. His race was descended from a flying species. Even he had to admit they looked like bats from Earth, with the flaps of folded skin under their arms, the short fur, big ears, and bad eyesight. He’d been to Earth several times in his life and had seen some once in a zoo. The resemblance didn’t bother him in the least, because everything had to look like something. How else would beings reference it? One thing was for certain, he’d never come across another race that could take as many G-forces as his fellow Lormell could. Nope. Can’t hire another race. It would slow us down in battle, he thought. You slow down, you die. 
 
    When Ralph returned, Cameron got up, walked to the center of the bridge, sat back down in his seat, and engaged his comms. He glanced up at the main screen and frowned. Reaching down the outside of his seat and into the armrest, he pulled up a handful of wiring connected to it. Seeing the problem, he twisted two wires back together. The main screen lit up. In split screen, Hank and Stan looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “What happened there?” asked Hank. 
 
    “Minor malfunction,” Cameron explained with a shrug. “I fixed it. You guys ready?” 
 
    “We are,” answered Stan. “We have been pushing the limits of our ships’ G-force dampeners…and our bodies while locked onto your ship. You give us a countdown, and we will unlock and spread apart to release the boxes.” 
 
    “Cool,” Cameron said with a grin. He pushed his glasses back up his nose. “Let me give Bahroot a call. We want this delivery past the area where he is laying his mines. We can let him give us the countdown.” 
 
    Cameron hit another button on his comms unit, and the main screen split again. A third image showed Bahroot’s cube. The computer was imbedded in a panel in the cockpit of a small craft. It was completely dark except for the small amount of light on the cube and the lights on the front of it. 
 
    “Hi, guys,” Bahroot said cheerfully. “It’s about that time, huh?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Cameron said. “Can you give us a countdown or something?” 
 
    “Yes, I can do that,” answered the young AI. “By my calculations, if you release the brothers in four minutes, you can launch the missile boxes three minutes after. My mine layers will pass behind you ten thousand meters back, laying mines. Ensure you keep that distance as you turn to bank around, and there’ll be no issue with premature EMP explosions. I’ll send you a detailed map of the mine field.” 
 
    “Are you going to blast some music?” Stan asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Hank said. “We can release when it ends.” 
 
    “OK,” Bahroot said, “here are two songs by Kronkle.” 
 
    “Yes!” exclaimed Ralph from over at helm. “I bet it’s ‘Storm the Walls’ and ‘Leave No Survivors.’” 
 
    “How did you know?” asked Bahroot. “Those are my favorite songs by them.” 
 
    “Aren’t they everyone’s?” Cameron asked. 
 
    “Well,” Bahroot surmised, “not everyone listens to heavy Rincah music.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Stan said, “but…” 
 
    “If they do, those are the favorites,” finished Hank. 
 
    Across the entire fleet, pounding drums and distorted stringed instruments let everyone know a countdown of some sort was happening. It was the type of music to hype one up even if they were unfamiliar with the style of music from the Rincah System. Some knew the details of the mission the Lormell ship and the two frigates commanded by Hank and Stan were on; most did not. It didn’t matter. They all knew that within two hours, they would all be in battle.  
 
    On the ship Basher, a cheer went up. They were thrilled to hear music from one of the most popular bands in the last fifty years from their home system played unexpectedly. Captain Dustin Rogers sat back in his seat and pounded a fist on his armrest in time to the beat. When the vocals started, the entire ship’s crew sang along loudly. Badly, but loudly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bleeve Dreadnaught Devastation 
 
      
 
    “Well?” demanded Admiral Gorligthah. “Have you figured out what those ships were doing? Is it a mine field or not?” 
 
    “We believe so sir,” Vice Admiral Ashlah answered. “One ship separated, revealing themselves to be some type of destroyer and two frigates. Laying mines in front of our path is the only logical explanation. They banked around before ever coming into range.” 
 
    “We also believe we detected the readings of two large shuttles,” continued Ashlah. “They were moving incredibly fast, so it was hard to get a good reading.” 
 
    “We are less than an hour from engaging the enemy,” observed Gorligthah. “They may have been some type of sensor ships, attempting to get detailed readings of ours. Fire a missile. Program it to detonate exactly where those three ships turned, and fire another one thousand steps beyond that. That will be where they laid the first mines. If they laid them, it will set them off.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ashlah answered. He turned and gave the commands. 
 
    “Sir, nothing detonated but our missiles,” Ashlah informed him later.  
 
    “Fire several more directly in the path they took as they turned away. Any mines laid will be behind in the path they took after they turned; if not, it was a probing mission. Launch one of the new gunboats and have them track down the shuttles,” Gorligthah decided.  
 
    A few minutes later Gorligthah waved the vice admiral back to his platform. “Prepare for engagement. We will be within range in thirty minutes. Get me the information on the forces near that planet. Have they engaged? Why have I heard nothing?” 
 
    “Sir,” Ashlah explained, “the three task forces are on the backside of the planet. We did not place relay sensors in that area of the system. Until they come around, we cannot contact them. We cannot relay through the Galaxy Network because of some type of jamming. We have also not been able to send the scheduled report back to the palace.” 
 
    “Plans were made for this possible occurrence.” Gorligthah laughed. “By the time we finish destroying this Salvage Fleet, a fleet of thirty ships will have already secured their system.” 
 
    “What if the battle lasts longer than predicted, Admiral?” asked Ashlah. 
 
    “It will not,” the admiral said. “Should it drag out, this Harmon Tomeral is in for a surprise. The queen’s remaining ships will come here as a reserve force if there is no contact. Glory to the queen.” It was shouted back by all on the bridge.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Skitter Force Headquarters 
 
      
 
    General Fellgothah walked out of the communications center and stepped back over to his map. He rose up on six legs, folded his top two behind his upper body, and studied. The placement of his forces would be crucial if the enemy reached the planet.  
 
     “Colonel Klayrah,” the general said, “the admiral has informed me of a potential troop carrier in the Salvage Fleet. His tactical officer insists it is a large ship. Huge, as a matter of fact. We must be ready if any of its troops reach the planet.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered Colonel Klayrah. “I have informed the commander of the anti-air unit to be vigilant. If they enter the atmosphere near our forces, they will be cut from the sky with the new crossfire lasers.” 
 
    General Fellgothah looked from his map over to his XO. “And if they enter on the other side of the planet and come to us flying low?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Sir, I…” stammered the much younger Bleeve. He finally looked up from his slate with a lost look. 
 
    “Klayrah,” Fellgothah said. “You have much to learn. The battle in space has not begun. There is still time. Deploy several systems away from the units. Cover likely avenues of approach. Ensure the systems are set to detect something small. I am sure they will have fighters.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Queen’s Palace 
 
    Bleeve 
 
      
 
    “My Queen,” Zikorah said, his head low, “the secondary fleet has left for Salvage System.” 
 
    “Ensure your Ojarnap spy keeps us informed. I want to know the moment the fleet enters the system. The commander will be too busy taking it to report back. Is the reserve fleet ready to go to Nazrooth?” 
 
    “Yes, my Queen,” answered the intelligence officer. “We will be left with only the defense platforms and the few ships in the shipyards undergoing refurbishing.” 
 
    “I know that, idiot,” shouted the Bleeve queen. “I will have the Salvage Fleet completely destroyed.” 
 
    “What of their allies?” questioned Zikorah timidly.  
 
    “Your report indicated the Tretrayon System has less than twenty ships,” Queen Shamilorah said, her voice poison. “Are you telling me now it was incorrect?” 
 
    “No, my Queen,” answered Zikorah quickly. “That is all they have, and my sources have found no evidence of mutual defense pacts by Salvage with other systems, save the Nilta. The Nilta System is a poor system, with only one small warship and several Q-ships. I merely thought I would bring the Tretrayon System to the forefront, since they have a modest amount of warships.” 
 
    “They will not leave their system defenseless,” she dismissed. “Granted, they have impressive defense platforms, a rather new development if your report is accurate, but they will not leave it only to them.” 
 
    “If they do, it will be another system easily taken,” suggested Zikorah. “The majority of ground forces are based on the desert planet Joth. Since it is of no value to you, I would suggest orbital bombardment with kinetic spears.” 
 
    “In due time, Zikorah,” the queen said as she shifted her great bulk and settled. “My forces must defend my new system, take Salvage, and then we will look to this Tretrayon System. After that I may take Nilta. Still, have your agency look into it and determine if there are any mutual defense pacts within the Tretrayon System besides that with Salvage.” 
 
    After a few quiet moments, the queen spoke again, “Speaking of Ojarnaps, summon their ambassador. I wish to make a proposal. They are constantly trying to gain more and more trade. Let us see what they are willing to do to earn it.” 
 
    “As you demand, my Queen,” Zikorah answered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cube 
 
    Salvage System 
 
      
 
    “Hey, sir, welcome back to our humble abode,” Mike Melton said as he raised his cup of coffee in salute. “I think we’re set here. How’s the Rear D looking?” 
 
    “Looks purty good, I reckon,” Twiggy Bentalt answered with a grin. “Lemme get a cup of that stuff. Wait…did you make it, or did Tim? ‘Cause you know them Smilps can’t make a pot to save their life.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” Mike answered as he pointed toward the counter. “Help yourself.” 
 
    Twiggy sat down with his cup and leaned back in his chair, his long legs stretched out under the table. He was wearing his Salvage Fleet uniform with the rank of captain on it. Bradford walked in with a Nilta hovering behind him. Shortly after, two Kashkal officers came in in their protective suits. The last to enter the conference room was Planet Administrator Joslyn “JoJo’’ Whaley-Bentalt, though she was in a Salvage Fleet uniform and not the typical clothes she wore on the planet Salvage. With her was a Withaloo lieutenant commander. 
 
    “Hey darlin’,” Twiggy said to JoJo. “How’s my boy?” 
 
    She smiled back at her husband and sat down beside him. “He’s fine; his Aunt Moroath is spoiling him. You know how he loves to visit her house in Dome Rebirth. I swear he prefers Withaloo cooking to mine.” 
 
    Twiggy knew better than to say anything. In marriage, you pick your battles. Instead, he said, “Looks like we got everybody we need. Let’s get this thing started, but before we do, I want y’all to know we may get visitors. Defense Platform Eleven tells me they suspect a small freighter or something. They’ve been keeping an eye on it, since it’s an Ojarnap. Now I know, that’s not a reason to suspect anything, profiling and all that, but you know as well as I do the Ojarnap do an awful lot of trading with the Bleeve.” 
 
    “Did they say why they suspect them?” Bradford asked. He shifted his unlit cigar over to the other side of his mouth without a hand. 
 
    “Yep,” Twiggy answered. “They say the ship’s been in system for days, but hasn’t gone to Salvage or even to the spaceport. It just sorta travels the normal route like it’s going to, but never does.” 
 
    “This is very suspicious,” said Parlak LeeKa. The Kashkal officer looked over at his fellow ship commander for confirmation. 
 
    “I say we snatch ‘em up,” Bradford volunteered. “How ‘bout I go over and see ‘em in Piece Of Junk with a squad or two of Tralge?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking,” agreed Twiggy. “Parlak, take your ship and the Kashkal Trainer and head toward the gate so we can keep ‘em from running. Queen Chinell, you fly formation with the two Withaloo frigates. Get between them and the port. I’ll keep Skittle near Cube. I don’t know that we need to launch fighters, but be ready, JoJo. What’s our fighter count, anyway? 
 
    “We have thirty-two, plus the Kashkal’s thirty from their Trainer,” answered JoJo. “That includes the four from the two Withaloo ships, and the four new Nilta fighters.” 
 
    “Those things are fast, you hear me?” Bradford said with a grin. 
 
    “We are quite proud of them,” said Queen Chinell through the translator. Though she was only a ship queen, she was the best they had, and the fact the Nilta System had sent four of their new Stinger fighters to be part of her Q-ship’s defense was impressive. Only one actual warship had been completed and was back in their system, but enough fighters had been built to spare some for the Q-ship stationed in their ally’s system.  
 
    “In the last two years,” she continued, “we have learned our race has a great tolerance for G-forces, so the fighter designs have been modified, with your help, to take advantage of it.” 
 
    “Alright,” Twiggy said, “back to the system’s defense. We have the twelve defense platforms, the Cube, the Kashkal medium battlecruiser, two light battlecruisers, three frigates, and a Q-ship. Oh, and the Kashkal Trainer. What are its capabilities?” 
 
    “Its size, maneuverability, and shielding would designate it a light battlecruiser, though its bay is larger to accommodate the fighter pilot training,” answered Parlak. “As an added bonus, it has the offensive weapons of a much larger ship due to weapons crew training.” 
 
    “Nice,” Twiggy said. “Also, if they get past us, the spaceports have weapons systems now.” 
 
    “Cube will be in position by tomorrow to put a hurting on them if a fleet comes through the gate,” Mike volunteered. “With the upgrades to the shielding and the six pulse cannons mounted above the clear-steel bay doors now, we can deal serious damage if they come within range. With two hundred missile launchers, I doubt they will.” 
 
    “Alright, we have the workings of a plan,” Twiggy drawled. “To be honest, I doubt we’ll do anything other than get in some training. Half the crews are reservists, anyway. We don’t always get off the planet these days, so I’m good with it.” 
 
    “Some of these guys are kind of old,” Bradford said, “but then again, me and Mike ain’t as young as we used to be.” 
 
    “Most of them did their time in one fleet or another,” JoJo said. “They know being in the fleet or Marines fulltime would be too much, but they still want to do their part for their new home. I’m glad Harmon agreed with the program.” 
 
    “I agree,” Parlak said. “Like myself, many of our instructors have finished their time in the fleet. We still have much to offer, only in other ways. They will lead our trainees on the two ships should the need arise.” 
 
    “Well, hell,” Bradford said. “Sitting here won’t tell us if that freighter is full of spies or lousy traders. Let’s go find out.” He stood and walked out of the conference room as they heard him shout, “Hey, Tim, run get the Tralge platoon leader. I may need the trinary and his platoon to stab a few guys for me. What? No, you can’t board with ‘em! What are you gonna do? Hit ‘em with a wrench?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Kashkal’s Legacy 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” the weapons officer announced, “the enemy will be within range in one minute.” 
 
    “Good,” Rick Kashka said. He pressed a button and spoke to his entire fleet. “Once again, it is time to fight. This is a good thing. Before, we lived to fight and fought to live. Now, we fight so others may live. Prepare for a mass launch.” 
 
    As one, missiles flew from all twenty-five Kashkal ships. The Bleeve ships would move into the range of the missiles before they ran out of fuel. They fired three volleys before the Bleeve could fire back. By the time missiles were inbound, Rick ordered ten Kashkal ships to split from the now-moving formation to take on the six Bleeve ships coming from a different angle. 
 
    “Sir, we have destroyed four of their ships and damaged many more,” announced the tactical officer. “Prepare for incoming missiles!” 
 
    Only two missiles made it past the defensive lasers and anti-missile missiles. Still, the entire ship shuddered as the shields held, but were weakened. The new missiles were powerful. Had the Bleeve concentrated on only a few ships, the results would have been similar to the damage they took from the Kashkal. 
 
    “Begin turnover,” Rick ordered. “Rear ships move forward. Let them hit fresh shields while we repair. Continue launching.” 
 
    Half the Kashkal ships pulled ahead of the slowing one. The entire fleet continued to launch missiles. After a barrage of missiles came into the formation, those ships turned and slowed, their rear shields taking the blows from the next. Using a bounding overwatch, the fleet was able to spread the hits around, while all the Bleeve took missiles to their forward shields.  
 
    The Bleeve never got close enough to engage their powerful lasers. All eighteen were destroyed or rendered incapable of continuing the fight. It was not without cost, though. When the engagement was over, four Kashkal ships had been destroyed. Several more had fusion plants, but no engines, though their life support was still functioning. All had taken damage. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bleeve Heavy Battlecruiser Despair’s Cry 
 
    Rounding Planet Zynalt 
 
      
 
    Captain Ainoklah threw a slate against the bulkhead. “What do you mean we cannot launch yet? They have launched twice!” 
 
    “Sir,” explained his executive officer, “they are nearly stopped. At our speed we will fly right into the kill zone of their missiles, yet they are out of reach of ours. We cannot fire until we are closer.” 
 
    “How many more times will they launch before we can?” demanded Ainoklah. 
 
    “The tactical officer assures me it is only once more,” answered the XO. 
 
    “Sir!” shouted the tactical officer, interrupting them. “Twenty-four missiles are tracking us in two flights. We cannot evade at this speed. If the defensive lasers don’t stop them, that many may penetrate our shields. Thirty-six! The total is thirty-six locked on to us!” 
 
    Ainoklah rose up on all eight legs and ordered repair crews to the forward sections in anticipation. This is not going the way the admiral said it would, he thought. Not at all. He watched the countdown until missile range on the corner of the main screen as reports came in. 
 
    The moment it hit zero, he ordered all thirty missile launchers on his ship to fire, and keep firing as soon as they reloaded. The other five ships in his task force did the same. Perhaps the sheer volume of missiles the task force can launch will save the day, he hoped.  
 
    For his task force, it wasn’t meant to be. After successfully launching two salvos, he felt the ship shudder beneath him as several missiles struck its shields. He was knocked from his platform when the next three destroyed the shield and penetrated several decks. The lights flickered, and sparks flew from several panels. As he was attempting to get back to his position, two more struck, and the bridge went dark. Moments later, half the emergency lighting came on to show the bridge filled with smoke in the dim amber light. Not at all, he thought as the gravity plates started to fail. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    “Bahroot,” Harmon said into his personal comp, “I want you to head away from the battle. Now.” 
 
    “I will, Uncle Harmon,” Bahroot said, “but you know the distance may affect how much communication I’ll have. The signal from the gate is directed into the star system. If I get too far out of it, even I will lose signal.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Harmon agreed, “I know, but I can’t take a chance with that gunship out there probing for you. As small as it is, your shuttle and the two mine layers wouldn’t stand a chance if he gets a lock on you.” 
 
    “I need weapons,” lamented Bahroot. “I should have saved a couple of mines.” He was far enough from the upcoming battle, he should have been safe. For some reason, the Bleeve commander had sent a small ship to investigate where the minelayers went, leading it toward Bahroot’s location. 
 
    “Do you want me to lock the gate?” Bahroot asked. 
 
    “No,” Harmon said. “It sounds like a good idea, but if something happens to you or your communications equipment, we’ll be stuck here for a while, if not permanently.” 
 
    “I understand,” Bahroot said. “I’ll gather my minelayers and head out at a speed they’ll never reach. Even if they somehow detect my ship, they can’t catch it. Remember, I’ve calculated if you launch twelve seconds after the Bleeve, the EMP area of affect won’t include your outgoing missiles. Good luck, Uncle Harmon.” 
 
    Harmon turned to his tactical officer. “Have the carriers hang back, especially Special Delivery. We can’t risk the troops.” Harmon stared off for a minute as he decided. “Also, have the entire fleet launch fighters. Let’s get them out of the bays in case their base ships get damaged or destroyed. We’re going to need everything we have. Once Rick Kashka and his fleet finish on the other side of the planet, they’ll launch, too.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered the Leethog.  
 
    The command was given, and all the fighters in the fleet began launching. Almost five hundred fighters moved out and away from the bays. They formed up in squads and prepared for the type of engagement where beings and their ships fought for position and angles. Their opponents would do the same, and the dance of the fighters would begin. For some, it was the opportunity to add another silhouette on the fuselage of their craft, an act that was common in all systems, for fighter pilots were a breed all their own, regardless of race. For others, it would be their last dance.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bleeve Dreadnaught Devastation 
 
      
 
    “The enemy has launched fighters,” announced the tactical officer. “It is hard to determine the numbers, but it looks like a mass launch.” 
 
    “Tell the fleet to launch,” the admiral ordered. “Put what you can on main screen. Are the sensors we placed able to show me?” 
 
    The tactical officer moved one of his screen images to the main screen. It wasn’t a closeup, but the thrusters from hundreds of fighters could be seen moving away from the incoming fleet. Those ships were growing larger. 
 
    “Sir, we may have an issue,” whispered the tactical officer to the vice admiral. 
 
    Vice Admiral Ashlah glanced back to the admiral. “What do you mean, Lieutenant?” he whispered back. 
 
    “I have detected something,” the lieutenant said. “Ten objects of some type keep flickering on and off the screen. I have tried to narrow it down, but there are no signals coming from it. They appear inanimate.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” demanded the vice admiral, looking back again to the admiral. Luckily his attention was on the main screen. The last thing he wanted to do was deliver more bad news. The loss of the task force near the gate had infuriated the admiral earlier. 
 
    “Sir,” explained the nervous officer, “if we were not headed into battle, I would say they were small meteors of some type, or maybe wreckage from somewhere moving across space. Once I adjusted my system to look for heavy metal and not electronics or evidence of a power plant, they showed up clearly, and are on a direct path to us. Well, us and several other ships.” 
 
    “How far away are they?” Ashlah sighed. “I must notify the admiral.” 
 
    “They are close,” answered the lieutenant. “I am now sure of their flight path. Oh, and they are moving at an exceptional speed.” 
 
    Vice Admiral Ashlah turned away to let the admiral know of this development. He started to speak when a shout behind him let him know it was too late, whatever it was. He turned quickly and looked at the side screen on the console. He could see the symbols for missiles. 
 
    “Sir, the objects came alive with electronics, and sixty missiles are headed into our fleet!” shouted the lieutenant as he scrambled to return the rest of his displays to their normal setting. 
 
    “What?” demanded Admiral Gorligthah. “How did they get this close? Can you calculate their targets?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered the tactical officer. “Twenty-four are headed directly for us. The defensive lasers are attempting to destroy them, but they are smaller and faster than normal missiles. The other thirty-six are split between the two missile carriers.” 
 
    “Somebody’s head will roll if we live through this!” shouted Gorligthah, rising up on four legs, “and somebody get me the status on those cursed task forces!” 
 
    He was nearly knocked from the dais as missiles hit the forward shields. The violence of the blows surprised him enough to calm him down. “What is the status?” he asked. 
 
    “Forward shields down to sixty percent,” called out the bridge engineer. “Repairs underway.” 
 
    “Sir, the Web of Lies is not answering the call,” stated the comms officer. 
 
     “Sensors indicate no engine activity,” Ashlah said as he stood over the tactical officer’s console. “She’s venting atmosphere from several places and drifting out of formation. It appears the whole forward section has broken apart.” 
 
    Another slate flew against the bulkhead. “The battle has not even started, and we have lost a heavy missile carrier! See if you can reach Entrapment. Maybe we still have one left.” 
 
    “Entrapment reports forward shields at seventy percent,” Ashlah answered. “The destroyer Strangler took the brunt of the missiles. It is a total loss.” 
 
    “At least one commander knew his job, unlike the useless gate guard,” the admiral said, disgusted. “How long before we are in range?” 
 
    “One minute, sir,” announced the weapons officer. 
 
    “Launch when able,” ordered Admiral Gorligthah, “and keep launching.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Sir, they’ve launched at extreme range,” the tactical officer announced. 
 
    “Thanks, Jim,” Harmon said. “Bev, you know what to do.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the weapons officer said. She rolled her shoulders a few times as if she was ready to fight herself. 
 
    Harmon grinned at the Leethog. Like the rest of his bridge crew, she was ready to go. The time before battle, whether it was hours or days, made one anxious. Rarely did one come into a system intending to do battle and have it happen right away. Well, except for advance task forces like Task Force Bravo. They were still at the gate, repairing and consolidating what they could. 
 
    “Clip, you and Jayneen ready down there?” Harmon asked using his chair comms. 
 
    “Yeah, man, we’re ready to do the doings…and stuff,” Clip answered. 
 
    “What the frost does that mean?” Harmon asked. “Never mind.” 
 
    “Launching a full spread,” announced the weapons officer exactly twelve seconds after the Bleeve launched. 
 
    “The fleet has launched with us,” the tactical officer added a moment later. 
 
    “Hey, Zerith,” Harmon asked. “You got me back there?” 
 
    “We are ready.” Zerith paused a moment and swallowed something. “Everything iss in order. The little oness are frusstrated already and anticcipating the damage to their power plant and enginess. You should let me stay on the bridge ssometime and you come down here for a battle.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Harmon said. “That’s all you, buddy. All you. The last thing I want is to face an angry Kyla and Vera.” 
 
    “It wass worth a try,” Zerith replied. Harmon heard him take a bite of something crunchy. 
 
    “Well, tell them to get ready,” Harmon said, “missiles are flying.” 
 
    Jayneen cut in overhead, “Harmon, you know missiles don’t really fly in space. They move. To fly would mean…” 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech, Jayneen, a figure of speech.” Harmon grinned. He looked over at Sergeant Major Jontilictick. The sergeant major grinned with every tooth in his mouth showing. 
 
    “I will leave Private Norblon here on the bridge,” Big Jon said. “I need to see to the repair teams.” He turned and left the bridge, leaving a four-foot being by the lift. 
 
    Harmon looked over at the Larbink in approval. Like most of her race, she was under four and a half feet tall, with rough grey skin and jet-black hair. Her arms went to her knees when standing upright, and Harmon knew from attending some of the combatives training in the ship’s gym, she was incredibly strong. It came from living on a high-gravity world. She initially came to Salvage System to find a job mining, something her race was known for, but decided to join the Marines instead. Harmon liked her attitude; she refused to quit, and always had a grin on her face. 
 
    “Their missiles are nearing the mine field, sir,” announced Jayneen. “The EMP mines have started going off. I can confirm it’s a chain reaction. None of their missiles made it through. Ours have passed the debris field, and only a few struck pieces; the rest are on track.” 
 
    “Launching another salvo,” called out the weapons officer. 
 
    “Sir, they’re swinging wide,” the tactical officer said, “and moving away from us in a wide arc. They’ve noticed the Kashkal Fleet coming around the planet.” 
 
    “At this distance, we can’t make them come right at us,” Harmon said, standing. “This one won’t be quick. We’ll be going round and round slugging it out for days.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Forty-eight missiles incoming,” announced Jayneen. 
 
    “Fire a triple spread of shotgun missiles,” ordered Clip. 
 
    “Twelve missiles on the way,” answered the Leethog in Defense Position One. 
 
    The twelve small missiles consumed their fuel in only eight seconds, but by that time they were moving at an incredible speed. Two seconds from where they would meet the missiles, their warhead exploded, sending a handful of steel balls out in a cone-shaped pattern. They were small, but devastating to the incoming missiles. At the speed the two met, without actual shields, the missiles detonated prematurely, came apart, or flew off course. Some became little more than space scrap, continuing on to bounce off shields and doing little to them. 
 
    “Two, get the scramblers ready,” Clip said. “We’ll see if we can give theirs a headache.”  
 
    “Sixteen missiles still inbound,” Jayneen announced. “Engaging with defensive lasers.” 
 
    “Brace for impact,” Clip announced suddenly. “Two got through!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Continue launching,” ordered Lieutenant Commander Nicholson, “and move us further up the port side of the flagship, Kaylerk. Every second counts.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” called out the pilot with a clack of his beak in emphasis. He ruffled his feathers slightly and tucked his wings in tight. 
 
    Suddenly everyone on the ship felt the slight vibrations as hundreds of small turrets swiveled as one, and the defense lasers began engaging the incoming missiles. Not only did the ship defend itself, but its extensive system helped protect Salvage Title.  
 
    The ship shuddered when one of the Bleeve missiles struck its forward shield. Big Nick looked back in time to see Corporal Galooth leave the bridge at a run. Several fuses blew on the shield generators, and she intended to make sure they were repaired in a hurry. 
 
    “Status?” Big Nick asked loudly. 
 
    “Forward shields down to seventy percent,” answered the bridge engineer.  
 
    “The flagship took two hits,” announced Lieutenant Ferlock, the ship’s executive officer. “Her shielding is still up.” 
 
    “Squat!” exclaimed Big Nick. “I have an idea. Run a sustained shot across the path of the next salvo with the main lasers. Let’s see if we can get lucky and sweep across a couple. But do it after you fire a salvo of anti-missiles missiles. That’s repetitive; we need a new name for them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The ship’s weapons officer grinned. The Yalteen’s huge fingers flew across her console as she programmed the main lasers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Look here, y’all,” Twiggy drawled. “Ain’t no tellin’ when they’re coming, but you can bet it’ll be soon.” 
 
    He was looking at the main screen at the same beings he’d met with two days ago on the conference call. Bradford had been able to get the suspicious traders to talk. Twiggy didn’t ask him how. Some things were better left unsaid. Mike got into their main computers and determined they’d been sending messages to the Bleeve system through the Galaxy Network. Once he was sure of it, Bradford went to work on the Ojarnap.  
 
    “Cube is in position,” Mike volunteered. “I say we stage all the fighters in the big bay to begin with. We can launch them all together if we need them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Twiggy agreed, “that’s a good idea. Parlak, we’ll form a wedge on your ship. Maybe we can herd ‘em toward more of the platforms.” He paused for a moment. “I’m gonna be honest with y’all. They may send in more than twice the number of ships we got. Hell, if there’s any size to ’em, we got some serious problems.” 
 
    “Hey, sir,” Mike said, “if you don’t mind, I think I’ll put out an All Call.” 
 
    “A what?” asked Twiggy. “What in tarnation is an All Call?” 
 
    Twiggy watched Bradford take out his cigar and whistle. “It’s a desperate move, that’s what it is, and it ain’t cheap.” 
 
    “He intends to enlist the aid of every mercenary company in the system,” explained Parlak. The Kashkal continued, “The Mercs’ Honor All Call has only been used a few times, but it’s known across the galaxy. It can’t be used against other respectable mercenary companies, but if a unit is in dire straits or has been wronged by someone they’ve contracted with, it can be called. It’s never good to break a contract. Contract is life.” The junior Kashkal officer on screen repeated the phrase solemnly. 
 
    “Well, hell,” Twiggy said, brightening, “Call ‘em up.” 
 
    “Sir, one thing,” Mike said, leaning back in his seat, crossing his leg, and taking a sip of his coffee. “If they answer, it’s not cheap. They can charge the maximum rate, and there’s no negotiating.” 
 
    “JoJo?” Twiggy asked. 
 
    “We have it,” JoJo answered without hesitation. “Credit’s not something Salvage System will ever have to worry about, trust me. Time? Not so much, but credit? No problem.” 
 
    “Who’s in-system, anyway?” Twiggy asked. 
 
    “There are three units that I know of,” Mike answered. “One with four ships, a light battlecruiser, a frigate, and some Q-ships. Another has an old Gorsian heavy and two destroyers looking for some modifications. We were in negotiations about the cost. Well, they’ll be able to afford it now. And finally there’s the Dalgitt outfit. They have two light missile carriers and a destroyer. I know they’ll answer the call. The commander’s younger brother works for us.” 
 
    “That Gorsian unit has twenty gunships in the bay of that heavy,” Bradford volunteered. “It doesn’t carry fighters.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Parlak said. 
 
    “There’s a new unit in the system, too,” Bradford said. “One ship. They just came in and docked at the Hub. I’ve never seen a ship like it. It’s a cross between a shuttle and a frigate. Rumor is they’re looking for work.” 
 
    “Well, the more the merrier,” Twiggy said. “Make the call, and y’all get ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Fix what you can, Mayla,” Harmon said. He switched off the comm and sat back, exhausted. Task Force Alpha had been hit as hard as the others. He’d already spoken to Marteen and learned Task Force Delta was in the best shape of all of them, and even they were hurting. 
 
    The battle had been ongoing for hours and hours, both fleets staying at extreme range, circling, neither taking the chance to come in close and allow the other to use their main weapons. Harmon knew the lasers on the Bleeve ships would cut through his fleet, and the Bleeve commander knew from the reports of the gate guard before they’d perished how powerful the pulse cannons were. 
 
    The problem, Harmon had realized earlier, was the number of missiles his fleet had left. With every exchange with the Bleeve, the stocks got smaller and smaller. He was forced to order small ships with massive damage to lock on to ships with adequate shielding. In some cases, it added to the number of missiles the two of them were able to fire; in other cases shuttles went back and forth, moving missiles from ships too damaged for them to be of use. 
 
    He knew the Bleeve were going through the same struggles, but he also knew, based on the smaller size of their missiles, he would run out before they did. When that happened, it would be all but over, and he had yet to put troops on the planet Nazrooth. 
 
    Sitting there with his head back staring up, he called out, “Path, get me Rick Kashka.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered the communications officer. “On screen.” 
 
    Harmon sat back up and looked at his friend. The Kashkal was seated in his command chair, his pale green skin a contrast with the black leather uniform. The amber eyes above his nose slits looked…tired was the only word that came to Harmon’s mind. “How you doing, Rick?” 
 
    “From the looks of it, the same as you my friend. I am weary,” answered the leader of the Kashkal. “I have ordered three more ships to go back with the others near the planet and the troop carrier. The damage to them is too great to risk another engagement until they have time for some repairs. I am sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Harmon said. “I may send a few with them. I’m glad you caught up with us. Maybe now we can end this. What are your missile stores looking like?” 
 
    “Low,” admitted Rick. “This Bleeve commander is using tactics I have never personally seen, circling out of reach, only to shift in and launch missiles. I have searched our records, and I found something similar.” 
 
    “Did you?” Harmon asked sliding to the front of his seat. “What’s the deal?” 
 
    “I believe he is waiting for reinforcements,” Rick said. 
 
    “Squat!” Harmon said. “We’re on the same wavelength. I was just now thinking that.” 
 
    “It is the only explanation,” Rick surmised. 
 
    “Yeah,” Harmon agreed. “I don’t think they were able to get a call out with Bahroot’s jamming. Before he moved out of range of the gate’s signal, he put in a timed program to block all communication through it for three more days, just in case.” 
 
    “A wise move,” Rick said, “but they may have had a prearranged signal. If they didn’t check in on time, reserves would leave the Bleeve System and come here.” 
 
    “Squat!” Harmon exclaimed again. “We need to do something soon. We’re beat up pretty bad. Every ship in the fleet has taken damage. We’ve lost some crew members and fighter pilots.” 
 
    “As have we,” Rick answered. “My fighters are low on fuel. Not only the fighters, but the fuel tanks on my ships for them.” 
 
    “I hear you,” Harmon said. “We’re nearly out of the small missiles our fighters use. They’re down to their lasers.” 
 
    “If I think of something, I’ll let you know,” Harmon said as he ran his fingers through his hair. “Until then, be ready to launch if they circle back in range. They have to be in as bad a shape as we are by now, but you never know.” He cut the link. 
 
    After a few minutes he engaged the comms again. On the main screen, Evelyn looked back at him. Her dark auburn hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and he could read how exhausted she was on her face. “Hey, you,” he said. 
 
    “Hey,” she answered. “You look like I feel.” 
 
    He couldn’t help but smile. “How are you holding up?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “Ok. We fixed some damage to the forward shields, so we’re at forty percent,” she answered. “No loss of life on the ship, but we lost eighteen pilots, and twenty more fighters are useless. I’ve taken in the fighters from Special Delivery after you had it move away toward Zynalt. We still have plenty of fuel for the rest of them, but I’ve received calls from some of the smaller ships, and their fighters are landing in our bay for refueling and heading back over to their ships.” 
 
    “Well, that’s one thing in our favor, anyway.” He sighed. “We can’t make a break for the gate and try to resupply in Salvage, either. They’ll be right behind us going into our system, and we sure can’t bring this into another system looking for help. The Tretrayon System is still rebuilding their fleet. They didn’t have the luxury of a combined shipyard and plenty of salvaged ships to work with.” 
 
    “You’ll figure something out,” Evelyn said. “I have faith in you. Hey, I gotta run. Lot’s going on.” 
 
    “Go,” Harmon said to his fiancé. “We’ll talk later.” The screen went blank. 
 
    “Sir, their formation is shifting again, they’ll be in range in three minutes,” announced the tactical officer. 
 
    “Here we go again,” Harmon said. “Thanks, Adam.” 
 
    Once again, the fleets traded missile salvos. Two of Task Force Delta’s ships came apart under the onslaught, and shuttles were dispatched across the fleet to gather the rescue pods. Harmon knew the enemy was taking the same type of damage, but it was looking worse all the time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Salvage Title, The Reckoning,” came across the emergency channel. It overrode normal communications. It sounded urgent. 
 
    “Talk to me, E,” Harmon said. 
 
    “We have emergence! Launching missiles now!” Captain Ellotta shouted, and the link cut. 
 
    “Jayneen!” Harmon shouted into the air. 
 
    “Thirty ships have entered the system,” Jayneen announced. “They’re Bleeve warships. Task Force Bravo has engaged them near the gate. It appears as if they aren’t attempting to turn and fight, though they’ve launched multiple salvos at Captain Ellotta’s task force.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Harmon slammed his fist down on the arm of his chair. “Can you tell me what they have?” 
 
    “It looks like fifteen older light battlecruisers, fourteen I would designate as destroyers, and a large supply ship of some sort,” Jayneen answered. “It’s shielding is very substantial, but I detect very few weapons.” 
 
    “Squat!” Harmon said once again. “The battlecruisers are bad enough with the shape we’re in, but if that supply ship is loaded with missiles, we’re through.” 
 
    “I would agree,” the AI said. 
 
    Harmon hit the comms on his chair and spoke to the entire fleet, “Alright, this is it. There’s a fleet of thirty ships coming from the gate. My guess is, they’re trying to meet up with the fleet that’s left guarding the system. We have no choice but to try and stop them. All ships, move to meet the incoming fleet at best speed.” 
 
    As soon as the call ended, Harmon called Rick Kashka. “Rick, have your minelayer come across the rear of our formation. I know it’s out of mines, but the Bleeve don’t know that. Maybe it’ll keep them from trying to get us in a pinch. Fix what you can. At the rate we can all move, we’ll meet them in two hours. They’re moving fast, but not fast enough to swing away from us and accomplish their mission without engaging.” 
 
    “Yes,” Rick answered, “I can do that. The mines were used in the initial engagement, but the ruse may work.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Harmon said, “we have to try everything we can.” He cut the link. 
 
    “Hey, man,” Clip said on Harmon’s personal comm. “The dude in charge over there may not even try and catch us. Even if we stop the ships from meeting him, we’ll be out of missiles, and he can come wipe us out then.” 
 
    “I know, buddy,” Harmon agreed. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Captain Ellotta was looking at the reports of repairs on his slate when he heard the tactical officer shout, “Emergence! Multiple ships!” 
 
    “Who?” demanded Captain Ellotta as he tossed the slate aside. 
 
    “They’re Bleeve, sir!” answered the tactical officer. 
 
    “Launching full salvo,” announced the weapons officer. 
 
    “Task force has launched with us,” added the tactical officer. “There’re thirty ships. Fifteen are light battlecruisers.” 
 
    Captain Ellotta hit the emergency channel on his chair comms and called Commodore Tomeral. The call didn’t last long. 
 
    “They’re not slowing,” the tactical officer called out, “and they’ve launched in retaliation.” He paused. “Sir, three hundred missiles are inbound!” 
 
    “Fire the scramblers and every shotgun missile! Tell the task force!” Ellotta shouted. 
 
    Across the task force every ship that could launched anti-missile missiles and all their shotgun missiles. It was the only thing that saved some of the ships. Several took multiple hits, but it was nowhere near the devastation they could have suffered. If they hadn’t been flying in close formation, it never would have worked. 
 
    Even with Captain Ellotta’s quick thinking, the task force was rendered useless. Engines were damaged. Power plants were shut down or destroyed. The task force was essentially drifting with their momentum. Once power was restored to communications, he ordered fighters and shuttles launched to latch onto the ships with their magnetic struts to stop the drift with their thrusters. It would take a while to gather his force. Next, Captain Ellotta let the commodore know his status. Task Force Bravo was out of the fight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Aye, laddy” Captain Rogers said to the screen. 
 
    “Well, crap,” Cameron said. “We’re almost out, too. I’ve never had to use this many missiles in a battle. This is crazy.” 
 
    “War doesn’t always go the way ‘tis supposed to,” the Rincah said. “How are ye faring?” 
 
    “We’re alright, I guess,” Cameron said. “We lost two engines, a fusion plant, and almost all the shielding on the port side, but Windell is working on it. I’m down to one shocker missile left. I’ve got some others, but only one of them.” 
 
    “Save it, lad,” advised Captain Rogers. “If Harmon figures out a way to win this, you can use it on that dreadnaught.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Cameron brightened. “Then you can rip it open and board it, and squish all the Bleeve in it. We’ll help with our mechs.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Captain Rogers said. “Let’s take care of these newcomers, shall we? Out here.” 
 
    “Do you really think we’ll pull this off, Captain?” asked Commander Miktar Jarth once the screen went blank. 
 
    Dustin Rogers leaned back in his seat and looked at his executive officer, a stout Rincah like himself. He could see the ears drooping below the first curve of his horns. “I donnae know, but there’s no sense in scaring the poor lad to death now.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” agreed Micktar. “We’re moving with the rest of them to meet this new fleet. Forward shields have been repaired to seventy percent.” 
 
    “That’s something, anyway,” Dustin said. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” agreed the XO, “but we’re down to four salvos of missiles, and then she runs dry.” 
 
    “There is that, Micktar,” Dustin said. “There is that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Suddenly, through the gate in the Salvage System, battleships popped into existence one after another in a seemingly endless formation. Mike Melton was watching the main screen on his bridge; it was tied into small sensor platforms so he could watch the gate itself.  
 
    “Here they come,” Mike announced over the command net. “From what I can see, there’s thirty of them, and some of them are big!” 
 
    “Roger,” Twiggy answered. “We see ‘em. They have a dreadnaught leading them. It’s outdated, but it’s still big as hell.” 
 
    “Defensive Platforms One and Two are engaging,” Bradford added. “They’re barely out of Three and Four’s range. You gotta love those automated platforms, when you program them to fire on Bleeve-registered ships, anyway. They may turn away from them, and you can punch them in the ribs, Mike.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Mike answered. “They’re turning; launching from two sides now.” 
 
    “Good,” said a voice, “because those of us on Defensive Platforms Seven through Twelve would like to remind everyone that we’re not automated. Do us a favor and stop them before they get this deep into the system.” 
 
    Fifty missiles left the launchers on two sides of Cube. Mike turned it so a corner was facing the incoming fleet. The huge ship rotated, and a hundred more missiles leapt from it. All were aimed at the dreadnaught. Once the ship’s bay was facing away from the enemy, sixty-two fighters roared out of it in anticipation of the dogfight to come.  
 
    As big as the dreadnaught was, it couldn’t take the pounding from the pulse cannons and all the missiles that made it through its defenses. It came apart in several huge explosions. Immediately one of the heavy battlecruisers slid up to take its place in the formation. Its shield started taking hits from the Cube’s pulse cannons. 
 
    Missiles from the defensive platforms began impacting among the Bleeve ships. Several were damaged, and others destroyed outright. Their missiles came in toward Cube and the defending task force. The battle to defend Salvage System was on. 
 
    After the new lead ship fell back, Mike was able to get off another salvo of missiles from two sides and several more cannon volleys with the new pulse cannons. Before the incoming fleet was out of range, two of the smaller ships were destroyed. It was not without cost. The Bleeve lasers on several ships fired one last shot at close range before they banked away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “All right, y’all,” Twiggy announced. “Here we go! Y’all fire ‘em up!” 
 
    The missile frigate began firing missiles repeatedly. They flew out in all directions from the round ship, then turned and joined as one salvo, and headed toward their programmed destination. All around it, the other ships begin launching theirs. 
 
    “Twelve missiles tracking us,” shouted the tactical officer. 
 
    “Fire some dang shotgun missiles!” ordered Twiggy, “And roll away. This sucks. I’d rather be in a fighter. At least then it’s one on one…or maybe a couple of them.” 
 
    “This is All Call Command,” announced a translated voice on the comms. “We are within range and launching at this time.” The mercenaries had determined among themselves that the Gorsian leader would be in charge of their combined fleet. 
 
    “Nice!” Twiggy exclaimed. “Let’s see how they like that little surprise.” 
 
    Missiles flew from two different task forces into the Bleeve formation. Their ships were struck several times after losing some shielding, and their new commander was clearly surprised by the sudden appearance of ships coming from around the gas giant. The Bleeve ships turned in a wide arc away from all the defenders, leaving some of the fighters to their fate. Those were quickly taken care of by the four Nilta fighters zipping around and through their formations at a speed the Bleeve couldn’t hope to match. 
 
    The ships that turned away were struck by several more salvos from the two defensive platforms before they were destroyed by lasers. Out on the edge of the system, twenty Bleeve ships formed back up in two offset wedge formations. The sensors showed the formations shifting until they were stacked. 
 
    By this time the Mercenary Fleet and the Salvage Defense Fleet were combined. None of the defending ships had been destroyed, but all had taken damage. Several were out of the fight. The Gorsian gunships were dispatched to finish off two Bleeve ships struggling to get out of range. One destroyer had only one engine, and the other only maintained its previous momentum. 
 
    Twiggy reached down and engaged the comms on his chair again. “We hit ‘em hard y’all. I ‘preciate you mercs for helping out. The problem is, the surprise is over, and they know what they’re facing. I don’t know about y’all, but the missiles that hit us knocked the squat out of us.” 
 
    “I suspect those were older versions,” Parlak LeeKa added, “imagine what the Fleets are encountering in the Nazrooth System.” 
 
    “I know we’re down an engine, and I have a fusion plant giving my chief fits,” Bradford said. 
 
    “We lost eighteen fighters, many more are damaged, and we all need to refuel,” JoJo said. “From the looks of it, the bay in Cube is not the place to do it. From what I can see, the sliding hinge is slag on the bay door. I’ll order them back to their base ships.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mike answered. “I have no shielding on two sides, and twenty percent on another. I’ve lost the use of half her launchers and the pulse cannons. She and my crew can’t take much more.” 
 
    “I hear ya,” Twiggy said quietly. “Y’all repair what you can. I figure they’re doing the same.” 
 
    The Bleeve stayed out on the edge of the system for several days. The Defense Fleet took advantage of the time to repair what they could. Twiggy knew it couldn’t last.  
 
    Twiggy asked for a status on the command network, and all the ships reported in. The last to report in was the Kashkal training ship. Twiggy called it directly on the network. “Skrittle to The Trainer, are y’all good over there?” 
 
    “We have repaired forward shields to fifty percent, but we cannot repair four of the launchers,” announced a Kashkal voice. “The LeeKa is down in the power plant at this time.” 
 
    “You think you can get the other fusion plant working?” asked Twiggy. 
 
    “There’s no time,” Bradford interrupted. “They’re moving this way. We’re about to get punched right back. And they have three heavy battlecruisers leading the charge.” 
 
    “Aw…hell,” Twiggy drawled.  
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    An hour before they came in range with the newcomers to the battle, Harmon made a decision to contact the troop transport ship. “Special Delivery, Salvage Title.” 
 
    “Salvage Title, this is Special Delivery,” Captain Rothan answered. 
 
    “Captain Rothan, I have a mission for you,” Harmon said, getting to the point. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Rothan said, “I thought it would be coming. I’ve been in contact with the six ships here with me near Zynalt. Two have locked on to our hull, and we’re their engines now, but it does add twelve working missile launchers to our capabilities. The other four can probably move with us, if you’re thinking what I think you are.” 
 
    “I am,” Harmon confirmed. “Look, from what I can tell, the only ships orbiting the planet are the two troop transports they have. Your ship is a lot bigger, since it’s a converted colony ship. I know it doesn’t have a lot of weapons, but you’ve already added to what you have. If those other four ships can fight now that they’ve made some repairs, you can defeat those two ships, or at least run them off.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I agree,” concurred the Withaloo captain.  
 
    “We’re about to meet this new threat,” Harmon said, “and to be honest, it’s not going to be an easy task. I don’t want two thousand troops still in your hold if they take us all out and come after you. At least on the ground, they have a chance.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Rothan agreed. “That’s my line of thought. The members of the fleet accept the chance of fighting and dying here in the vastness of space. Ground Forces didn’t volunteer for that, though they know in the back of their minds it could happen. Besides, maybe once they’re on the surface of the planet with all their equipment, it’ll spur the locals to rise up and help them defeat the occupiers.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Harmon said. “The Bleeve Fleet is circling around, trying to meet the newcomers, which leaves a run to Nazrooth open for you. Take it, take out those ships, and send the troops down.” 
 
    “Will do, sir,” Rothan answered. “Good luck,” 
 
    “You, too,” Harmon said and cut the link. He called Rick and let him know where he was sending the damaged ships with the troop transport. Rick agreed and let Harmon know the four ships had completed enough repairs to make at least one run on the two ships in orbit and attempt to provide protection for the orbiting ship afterwards. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Special Delivery 
 
    Troop Bay 
 
      
 
    Colonel Arthok stood before his leadership team in a corner away from the troops and equipment. “Are there any questions?” he asked. 
 
    “No, sir,” Lieutenant Colonel Zheta said, “it’s a solid plan. We can’t control what’s happening out here, but once our tanks are on the ground, we’ll control what we can.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Lieutenant Colonel Grane. “We’ll provide air cover until we burn through all the fuel…and then we’ll grab a rifle.” The artillery and infantry commanders nodded their heads in approval. 
 
    Captain Nathan Brink, the lone human in the group, one side of his face glowing with flashing blue lightning strikes, couldn’t help but grin in approval. They were going in against long odds, but there was no other unit he would want his Bolts associated with in the galaxy. The Withaloo Ground Forces were a force to be reckoned with, no matter the odds. 
 
    The meeting broke up and Nate headed over to his Command Stomper. The armored personnel carrier was sitting flush on the deck, its legs bent at the center like a pair of knees in a deep squat. The first sergeant and the platoon leaders were waiting on him to give them final instructions. Beyond them he could see his entire unit in formation, standing at ease. The glow of their tattoos was unmistakable. 
 
    “It’s a go,” Nate said. “We’re moving to the planet now. Once the warships take care of the Bleeve transport ships, it’s on.” 
 
    “Same plan?” his executive officer and specialty platoon leader asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” confirmed Nate. “That part hasn’t changed, Dee.” 
 
    Lieutenant Deloris Mayshire nodded. “Good. Not that we can’t adjust on the fly, but I’d rather not. Sure wish we had the Giant Mechs in time to have the Taylahh Squad with us.” 
 
    “Me, too,” agreed Lieutenant Algrite, “from what I hear, they’re like personal tanks. We can always use more tanks.” 
 
    “Pfffftttt,” snorted First Sergeant Lonkle. “Tanks! It’s all about the infantry. Everyone supports the infantryman, sir. Even the mechs.” He raised his nose slightly in emphasis, and they all laughed at him. It was an ongoing friendly argument among them. “Infantry leads the way. Unless the enemy has tanks…or mechs. If they do, you guys can lead the way. I mean I’m not crazy, you know.” 
 
    The quick meeting broke up with laughter, and they headed over to find their positions. Nate stepped out front, and the unit settled. He didn’t bother calling them to attention and going through the typical military protocol. Not that it wasn’t important; it was. Right now wasn’t the time for it, though, and Nate could feel it. 
 
    “Listen up,” he said. “We’re going to the surface to carry out the mission. It’s not going to be easy. You know that. It never is. I’m not going to bore you with some kind of motivational mumbo jumbo speech. You deserve better than that. Do your job…watch your brothers and sisters’ backs. Be…” 
 
    “One With The Lightning!” they all shouted on cue and snapped to attention. 
 
    Captain Nathan Brink, commander of the Bolts, slowly reached up and placed three fingers on the side of his face covered in glowing tattoos. “On my command…” 
 
    Every member of the Bolts reached up, placed their fingers on their own switches, and waited. They heard the command loud and clear. “Hide The Lightning!” 
 
    That corner of the bay darkened as every blue glow went out. From that moment a new attitude swept over the unit. It was serious now. They had a job to do, and they would do it, or die trying. There was no other option. Nate released them to their leaders for the final prep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
    Nazrooth System 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be within range in three minutes, sir,” the weapons officer said. 
 
    “Thanks, Bev,” Harmon answered. “Stick to the plan. Start launching with all the launchers we have left, and hit them with the cannons as soon as we’re able.” 
 
    “Lena. Get ready to start turning,” Harmon said to the ship’s pilot. 
 
    “Roger, sir,” she said back over her shoulder. Harmon couldn’t see the grin on the Leethog’s face. “Preparing for the Tomeral Turn.” 
 
    Harmon rolled his eyes. The commanders and pilots among the fleet had given his tactic of turning the ship while moving into a battle so it could take advantage of the shielding and weapons on all sides a name. The Kashkal had called it the Turning Tactic. Rick mentioned he knew of it, but it hadn’t been used by any race for many years. The leader of the Kashkal had been impressed Harmon had thought of it on his own. 
 
    Several ships equipped with the pulse cannons were preparing to use the same tactic. It took considerable coordination between the helm, the weapons officer, and the tactical officer for it to work right. By now, the fleet had it down pat. It was used in training exercises and in simulators. 
 
    They hadn’t been able to use it yet in this battle due to the standoff tactics used by the Bleeve commander. With the incoming Bleeve ships, it was possible. They would meet the enemy at an angle as the remaining twenty-four ships attempted to get past them to the large fleet waiting deep in the system. 
 
    Harmon hit the comm on his chair and spoke to the entire ship, “Here we go again. I’d say ‘battle stations,’ but you’ve been at them for hours. Clip, Zerith, if we get a shot at that supply ship, I’m breaking out the secret weapon, so don’t be surprised. Bridge, out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Down in the defensive bridge, Clip looked over at Jayneen’s console. She had several power backups built into it, but he’d taken Zerith’s advice and had another fire suppression cylinder fixed to her console, just in case. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Back in the power plant, Kyla looked over at the extra members of the emergency repair crew. The chief warrant officer was glad they were there. She’d been having problems with Fusion Plant Three after repairing and restarting it. She didn’t know if it could take the power drain that might come. Two of the repair crew were Yalteens. Their strength would be a welcome addition to the four-and-a-half-foot-tall Leethog. 
 
    She looked over at Zerith and suppressed a toothy grin. She watched him sigh and throw away half an apple. He never willingly gave up food, unless it was dire or he was truly upset. The fact he did so now let her know he wasn’t sure if the fusion plants would hold up, either. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It looks like they’re withholding fighters,” the tactical officer said. 
 
    “I figured they would, Adam,” Harmon answered. 
 
    “Launching a full salvo,” weapons announced. 
 
    “The fleet is launching at will,” called out Adam. “The enemy has retaliated.” 
 
    “Good,” Harmon said. “Keep an eye out for that supply ship. Lena, see if you can get us close enough for main weapons.” 
 
    “I’m trying, sir,” answered the ship’s pilot. 
 
    “Three hundred missiles inbound,” Jayneen announced through the overhead speakers from down in the defensive bridge. “I calculate thirty are tracking us.” 
 
    “Squat!” Harmon answered back. “Do what you do down there, we’re trying to get close to that supply ship and see if we can stop it.” 
 
    “Launching another salvo,” the weapons officer called out. “Main weapons will be in range in twenty seconds.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking,” Harmon said, sitting back and running his hand through his hair. “Get ready, Lena.” 
 
    Every crewmember felt the slight vibrations as the defensive lasers turned and started engaging incoming missiles. Seconds later, they felt the unmistakable tremors as the pulse cannons started firing. Two fired one second after another. Thrust eased, the ship turned, and four more went off one second apart. When the cannons were used, it meant the battle was getting up close and personal. 
 
    “Harmon!” Clip called from the lower bridge. “That’s the last of the scramblers and shotgun missiles. All we have left for defense is the small lasers. You might want to buckle in.” 
 
    “Brace for impact!” shouted the tactical officer. He could see what they saw on their screens in the defensive bridge. Normally he let them deal with the defense, but in light of the situation, he decided to keep the bridge updated. 
 
    Two missiles hit the shield port side, the blows nearly knocking Harmon from his seat. He decided to take Clip’s advice and strap himself down. “What’s the report?” he asked. 
 
    “Port shields down to thirty percent!” answered Brickle, the bridge engineer. He turned two eyes toward Harmon, leaving one on his screens. “Much more of that and we won’t be able to use the bay.” 
 
    As the battling ships got closer, the Bleeve were able to bring their main weapons to bear. Several of the ships in Salvage Fleet lost shielding and began to take even more damage. A couple had no choice but to fall back. Missiles flew, cannons and lasers fired, and ships came apart on both sides.  
 
    It was total chaos when the two fleets met at an angle. A Bleeve destroyer, out of control, drifted up and collided with one of its own. Both moved into the path of one of Task Force Delta’s refurbished medium battlecruisers, and all three came apart. 
 
    “We’ve lost shields on port!” Brickle called out. “Damage to the decks below the bay. Rescue and repair are on site.” 
 
    “Frost!” exclaimed Harmon. “Lena, talk to me.” 
 
    “We have a chance!” she exclaimed, her fingers flying across her console. “Order Desert Shade to fall back, and we may have a shot at the supply ship in four minutes.” 
 
    “I concur, sir,” added Bev as she continued monitoring her weapons console. 
 
    “Desert Shade, Salvage Title, fall back! Big Nick, pull back, I’m about to unleash this thing.” 
 
    “Roger that, sir,” came the crackling response. Harmon hoped it was a communications issue and not major damage causing the weak transmission from the light battlecruiser serving as their escort. 
 
    “Jayneen! Take over the weapons,” Harmon ordered. “Bev, let her handle it.” 
 
    “Gladly, sir,” answered his weapons officer. “I’m not sure I could get all the parts to work together.” 
 
    “Employing mass cannon now,” Jayneen announced. 
 
    Once again the crew members felt blows to the ship as shielding was struck by more missiles. The incoming missiles kept coming, along with random hits from lasers. Brickle continued calling out damage reports. 
 
    Along the starboard side of Salvage Title, a recently added hatch slid back, and a huge, rectangular frame extended out and slid up, covering the openings to all four pulse cannons on that side. If someone was able to actually get a good look inside the rectangle, they’d see clear-steel interwoven with fine lines of rare metals like a screen. Massive power cables ran to both sides from within the ship. 
 
    When the ship rotated around so starboard was facing the huge Bleeve supply ship, Jayneen counted down, “Firing mass cannon in three, two, one.” 
 
    Lights dimmed across the ship as all four pulse cannons fired at once into the rectangle. For the briefest of instants the weapon held the pulses, and then in a massive blast, a burst of raw energy containing the power of all four cannons fired from the gatherer. It hit the target forward on its port side. It blew through the shielding and struck deep into the Bleeve ship. 
 
    Salvage Title rocked with the release of the weapon, and several consoles shorted on the bridge. Sparks flew, and Brickle jumped into action, putting out the small fires. Lena unbuckled and moved quickly to the backup helm console, regaining the ability to pilot the ship. Deep within the ship, several emergency crews put out fires in panels. 
 
    “The supply ship is still under power,” reported the tactical officer a minute later.  
 
    “We have lost Fusion Plant Three,” Zerith reported through the internal comms. 
 
    “Jayneen,” Harmon called out, “can you get another shot at it?” 
 
    “The cannons are charging,” the AI answered. “It took more power than we calculated. I’m not sure it’s wise to fire it again.” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” Hamon countered. “The entire fleet’s taking a beating. We’re taking out some of them, but if that supply ship gets to the others, we don’t stand a chance. You know that; you’ve already calculated the odds.” 
 
    “I have,” Jayneen admitted. “Preparing to fire in fifteen seconds.” 
 
    The ship rocked again from missile strikes on the starboard side. Any more would take down the shields, and the weapon would be damaged, along with several decks. 
 
    “Firing in three, two, one.” The ship rocked, and lights dimmed. 
 
    The massive pulse of energy struck the supply ship farther back than the first and plowed deeply into it. The missiles stored in its bay began to go off in a chain reaction. The ship blew apart. 
 
    Some of the larger pieces struck other ships in its formation, causing them to veer off path. One, a destroyer, was turned and headed directly at Salvage Title. Neither ship could turn away in time, though Lena tried. 
 
    “Brace for imp…” Lena started to shout. She never finished, as the ships struck a glancing blow against each other. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Moments later, Harmon opened his eyes to darkness. He shook his head to clear it. As the emergency lighting came on, he could see smoke. Part of the overhead had collapsed onto the bridge. He fumbled for the release on his restraints and moved from his seat to the backup helm. One end of a large beam hung down, laying across it and Lena. 
 
    She was unmoving. Without hesitating, he pushed his shoulder into the beam and shifted it slightly. Suddenly it seemed lighter as he strained and moved it off her. Harmon looked over to see Private Norblon pushing with him. He reached over and pulled the Leethog out from under it. It was then he realized there was nothing he could do for her. 
 
    Harmon looked around the bridge. Several others were wounded, but working to restart their stations. He turned toward his chair to attempt to reach the power plant and check its status when the ship was struck by two more missiles. He was sent spinning back toward the fallen beam. He struck it full in the chest, knocking the wind out of him. 
 
    As he lay on the deck looking up in the near darkness, trying to catch his breath, he felt an intense burn in his thigh. He reached for it and felt warm wetness, and something large wedged against him. He brought his hand close to his face and could see the dark blood in the light of the small fires on the bridge. 
 
    “Don’t move, sir,” Norblon said. “Part of the base of the chair is stuck in your leg. It’s bleeding badly, so I can’t wait for someone from medical to get here.” She, like all her race, miners by trade, could see well in dim light or regular. “Hold this.” 
 
    Harmon felt her hand him a nanite syringe. Before he could say anything, the pain increased beyond imagining as she pulled the chair away and out of his thigh. He gritted his teeth and refused to cry out. He felt her put pressure on the wound like a huge vice grip as she used all the strength in her hands to hold the deep cut closed. The pain increased. If they’d been on one of the smaller ships, he’d have been partially suited and would have had the advantage of tourniquet tabs. The uniform he was wearing didn’t have them. 
 
    “Inject it right by my hand, sir,” she ordered him. “Don’t stick me! That would hurt.” 
 
    “Thanks a lot for the warning,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Harmon reached down with both hands and felt for the area she wanted him to hit. Once she gave him the go ahead, he pushed the needle in and injected himself. Private Norblon kept up the pressure as the nanites went to work. He had no idea what it was healing first, but he felt the burn. 
 
    The battle continued all around him and Salvage Title as he lay there, staring at the ceiling without the strength to move the determined Marine. He tried several times, but she was heavier than she appeared, and she wasn’t having it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hold My Drink 
 
      
 
    Hank sat down in his command chair and engaged the comms. After a moment, his brother Stan was on the main screen. “We have been hit with lasers,” he said as soon as he saw him. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Stan asked. Hank saw him stand and step toward the screen. Behind him a technician was putting the fire out in a smoldering panel. The lights flickered. “Do you need a hand?” 
 
    “No,” Hank replied. “Not yet. The technicians think they can get a fusion plant restarted. We are on emergency power now.” 
 
    “Ok,” Stan said, relieved. “Let me know if you need a hand. I know where you can get a good one.” He held up his bionic hand and wiggled his fingers. 
 
    Hank grinned at his brother. “How bad is the damage to your ship?” 
 
    “We were hit by two missiles,” Stan replied. “We are down to one fusion plant and one quarter engine power. It is not good.” 
 
    “I…” Hank looked at a new message on the slate he was holding, shook his head, and looked up. “I do need a hand. Can you make it over here and get us? Lock us to your magnetic struts. We need a ride.” 
 
    “Yes,” Stan confirmed. “We will prepare a cable to divert power to your ship and get you off emergency power. I say we lock both ships to Salvage Title.” 
 
    “At least it will put some shielding around us,” agreed Hank.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    Finally, when the some of the lighting came back on, emergency crews arrived and started to work on consoles. Getting the ship’s controls back was a priority. Medics arrived. Some took Lena from the bridge; others started checking the wounded. Norblon let up on his thigh. The bleeding was at a trickle, and a medic took over, spraying it with a disinfectant pain killer and bandaging it tightly. 
 
    Looking at his blood-soaked pants leg and at Private Norblon’s hands, the medic said, “You’re lucky as frost, sir. Seriously. That was arterial. Good job, Private.” She injected him with a bag of artificial blood to help him until his body made more, made some notes in a small comp, and moved on to help others. 
 
    Harmon hopped to his seat while leaning on Norblon, sat down, and contacted the defensive bridge. “Clip, talk to me.” 
 
    “It’s bad,” Clip answered, the speaker crackling. “Jayneen’s flying the ship. You lost both helm consoles up there. Zee and his crew are catching all kinds of frost. We have one fusion plant and only two engines. Shields are almost nonexistent. We’re venting from several decks. Big Jon and his guys have almost sealed those areas. We lost quite a few crewmembers.” 
 
    “Squat,” Harmon said. “I know. Lena’s gone.” 
 
    “Frost,” Clip replied. They were both lost in their thoughts for a moment. “I thought we lost you when I couldn’t reach you,” Clip said after several moments. “Jayneen rerouted some stuff and sent some power to the bridge so she could use some of the cameras. I figured you were alright when she intensified the view for dim light and we saw the Marine holding you down. You alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Harmon answered. “It’s just a scratch. It’ll heal.” He looked up and saw the look on the private’s face. He held his finger to his lips and shook his head. 
 
    “I saw that, Harmon,” Jayneen admonished. “I will be looking at your medical file and reporting it to Evelyn. Call it invasion of your privacy if you wish. It will still happen.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about the fleet?” Harmon asked. “I need to know our status now that the Bleeve have continued out of range.” 
 
      
 
      
 
     * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bleeve Dreadnaught Devastation 
 
      
 
    “They have arrived,” Admiral Gorligthah said in triumph. “Finally, we can resupply and be done with this circling game.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” agreed Vice Admiral Ashlah. “Several of the smaller ships have no more missiles.” 
 
    “Sir, the reserve commander is reporting an attack by Salvage ships near the Bith gate,” reported the communications officer. “They are continuing and have veered toward us. I am awaiting damage reports.” 
 
    “They better not lose too many,” growled the admiral. “Especially the supply ship. We’re down to twenty-nine combat effective ships. With those missiles and ships, we can combine fleets and be rid of the Salvage ships.” 
 
    Later the vice admiral skittered over to speak to the admiral. “It appears as if the enemy is moving to meet our Reserve Fleet, Admiral,” Ashlah observed. “As damaged as Salvage is, surely they don’t think they can defeat them?” 
 
    “It would seem so,” Gorligthah said. “We are running low on missiles; they must be nearly out. Even if they somehow manage to stop us from getting the resupply, we can take them. They will have nothing left.” 
 
    “Sir, we have detected a task force moving toward Nazrooth,” reported the tactical officer. “It would seem one of them is a troop transport.” 
 
    “Let them go,” Gorligthah said with dismissal. “They may get troops on the surface, but General Fellgothah will take care of the issue. Order the transport ships to come to our location. There is no sense in letting the enemy destroy them. We will take care of those later. Give me an update on our repairs.” 
 
    An hour later Admiral Gorligthah watched the tiny flashes of light on the main screen as the sensor platforms focused in on the battle. The distance was too great for him to tell what was happening. He saw a huge flash of light. 
 
    “What was that?” he demanded. “That did not look like the others.” 
 
    “Sir, sensors indicate a large surge of raw energy,” answered the tactical officer. 
 
    “A commander from one of the battlecruisers is calling, claiming the enemy has a new weapon, sir,” Vice Admiral Ashlah said from over by the communications console. “The supply ship’s shields are down.” 
 
    “Impossible,” stated the admiral. “The Bottomless Pit has more shielding than this ship. It would take many hits by their pulse cannons to do that. All the shielding? Impossible.” 
 
    He turned back to the screen and continued watching. He saw the flash of light again, followed by obvious explosions as the Bottomless Pit came apart. He turned quickly toward the tactical console. 
 
    The tactical officer checked his screen again, made an adjustment, and turned back to the admiral. “It happened again. It came from the ship registered as Salvage Title, their flagship. They have a new weapon that wasn’t on the video, and it is devastating.” 
 
    The admiral threw the slate he was holding against the bulkhead. “Push the repairs. Have that cursed missile carrier distribute some more of its stores amongst the fleet. We are going to need everything to get past them to the gate. Even then, everyone won’t make it. The only thing saving us now is the fact that they are as damaged as we are.” 
 
    He paused a moment. “On second thought, we will not have to head to the gate. We stay in place and wait. When the other fleet takes Salvage System, they will send ships here. Then we will catch them in a pincer and wrap them up. They will not get any resupply. Continue repairs and let me know when the ships that survived that battle reach us. I want to know more about that weapon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Transport Shuttle 4 
 
    Nazrooth 
 
      
 
    Securely strapped into the commander’s seat on the Stomper, Captain Nathan Brink felt the thud through his seat, through the Stomper secured in the bay, and from the body of the shuttle. He looked over at Corporal Zarmlon with a raised eyebrow. She shrugged her shoulders and put her helmet on. He decided that wasn’t a bad idea. 
 
    Once his helmet was connected to his battle armor, he scrolled through the tabs showing on his translucent screen. He could still see through the clear-steel beyond the tables of information. Using his override, he called the crew operating the shuttle. 
 
    “It’s a little bumpy back here, what was that last one?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Hey, sir,” a raspy voice came back. “Sharvleek just took the top off a huge tree. It was that or expose us to potential radar. We should be good. Minimal damage. We’ll keep riding the contours for another five, and then we cut hard to stay behind the mountain range, so hold on back there. When we hit the surface and offload, we need to move out in a hurry. We’re slotted to get back to Special Delivery and pick up a load of Ground Forces, so can you see if you can get them offloaded in record time?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Nate assured him. “You’re loaded with the Command Stomper and the Maintenance Team. It won’t take us long, even with their equipment.” 
 
    “Roger that,” the co-pilot replied. “Thanks.” 
 
    Nate pulled up the map overlay of the area they would disembark in. It was near a series of rolling hills and a ridgeline. On the other side, between them and a small city, a little over a thousand Bleeve were encamped. The high-altitude drones showed they were dug in with several artillery pieces in place to cover the opening of the valley. Nate didn’t doubt they had a company of tanks as well. 
 
    Once the Bolts were securely on the ground, they would use a broad river running through the hills as a means to get a contingent to a lake behind the enemy. Most of the lake was not in view of the camp. The lake itself backed against a mountain range ending in cliffs. The commander of that unit had made sure his rear was not vulnerable to attack. He hadn’t thought of an attack coming from the lake as the mechs rose out of the water. 
 
    When that happened, the Bolts’ tanks would come around one of the hills in a bounding overwatch as the artillery dropped rounds to prep for the infantry’s assault. Even with the surprise, it wouldn’t be easy. The Bleeve had mechs designed for their eight-legged bodies, and their troops had body armor. The consensus among the leadership had been that the Bleeve armor was more in line with defending against lasers and not the kinetic rounds fired from a mech’s railgun. Time would tell. 
 
    After the entire unit was safely on the ground, Nate reported back to Colonel Arthok and watched from the open hatch of his Stomper as the last of the mechs disappeared into the river. They were led by the Specialty Platoon. Several of the Heavy Mechs carried the much smaller Beetle Mechs, piloted by Smilps, in their claws. It was an interesting sight. 
 
    “Now we wait,” Nate said to the first sergeant as they watched the ammo bearers back the artillery pieces into position. They didn’t unhook, since they were prepared to fire and move before returning rounds came in. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Top agreed. Top put on his helmet and called Nate on their private channel. “Hey sir, I think I need to stick with Second Platoon. Their location in the battle plan gives us a cross view of the action when we hit them.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Nate said. “Once the mechs are in place and Colonel Arthok starts the attack on the other half of this brigade, it’s go time.” 
 
    “Roger, sir,” Top said. “I still can’t believe this unit has set up here. They should know the hills to the west give an enemy the advantage. I’d have set up on the plains where no one could surprise us and the anti-air emplacements could do their thing.” 
 
    “Me, too, Top,” Nate said. “Me, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Skitter Forces Headquarters 
 
      
 
    “We have confirmation, General,” the intelligence officer said. “Forces have landed, and the anti-air batteries never got off a shot. They came in on the other side of the planet and traveled low to their landing zone.” 
 
    “We knew they were coming from the messages before the transport ships left orbit,” General Fellgothah said. “I suspected that was how they would do it.” He glanced over at Colonel Klayrah. “What have the reconnaissance drones revealed?” 
 
    “In bits and pieces, we have determined their numbers to be approximately fifteen hundred, give or take a hundred,” answered the major. “Right now it’s a back and forth game with our drones. We destroy theirs; they shoot down ours. We were able to confirm with a high-altitude flyover by one of the fighters.” 
 
    “You are sure those are the only troops to reach the planet?” the general asked. 
 
    “We believe so,” answered the major. He walked over and placed symbols for the enemy forces on the map. “They are massing for an attack on the Third Battalion of Fourth Brigade.” 
 
    “It would make sense,” agreed General Fellgothah. “With that brigade split up, it is a unit they outnumber. Only slightly, but they do outnumber them. This tells me they have drones we don’t know about…or air support.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the major said. “We are looking. This is something we did not expect. There are many assets we could have brought with us had we known it was more than a show of force mission. That and resource gathering.” 
 
    “I should have been brought from retirement during the planning stages,” stated the general for the hundredth time, “not when the fleet was ready to disembark.” He looked over at Colonel Klayrah with a look that dared the younger Bleeve to say anything. 
 
    “I agree, sir,” answered the major, not wanting to get involved with whatever was going on between his seniors. “I was not in on the planning. Like you, I can only work with what I have, and it’s not much.” 
 
    General Fellgothah stood, looking at the map and what he knew of the enemy’s placement and movement since landing. Finally, after making up his mind, he turned to the major. “They will come this way and attack our units head on. It is the only reason for this placement. They must have air support along with the other assets they landed with. Somewhere back behind them is an airfield. Draw up a plan for our air assets to consolidate, and prepare to meet them before they can assist.” 
 
    “Sir, that will put our fighters dangerously low on fuel,” Colonel Klayrah reasoned. “Our air bases are here, here, and here. We only have twenty-four mission capable due to maintenance issues.” 
 
    “If surprise is on our side, we may be able to take their air assets out,” the general said, dismissing him. “This will be a straightforward battle. They will prep with artillery; we will attempt to counter. Theirs will be mobile; ours are dug in. With the protection our forces have, we will take some losses, but they will run out of ordnance and still have to attempt a frontal attack.” 
 
    “If they attempt to flank us?” asked the major 
 
    “They cannot,” said the general. “This is why I had the forces dig in there. It allows our forces to shift to prepared positions. No, this will be a classic fight. Unit on unit.” 
 
    “What if they have reserve troops on their carrier?” asked the major. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” the general asked in a teaching moment. 
 
    “We need to designate two of our fighters to attack any descending dropships or troop transports.” 
 
    “Do it,” General Fellgothah agreed, “but also know they cannot depend on them to come anywhere near the battle area. It will expose them to our anti-air batteries. They will no longer have the whole planet to cover their descent, nor the mountains keeping them from our radars.” 
 
    Colonel Klayrah skittered out of the prefabricated building, a step up from the tent they occupied recently. Disgusted with the attitude of the general and the upstart major, he went to find a few likeminded officers. There were others who felt this incursion was only a minor thing. If the two battalions couldn’t defeat them, surely one of the other brigades would. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Ground Forces 
 
    Nazrooth 
 
      
 
    Colonel Arthok looked up and over at those gathered around him. “You heard Grane. The air support is a no-go. They can’t get near us without engaging in dogfights. We’re taking out some of their fighters, but they’ve shot down some of ours as well. I’ve sent two teams on hovercraft to locate and rescue downed pilots.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing they don’t have to worry about hostile locals,” suggested a major, “and we know where their military forces are.” 
 
    “True,” agreed Arthok, “but that doesn’t help us with air support. I’m moving up the timetables. The Bolts are in place, and we are, as well. Right now they have enough in their power cells on the mechs to fight without worry. If we wait four more hours, some of them may run low before they take care of the other half of this brigade. We can’t afford for them to stop and recharge.” 
 
    “Give me time to get back to my guns, and we’re ready,” his artillery commander said. “We’ll rain pain on them, sir.” 
 
    “I know you will, Harker, I know you will.” Arthok grinned. 
 
    “I like it, sir,” Lieutenant Colonel Zheta said. “Instead of hitting them in the middle of the night, we hit them as the sun sets. I really like that we’re coming in from the west. I’ll take every advantage my tanks can get.” 
 
    “Nighttime, daytime,” Lieutenant Colonel Jalobath added, “it all sucks in the infantry. That’s why we love it. While we’re all gathered together, I’d like to thank you all once more for your support.” 
 
    Everyone groaned at the old military cliché. Every job in an army is designed to support the infantryman. They didn’t deny it. They couldn’t, and he knew it. 
 
    “Yeah, well, now that you have some mechs, you’re leaning my way, old friend,” Zheta said. “Perhaps there’s some tanker in you after all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bolt Command Stomper 
 
    Nazrooth 
 
      
 
    “That’s it,” Nate said over the secure command link, “we’re a go. Drop some on them, Smithers.” 
 
    Twelve 150mm rounds left the cannons at almost the same instant when Lieutenant Smithers gave the command. The sound was unmistakable. The crews scrambled to reload. 
 
    A two-man team on the other side of the hills stayed low in their camouflaged position and watched for the impacts. The rounds struck where they were supposed to, among the dug-in artillery pieces and the two anti-air batteries. With a grin, the corporal called over the artillery channel, “Fire for effect.” 
 
    Each gun crew dropped three more rounds and scrambled to get the pieces ready to move. They dove into the open back hatch of the ammo-bearing armored vehicles as they started moving. Two hundred yards away and off to the north they bailed out and prepared to fire again. They would get in four more salvos, shifting targets according to the forward observers, before their own troops would be in the danger area. 
 
    The tanks were up ahead, ready to come out from behind the rolling hills. Timing was the key. Behind them, the infantry would follow. 
 
    “Move us out, Corporal Loftis,” Nate ordered over the Stomper’s internal radio. 
 
    “Roger that, sir,” Collyn Loftis answered. He could practically hear the grin in her voice.  
 
    The armored personal carrier moved with the rest of them, its pads thudding with each step, hence the name. Inside each Stomper, the troops in their heavy battle armor prepared themselves mentally for the jump boot—aided leap and descent into the battle to come. The fight to take the planet from the Bleeve was on. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Specialty Platoon 
 
    Lake Groon 
 
      
 
    Mayshire heard the command to prep the battlefield. She could imagine the sound of all twelve cannons going off. “That’s our cue,” she said over the link to all of the Bolts’ mech pilots. “It’s time to dry off. It’s close to darkness up there, but not quite. Still, I want to keep our presence unknown as long as we can, so nobody jump out of the lake and give us away with the glow of your rockets. Just stroll on up the beach like we’re on holiday.” 
 
    The tops of several mechs eased out of the water. The pilots scanned quickly using several cameras, both normal and infrared. They continued walking toward shore. Behind them others followed, more and more of the huge war machines becoming exposed with every step. 
 
    Once they were all assembled and accounted for, they formed up with their squad leaders, and broke into a loping run. Undetected for the time being, they’d be close enough to fire railguns in minutes. By the time they were among the enemy, the artillery barrage would be finished. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bleeve Camp 
 
    Anti-Air Unit 6 
 
      
 
    The Bleeve lieutenant looked up and tilted his head. He thought he heard muffled explosions in the distance, and when he looked up at the sensor screen for the anti-air laser he was assigned to, he couldn’t see anything showing. They’d been set to detect fighters, so the noise couldn’t have been that. He decided it was thunder. It rained all the time on this damp world. Besides, the other battalions were under eminent attack warning, not them. 
 
    Seconds later he heard the whistle of incoming rounds and knew it was too late. One of the rounds landed yards away. He wasn’t alive long enough to register the fact. Pieces of shrapnel tore through him and the screen in front of him, and his body was thrown with the concussion. All around his lifeless body, chaos rained down. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bleeve Camp 
 
    Headquarters Combined Battalions 
 
      
 
    In the Command Center, the commander for the combined battalions grabbed the slate from the private and shouted to the general, “Sir, we are under attack! They are coming from all sides! Artillery, armor, large mechs. Sir, we are in danger of being overrun. What are your orders?” 
 
    “Calm down and fight,” demanded the general. His expression was grim. “Hold your ground. Do you have an estimated number?” 
 
    “No, sir,” answered the visibly shaken lieutenant colonel. “Sir, they came out of the lake.” 
 
    “The lake!” shouted General Fellgothah. “What are you still doing there? I ordered your unit to move out into the plain so you could see all avenues of approach and utilize the anti-air batteries.” 
 
    “Sir, I…sir, I never received those orders,” said the confused officer. “I can’t get air support on the comms; can you send them?” 
 
    “You did not?” Fellgothah asked as he rose up on his back six legs. “Tell me, why did your anti-air batteries not attempt to shoot the artillery rounds from the sky?” 
 
    “We set them to detect something as small as a fighter, per our orders,” answered the shaken officer. 
 
    “I did not specifically say fighters and above,” shouted General Fellgothah. “What idiot would order them taken off the standard settings? Never mind.” 
 
    Resigned, General Fellgothah said, “I cannot get you air support. Look, I know it is bad. You have to hold out. Your entire brigade is under attack, and I cannot get support to you. We do not own the skies yet. Do your best.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Battlefield 
 
      
 
    The battle lasted through the night. It wasn’t without Bolt casualties. The Bleeve tank’s main gun was a large laser. It couldn’t fire as fast as the Bolts’ tanks, but it was powerful, and cut armor with every hit. They also had the advantage of prepared positions. Half the Bolts’ tanks were destroyed beyond repair.  
 
    Some of the Bleeve had managed to get to their eight-legged mechs and put up a good fight. They also used a heavy laser mounted on top as their main weapon, and several mechs had been destroyed. Many more were damaged, and the Maintenance Platoon was working hard to fix the ones they could.  
 
    The artillery fared better, having been able to move before the Bleeve artillery positions could send rounds back their way. Each gun used sixteen rounds to prep the battlefield. Right now that wasn’t a concern, but as they were used, they couldn’t be replaced without proper supplies. 
 
    All in all, the Bolts had thirty-six members killed in action, fully ten percent of their number. Handfuls more were wounded. There were three more full brigades of Bleeve on the planet. It wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    Nate removed his helmet and took a deep breath. He was glad to breathe fresh air, even if it smelled a little different from back home on Salvage. He looked around at the wounded being tended by the medics. Several were in the tent undergoing surgery. He was glad to have the two doctors who’d volunteered to come with them. They’d held back with the artillery until needed. They and some of their medical technicians had come from two of the ships in orbit with their troop transport. 
 
    It’s probably a good idea to look into some permanent medical specialists in the Bolts, he thought.  
 
    “Hey, Top,” he said. “What do you think about getting some actual doctors in our unit?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir,” the first sergeant said. “Not everybody can do what we do.” 
 
    “You’re right,” agreed Nate. 
 
    “Hey, sir,” Corporal Zarmlon said as she tried to get her mohawk to stand up after wearing her helmet for so long, “why don’t you send a couple of our medics to school for certification? Like an Officer’s Training Course or something, only for medical stuff. They can be warrant officers. We’ll already know them. Who best to work on us than a brother or sister Bolt?” 
 
    Nate looked over at Top and grinned. “She’s a keeper.” 
 
    The first sergeant stood up and looked down at both of them. “Just don’t ruin her by sending her to an Officer’s Course,” he said before walking off. He looked back and said, “And don’t field promote her to officer, either. I need to keep all my good troops.” 
 
    Mayshire walked over. She wasn’t wearing armor like they were; she was still in her pilot’s suit. 
 
    “Hey, ma’am,” Zarmlon said. “Where’s your mech?” 
 
    “Getting repaired,” the lieutenant said. “One of those lasers on their mechs burned through a knee joint, and it fried the servo motor connecting the leg to the torso, too. I fell right over and had to fire prone position the rest of the fight.” 
 
    “That would suck,” volunteered the corporal. 
 
    “It did,” confirmed Mayshire. 
 
    “Did you get the prisoner situation taken care of?” Nate asked. 
 
    “I did,” Mayshire answered. “The locals are helping out. They won’t fight, but they don’t have a problem keeping three hundred prisoners locked up. Preventing others from causing harm without having to resort to violence themselves, or something like that. Anyway, they were happy to help.” 
 
    “They sure didn’t mind when we went into the city and cleared out the Bleeve holed up there,” Zarmlon said. “We didn’t show any mercy to those baby snatchers, either. They tried to claim some kind of political status and said they weren’t in the military. Top said they were murderers, so it didn’t matter. They’re all in jail.” 
 
    “Well, at least that’s one thing we don’t have to worry about.” Nate sighed in relief. “By the way, I spoke with Colonel Arthok.” 
 
    “You did?” Mayshire asked. “How did the Ground Forces make out?” 
 
    “They took out the other two battalions,” Nate confirmed. “It took them a lot longer than it did us, and they lost five times the number we did.” 
 
    “Five times!” exclaimed Mayshire. “That’s tough.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nate agreed. “Almost a hundred and fifty of them. The Bleeve were embedded pretty good. The Ground Forces used up a lot more artillery rounds than we did, or it would have been worse.” 
 
    “They didn’t have the benefit of the terrain we dealt with,” Mayshire said. 
 
    “Or a hundred mechs sneaking up behind them,” added Zarmlon. 
 
    “Fighting for every foot of ground against a dug-in enemy didn’t help either,” Nate said. 
 
    “When do we move out?” asked Mayshire. 
 
    “I’m giving the docs a chance to do their thing,” Nate said, standing up. “The Maintenance Platoon, too. We can’t wait too long. When the Ground Force moves out, we need to be moving, too. The plan is for us to hit the next brigade together. Recon has already let us know the last two brigades are on the move to meet up and combine forces.” 
 
    “Great,” Mayshire said. “If we thought fighting a couple of battalions was tough, what will fighting a couple of brigades be like?” 
 
    “A nightmare, Dee,” Nate said as he bent down and picked up his helmet. “It’ll be a nightmare.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Skitter Forces Headquarters 
 
      
 
    “Take him away,” ordered General Fellgothah. 
 
    Four armed Bleeve attempted to drag the struggling offender away. Finally one of the larger soldiers struck him in the head with the butt of his laser rifle, and they dragged the limp prisoner away, all eight legs trailing behind him. 
 
    “Major Skatah,” Fellgothah said, “you have just been promoted to lieutenant colonel. You are now my executive officer.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the intelligence officer said, looking around for witnesses. He knew the word would spread quickly. It didn’t matter; after the Skitter Forces heard of Colonel Klayrah’s fate, there would be no issue with his unusual promotion. 
 
    “That idiot cost us a brigade,” the general said, “wasting lives and equipment. Not to mention showing the locals that we can be beaten. Do you realize there are Bleeve in Nazrooth prisons as we speak? Prisons!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Skatah answered. “It is an outrage. Once we defeat the enemy, those locals will be dealt with, I can assure you.” 
 
    “Good,” Fellgothah said, “that is what I want to hear. Still, I guess I should be pleased. These soldiers from Salvage System took prisoners and did not execute them all on the spot.” 
 
    “I can see that line of reasoning, sir,” Skatah said. 
 
    “I may consider returning the favor when our combined brigades meet them again in battle,” General Fellgothah said. “Unless the queen decides otherwise,” he added. 
 
    “Glory to the queen,” Major Skatah said, unprompted. 
 
    “Precisely,” Fellgothah said. “Glory to the queen. Find out how many of our fighters survived the last couple of days. I want air support for the next battle. I intend it to be the last.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Skatah said. “My specialists are working on it now. Communication with the airfields has not been easy since this started, but we are trying.” 
 
    “Good,” General Fellgothah said. “I am working on a plan. There is nothing we can do to stop the attack on Third Brigade. It is coming. The enemy has no choice but to continue. When that happens, we lose control of half the population. 
 
    “If the locals were the type to take up arms, it would mean the end of us, but the Nazrooth will not fight. On the other pincer, because of that, we cannot round up hundreds of them and threaten the rest with retaliation if they do not work with us to rid these Salvage soldiers from the planet. 
 
    “What I am thinking? Use the same tactic Admiral Gorligthah is using. Wear them down and dwindle their ammunition stores. Even their mechs will run out of those kinetic rounds eventually. Their fleet is all but destroyed. They cannot get a resupply.” 
 
    “A series of skirmishes,” Skatah said. “Yes, I agree, sir. A prolonged war will wear them down. We have the numbers, and we have more resources to draw from. We have several ammo depots, and they have none.” 
 
    “We will wear them down and attack with First and Second Brigade when the time is right,” decided General Fellgothah. “I hate to sacrifice Third Brigade. Perhaps we will be surprised and Third Brigade will prevail. If not, that battle will surely deplete their ammo and equipment faster, making it easier in the final battle.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Transport Shuttle 4 
 
      
 
    “Roger, we’re coming in hot,” Lieutenant Sharvleek said over the comms. “We’re loaded down with small arms ammunition, the rest of the artillery and tank rounds, fuel bladders, and medical supplies. Three birds are right behind us. We have a crew of volunteers from the mother ship with us to unload them.” 
 
    “Give Captain Rothan my thanks,” Colonel Arthok said, his voice coming in weakly. 
 
    “Will do,” the pilot said as he continued to maneuver the shuttle through the dips and hills of the landscape. “I’m sorry we couldn’t get closer to you, but we don’t own the skies yet. One of ours ran some of their fighters away from us ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “I understand,” Arthok answered. “Where you’re putting it should be secure. It’s between us and the Bolts, and near our meeting point. The platoon of Marines from Special Delivery, with their shoulder-fired missiles, should keep it safe until we can get to it. I doubt the Bleeve will send forces to the location; it’s too far, and puts them at risk from our fighters, too.” 
 
    “I concur,” Lieutenant Sharvleek said. “Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bolts’ Maintenance Platoon Area 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to have to leave them, sir,” the first sergeant said after walking over from the large tracked vehicle carrying the platoon’s repair replicator. 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Nate. “At least they were able to get two of them working again. It helps they had several to cannibalize.” 
 
    Nate looked at the remaining tanks. Lieutenant Algrite and his platoon sergeant were standing on one talking to its new tank commander. They’d been hit the hardest going against the Bleeve tanks. Several crews now consisted of the surviving members of destroyed tanks. Some of them had been wounded, but they’d insisted on getting back into one of the tracked machines to continue the mission. As often as the infantry and tankers went back and forth in jest, every member of the Bolts respected them, their ability, and the bravery it took to be out front facing huge death-dealing machines with theirs. 
 
    “Get them ready to move out, Top,” Nate said. “We have a way to go to meet up with the Ground Forces. There’s a resupply waiting for us. It may be the only one we get.” 
 
    “Roger sir,” Top said. “I’m on it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Airfield  
 
    Banktown, Planet Salvage 
 
      
 
    Staff Sergeant Rinek stood in front of the combined formation, his tattoo shining for all to see. To his left was the Monitor Platoon, all thirty of them in full uniform, and not the plain clothes they often wore. They had a serious look on their faces, visible through their tattoos. 
 
    Centered were forty Bolt Trainees. Interspersed among them in the leadership positions, and identified by their own tattoos, were seven instructors and four prior service noncommissioned officers. The sergeants and corporals had been given their positions minutes earlier. The back two ranks of troops were currently in mech training. Sergeant Muraingo was first in the rank, now in charge of them. Included were members of his squad, their tattoos glowing as well. 
 
    To his right were thirty-four members of the Ground Forces, their instructors acting as leadership. Behind them in a loose formation were twenty more Withaloo. They were an older group, obvious retirees from the military. 
 
    Rinek glanced over at the young lieutenant with a questioning look. The officer nodded his encouragement. “Listen up, training is canceled as of right now. It’s not looking good up there.” His voice echoed across the formation. Everyone knew he was referring to the fleet defending the system. 
 
    He continued, “Captain Bentalt was able to get a message to Lieutenant Clartha, and the lieutenant made his decision. As of right now, you’re all members of the Ground Forces or Bolts. You’ll turn in your training gear. Combat gear will be issued to you immediately after this formation. Your leadership will let you know who’ll go to the motor pool to occupy the tanks, artillery, and the two anti-air batteries based on your training thus far. Those of you close to full mech qualification will don your pilot suits, and the technicians will prepare your mechs with a full combat load. This is not a training exercise. You…we will have to defend the planet and the beings on it. Once word gets out to the population, I expect there’ll be many armed volunteers, some may be ex-military, but as of right now, we’re it. We’re all that stands between the residents of Salvage and the Bleeve, should the Defense Fleet fall.” 
 
    He paused a moment to let the reality of the situation sink in. “This is what you signed up for. It’s just happening sooner than you thought. If they come, the lieutenant and I think they’ll get far more than they bargained for. They may take the planet, but it will not be without cost.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Command Stomper 
 
    Nazrooth 
 
      
 
    “Drop the ramp, Loftis!” Nate shouted over the internal channel. “This is where we get out!” 
 
    Light poured into the dim troop area as the ramp dropped. Captain Brink, Corporal Zarmlon, and Specialist Pailoth jumped. They were an easy twenty feet in the air. Before they landed, all three sets of boots on the heavy battle armor flared and enabled them to land as if it had only been a few feet. 
 
    The two enlisted soldiers scrambled to keep up with their commander. Up ahead, the fighting was getting intense, and he intended to join First Platoon and push forward. The battle was raging all around them as the Bolts hit the flank of the Bleeve Brigade in a classic attack pattern. The sounds of artillery firing behind them let them know the main battlefield was still being prepped before the Ground Forces hit them. 
 
    “Algrite!” Nate called on the armor frequency. “It looks like they broke a dozen tanks out, and they’re trying to get to our guns. Can you stop them?” 
 
    “We saw it, sir,” the lieutenant called back. He sounded winded. “It’s touch and go here, but it looks like we saw them in time to swing around and stop it. It might be best to tell Smithers to pack it in and move to an alternate position.” 
 
    “I already let him know,” Nate said. “Keep your head down.” 
 
    The rounded a bend in the country road. Nate stopped and swapped his screen over to the view from the last reconnaissance droid. It looked like Algrite and the few tanks he had remaining were stopping the breakout. Suddenly his world flipped several times, and he landed near a tree. He was shaking his head trying to clear it when he heard Zarmlon call out. He opened his eyes. 
 
    “Sir, are you all right?” Sir!” She was kneeling over him, checking his armor for openings and signs of bleeding. “Pailoth! The CO is down. Get over here!” 
 
    His vision clearing, Nate saw a huge shadow cross over the top of Corporal Zarmlon. He realized it was the Stomper. Suddenly it slammed to the ground ten yards beyond them, its legs bent. It was blocking the direction the tank round had come from. The automated turret on top could be heard firing a sustained burst from the mounted railgun.  
 
    There was a huge explosion, and both the medic and Zarmlon went flying away from Nate. The Stomper had taken a direct hit from the unseen tank. The battle armor saved them from the blast. There were no more shots from the tank. 
 
    “Ohhh, my head,” Zarmlon complained from inside the wood line. “Sir, are you alive?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nate answered, still laying there, “just shook up a little.” 
 
    “I’m not,” complained the specialist. “I feel like I flew into a tree and died.” 
 
    “You did,” Zarmlon said, looking over at her friend. “You broke it, too.” 
 
    Minutes later, they eased around the burning hulk of the Stomper and saw the enemy tank sticking out of the brush forty yards away, smoke coming out of several holes from the impacts of the point-blank railgun rounds. They could see that some of the armor on the Bleeve tank had already been damaged from the battle before it had made its way to them. 
 
    “Corporal Loftis,” Nate said quietly. “She dropped the Stomper and saved us.” 
 
    “Collyn was a good troop,” Zarmlon said, “and a frost of a driver.” 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Nate. “We have to move out. This battle isn’t over. We’ll be back for her.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Mayshire quickly looked at the number of remaining railgun rounds listed in the corner of her left screen. It wasn’t good. Neither was the status of her left leg. It showed orange. What’s the deal with getting hit in the leg all the time? she asked herself. She could feel the hitch every time she took a step. Running in the mech was not an option. Not that they needed to run. Her platoon was moving from large tree to large tree, picking their shots as they tried to get through the forest. They were chasing a large number of Bleeve mechs as they scrambled away on eight legs using the same type of shielding. Behind the Specialty Platoon, sections of the forest floor and several trees were burning. 
 
    Even though there was nowhere to run to, the Bleeve refused to give up. It seemed to Mayshire the enemy knew what fate awaited it and chose to die fighting. Her platoon couldn’t let them run. If they continued, they’d eventually meet up with the Ground Forces’ infantry, and the fight would be one sided, with the mounted lasers on the spider mechs tearing through them. No. This was a mech battle. 
 
    “Sergeant Alfred, Special Six,” she called over the platoon channel. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” answered a translated voice she knew was the Smilp. 
 
    “Take the Beetle Mechs two hundred yards to the east and see if you can swing around and get behind them,” Mayshire ordered. “If you can slow them down, we may be able to put a stop to their running fight.” 
 
    “Moving, ma’am,” the Smilp answered. 
 
    Off to the side, Mayshire caught a fleeting glimpse of one of the small six-legged mechs as it disappeared under some bushes headed off to the side. She knew the other small mechs were headed the same way. They were fast, and often overlooked in battle because of their low silhouette, so they were undamaged. They would be a nasty surprise with the back-mounted railguns. 
 
    She looked again at her munitions reading. This needs to end quickly, she thought. I don’t know how we’re going to take on two brigades. 
 
    She and the remainder of the operational mechs of her platoon continued moving ahead, taking shots when they could. When she heard the sound of sustained railgun fire up ahead, she grinned and ordered the platoon to advance quickly. She kept up the best she could. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Ground Forces  
 
    Temporary Command Center 
 
      
 
    “That’s two down and two to go,” Colonel Arthok said. “It cost us dearly. We’re at fifty percent combat effective.” 
 
    “The Bolts are down thirty percent, sir,” Nate said. 
 
    The senior leaders were meeting for the After-Action Review, and the numbers presented were bad. They were low on personnel, and even lower on ammunition, fuel, and rounds for both the tanks and artillery pieces. 
 
    “We’ve been able to issue Bleeve rifles to most of the infantry,” volunteered Lieutenant Colonel Jalobath. “Each troop has several power cells for their weapon. We’ll use ours first, then switch over during the final battle. I think the best plan is to get among their lines. It will allow our troops to take power cells from the dead and continue.” 
 
    “That is a good plan,” Arthok agreed. “Captain Brink, have your Bolts do the same.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Nate replied. “We’ve been collecting them as well. We ran across a supply of grenades. I have a hovercraft bringing most of them over.” 
 
    “Good,” Arthok said. “Everything we can get our hands on helps.” 
 
    “It is too bad we can’t use their artillery rounds,” Lieutenant Colonel Hanker said. “There’s a stockpile. All their guns were damaged and are useless to us.” 
 
    “Send them over to my Maintenance Platoon,” Nate said. “We have a replicator we can use to provide some rounds, if we have what we need to feed them. I’m willing to bet my guys can get them to kick out our artillery rounds. We may even be able to get tank rounds out of them. They’re the same size, but with different warheads.” 
 
    “Brilliant,” Arthok said. “The formula for their explosives may be different, but the replicator should be able to use it. Too bad their tanks use lasers, or we could find more.” 
 
    “We’re already using scrap to make railgun rounds for the mechs,” Nate said. “They have less range, and a slight drop in velocity due to the blended metal. We could make the right blend for maximum magnetic propulsion, but we won’t get as many. I’m betting on more is better.” 
 
    “Good bet,” Arthok said. “I’ll send a detail over with more scrap. We still have twelve mechs in operation in the Ground Forces. They could use a resupply, as well. Can it be adjusted to make rounds for rifles?” 
 
    “Send them over, sir,” Nate said. “We’ll do what we can. I’ll have the technicians go over your mechs and try and repair some for you, too.” 
 
    “Three days,” Arthok said, standing. “Three days, and we move out. As far as we know the two brigades have met up. The imagery we have is coming from the ships in orbit. We still don’t own the skies. Neither side has many warbirds left, either. Our pilots have been taking up Nazrooth craft all day. Small, weaponless shuttles with makeshift door gunners. It’s not ideal, but we may get close enough to see what’s happening over there. The Bleeve have declared a no-fly zone, so they know it’s us. The Nazrooth won’t go against it.” 
 
    “If we can take out their concentration of anti-air batteries, we can use the transport shuttles as air support. They have some weaponry,” suggested Nate.  
 
    “That may be Bolts’ mission,” Arthok agreed. “We need to plan the movement and order of battle. Now’s the time for suggestions.” 
 
    The meeting lasted for hours. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    “There’s been an emergence! I count twenty ships, and climbing!” shouted Adam. The tactical officer started adjusting his pieced-together screen, trying to gather more information. 
 
    “Harmon, I concur,” Janeen said, the overhead speaker crackling. “There are now seventy-eight more ships heading into the system from the gate. I cannot determine more than that. Perhaps if I reroute my connections, I could download more information.” 
 
    “Seventy-eight!” Clip shouted from the other side of the bridge. “Dude, we don’t have half that many missiles on board, even if we could repair the weapons control systems and get more than four launchers capable of firing. We need time, man. Serious time.” 
 
    “Bahroot?” Harmon tried the comms one more time. “Are you close enough now to receive a signal? Bahroot?” The ship’s communications relay had been destroyed and had to be repaired piecemeal. Clip and Zerith had worked wonders, using parts from the Hauler’s system and from the transport shuttle, the only two craft still in the bay. Even Harmon’s Zax fighter had been part of the fight, with a Pikith from one of the squadrons flying it. 
 
    “Frost!” Harmon exclaimed. “Jayneen, can you boost our signal somehow? We need to know what’s coming. Bahroot using the gate’s system is the only way that can happen, unless one of the other ships in the fleet can relay it to us.” 
 
    “Try it now,” Jayneen said as the lights dimmed slightly. 
 
    “Bahroot!” Harmon said loudly. “Are you receiving?” 
 
    A faint voice was heard. “Uncle Harmon, yes, I can hear you now. I’ve already turned and am attempting to slow so I don’t pass what’s left of your formation. If I were an organic being, I would be putty on the back bulkhead. There’s no known race able to take fifty-eight Gs.” 
 
    “That boy is hauling more ass than that entire fleet of Squilla we fought,” Bradford chimed in, his voice a surprise over the communications system, “and those ships were full of those no-ass-having, creepy-looking crabs.”  
 
    “Bradford! What are you doing in system?” Harmon asked, too surprised to comment on what he’d said. They were unable to get a reading, but he had to be in the refurbished Krift ship, Piece of Junk. 
 
    “I brought reinforcements, Commodore,” Bradford answered. “Dang, from what my tac officer is telling me, y’all are beat up pretty bad. Anyway, if your sensors can’t quite tell, I’m leading seven war ships designed like this one, except they’re a lot bigger. They’re heavies. They took a little damage back home, but they’re in fighting shape. There are also seventy, count ‘em, seventy Q-ships that are put together pretty good, I have to admit.” 
 
    “Krift?” Harmon asked, standing and wincing slightly as he reached down and checked the bandage on his thigh. It was no longer a deep cut, but he definitely felt it when he put weight on it. The nanites were not quite finished with their work. 
 
     “Those are Krift ships?” Harmon asked.  
 
    He and his fleet had succeeded in defending the Tretrayon System against invading Squilla fleets and their Krift allies a couple years before. Afterward, he’d reached a deal with the new Krift queen, whose system had become trading partners with the Tretrayon System since. 
 
    “Yep,” Bradford confirmed. “Left another thirty Q-ships back in Salvage System with Mike and Twiggy to help guard it. We fought a pretty good battle. Them dang spidery bugs sent in a fleet of thirty. We were handling it, and it was kind of tight, but we’d have won eventually. Maybe. Ok, maybe not. I lied. It was rough.” 
 
    He continued, “We wouldn’t have made it for sure if Mike hadn’t put out a ‘Merc’s Honor All Call.’” 
 
    Harmon whistled low and long. “Mike put out an ‘All Call?’”  
 
    Harmon knew that had only happened a handful of times in the last fifty years or so. All honorable merc companies in a system answered it if they were able, but it cost later, because there’s no negotiating those contracts. You pay what they ask. They’re fair, but if it’s a big unit, it’s a lot. “I mean, there are usually several companies in-system these days, and occasionally a big outfit. I take they joined in?” 
 
    “Without hesitation,” confirmed Bradford. “It was much appreciated. Now that the Merc’s Hub is complete and they have a place to dock and do business, if they don’t want to make the trip all the way to Salvage, everyone knows there’s a neutral place to go to regroup and take some time off. You know, business is booming on the business side of the shipyards. Opening that section up to repair warships that don’t belong to the system was genius.” 
 
    He paused a moment and said, “don’t tell Mike I said that. I gotta work with him.” 
 
    “I won’t.” Harmon smiled, feeling better about their situation. “Did any of the mercs take losses?”  
 
    “Damage to ships and some casualties,” Bradford answered. “A few fighters, but no loss of ships. Three different units and a single combined, came in at battle speeds, and hit the Bleeve flank from a distance. It helped us hold off the invasion fleet and caused them to swing around and regroup. We’ll have to repair their ships, replace the fighters and all the missiles, along with their contract fee, though.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Harmon agreed. “I’m glad there were some available to help. We have the credit, so it’s no issue. I hate that they took casualties, though.” 
 
    “Me, too, but they know the nature of the business,” Bradford agreed. “You can afford the credit costs; you’re richer than some systems centuries old. Hey, that reminds me—there was a company consisting of a single ship that fired missiles that can’t be replaced. We never saw that type of ship before, and its readings aren’t readily available on the Net, either. It’s not a big ship, kind of like a frigate, but not really. Anyway, they asked to meet with you once this all blows over. Said it was important, but it could wait until after this.” 
 
    “Huh, sounds a little strange, but yeah, after this is finished,” Harmon said. “Human mercs?” 
 
    “Some of them; others are of a race I never saw before,” Bradford answered. “Big scorpion looking dudes. Their leader seems alright, though.” 
 
    “I may have Jayneen look into it before we head back to Salvage,” Harmon said. “Anyway, back to the business at hand. We need to defeat the remainder of the Bleeve Fleet so we can make a push for the planet, but we can’t because we’re low on missiles, and the fleet is pretty banged up. We have troops on the ground that need resupply and reinforcements.”  
 
    “I brought some of those, too,” Bradford said. “This ship is not in any kind of shape to go back into battle, but I do have a bay full of troops. The entire platoon of Tralge, about a hundred of your Ground Forces and Bolts, and that small merc unit I told you about. Did you know they have two tanks? Big ones. One hundred and twenty tons. They make the Withaloo tank look small. Oh, and there are mechs. Ten regular ones, and the six Giant Mechs.” 
 
    “They’re ready?” Harmon asked, surprised. “Great, we’ll need everything we can get to help those on the surface.” He paused before saying, “If they still survive. Tell me about the Krift.” 
 
    “Shortly after the creepy crawlers regrouped, repaired, and were heading back to finish us off,” Bradford explained, “over a hundred Krift ships came into the system and wiped out the remaining Bleeve ships. I’ll save that report for later. Hey, I’m going to send the Swarm queen the Salvage Fleet battle frequency so she can talk to you and find out what you need her to do. Listen, will you do me a solid?” 
 
    “What’s that?” Harmon asked. He was still shocked by the turn of events. 
 
    “I changed what’s relayed by the transponder, so don’t tell her what I named this ship,” Bradford said. “Out here.” 
 
    Harmon leaned back in his seat and looked at the damage above him, a smile slowly forming on his face. With a slight strain he leaned his tired body forward and watched as repairs were being made. He knew the same was happening across the fleet and over in the Kashkal Fleet. They’d been working on them for more than a week. Several of the crewmembers kept stealing glances at him. They’d heard the conversation and now knew there was a chance. It caused them to redouble their efforts. 
 
    Ships had been locked together in an effort to combine shielding and fighting capabilities. Many had repaired shields to the point they were ready for a run on the Bleeve to finally force them to fight instead of circle. It would have been a big risk, depending on how many missiles the enemy had. Now, now things had changed. He ran his fingers through his hair and looked down at his comms, waiting. 
 
    After a few minutes, Ensign Pathron looked over from his console, panels open all around him as he and Brickle were working on it. “You have a call from Winds of Change, sir. A Queen Mayrell.” 
 
    “Thanks, Path,” Harmon answered. “Can we put it on the main screen yet?” 
 
    “Try it,” answered Brickle for the ensign. 
 
    The main screen flickered for an instant, then it lit up with a blurred image. Slowly the image came into focus, and Harmon found himself looking into the bridge of a large ship. Seated in a large chair in the center was a Krift. She was reddish brown with coloring similar to Queen Rathell, the queen of Krift. 
 
    “President Tomeral,” the Krift said, standing. “I bring you greetings from Queen Rathell.” 
 
    The Krift ducked her head in respect to one above her status, a movement that surprised Harmon. As the Swarm queen of the entire Krift fleet, it meant she viewed Harmon as the equal of the queen of her own system, and not just a fellow fleet commander. 
 
    “I am Swarm Queen Mayrell, and we are at your service,” she said. 
 
    “I see,” Harmon said, sitting back. “As you can tell, we’re in the middle of major repairs, and your appearance is a bit of a surprise. Can you brief me?” 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” Queen Mayrell said. 
 
    “Before you do,” Harmon said with a slight smile, “please sit. And call me Harmon. I’m the System president, but right now I’m a fleet commander, like you. If your military bearing won’t allow it, I understand. Commodore Tomeral will do.” 
 
    Harmon saw her tilt her head slightly in thought. She turned, walked back to her seat, and sat down. 
 
    “My aunt the queen said you would be easy to talk to,” Mayrell said. “A warrior like me. I can see she is correct.” 
 
    She continued, “Yes, I will call you Harmon. Please, call me Mayrell, or May as those close to me do.” 
 
    “You got it,” Harmon said. “Now, tell me how this all transpired.” 
 
    “As you know,” she began, “Queen Rathell recalled all Krift Q-ships and continued upgrading the shipyards and building ships. Two of the ships in my fleet went on the mission to eradicate the Squilla king. We have been training and upgrading the Q-ships, as well.” 
 
    “I did know that,” Harmon said. “Some of your officers have trained in the Tretrayon System. Your queen wants to use her forces as mercenaries as a way to bring credit to your system, since there isn’t much to trade.” 
 
    “Yes,” answered Mayrell. “I have received the benefits of that training. As far as mercenary work, it has been very slow, with only a few contracts. It seems we have a reputation among the galaxy that is…less than desirable. It is something we will have to contend with until we earn trust as honorable mercenaries. As for how we came to be here now, it is simple. Queen Rathell answered the All Call.” 
 
    “The Merc’s Honor All Call?” Harmon asked in disbelief. “What? How? It was called in Salvage System. I’ve never heard of an All Call ever being answered outside a system.” 
 
    “The message was delivered straight to Queen Rathell,” explained Mayrell. “We are now honorable mercenaries. She answered the call without hesitation and sent every available ship to Salvage System. It was over one hundred ships.” 
 
    Harmon looked off for a minute, trying to figure out who could have made the system to system call. Suddenly he sat up. “One moment, May,” he said. 
 
    He then spoke into the air, “Bahroot. Explain.” 
 
    “Hi, Uncle Harmon. Hello, Swarm Queen,” Bahroot said cheerfully. “I did it.” 
 
    “How?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “Yeah, dude,” Clip chimed in from behind Harmon. “How did you make a call when you were out of range of the gate’s signal? Because you’re going to have to show your old man that little trick.” 
 
    “It was easy, Dad,” Bahroot explained. “I wrote a program of pre-arranged potential calls. If anyone in Salvage System made a direct call to the Tretrayon System for aid and more than three key words were triggered, a call would go out to the Rincah president and Leethog queen for help, too.” 
 
    Bahroot continued, “I wrote another for a Merc’s Honor All Call. The odds of it being used was less than one tenth of a percent, but I did it anyway. Who cares about odds, right Uncle Harmon?” 
 
    Harmon laughed and said, “Right.” 
 
    “Anyway, the only mercenaries I thought would answer from outside the system would be the Krift. That’s why, as soon as I detected their presence, I came closer to the gate as fast as I could. Oh, and I’ll need a new mine shuttle. I rammed one into that gunship. 
 
    “Anyway,” he continued, “Grandpa Rinto says they have good ships. He says he has several contracts with the Krift now, and he likes them. If Grandpa Rinto likes someone, I like them, too. So I programed the message to go straight to Queen Rathell. It wasn’t wrong, was it?’ 
 
    “No, Bahroot,” Jayneen said, cutting into the call. “It was exactly right, son. Defying the odds is a trait you have picked up from your uncle. One I should learn. You make me very proud.” 
 
    “He is correct, Harmon,” Mayrell said. “My aunt was messaged by an Ensign Bahroot. Tell me, is this ensign one of the…inorganic life forms residing in Salvage System?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jayneen said, surprise evident in her voice. “I am Lieutenant Commander Jayneen. He is Ensign Bahroot, and my son. Thank you for not using the term artificial intelligence.” 
 
    “You are quite welcome, Lieutenant Commander,” Queen Mayrell said, “but why would I say that you are artificial? I am speaking to you right now. Very confusing, some Earth Common terms.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bleeve Dreadnaught Devastation 
 
      
 
    Another slate smashed against the bulkhead. “What do you mean, seventy-eight ships entered the system, and they are not Bleeve ships? Explain!” shouted Admiral Gorligthah. He moved toward the main screen, trying to make out the details relayed from the sensor platforms. The distance was too great. 
 
    “Sir,” Vice Admiral Ashlah answered, “those ships are not ours. One warship is registered to Salvage System. It is of Krift design. The rest are registered as Krift.” 
 
    “Krift!” exclaimed Gorligthah. “Tomeral is affiliated with the Krift?” 
 
    The admiral slowly made his way to his dais. After he settled, he spoke, “How close are they to the Salvage Fleet?” 
 
    “Two hours, sir,” answered Ashlah. “Sensors indicate the vast majority of those ships are Q-ships.” 
 
    “Finish what repairs can be made. In six hours, we move to meet them. The only chance we have now is to bring them in range of our lasers. If the Krift are with them, they will have a resupply of missiles. The stalling tactic has now worked against us. We are low on missiles, and they are not. Q-ships should pose little threat. We need to take out those warships.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Skitter Force Headquarters 
 
      
 
    General Fellgothah stood before his map. He called out behind him, “Any word from the Fleet?” 
 
    “None, sir,” answered Lieutenant Colonel Skatah. “They are too far away to contact without a ship in orbit to relay the call, and we still can’t get access to the Galaxy Network.” 
 
    “The enemy is coming,” observed Fellgothah. “Third Brigade has been wiped out. I am certain it cost them more than they wished. When they come, we will prevail. First and Second Brigades are fully provisioned, with another combat load ready at every position.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered Skatah. “I have the reports here for you to go over.” 
 
    General Fellgothah waved off the slate held out to him. “I don’t need to see it. There has been plenty of time for it to happen. Have the secondary and alternate positions been completed?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Skatah said. 
 
    “Good,” Fellgothah said. “They will hit us on our flank as well. When it happens, half the force can shift and keep it from being effective.” 
 
    “Will we not know the directions until it happens,” Skatah said. “We cannot get any of the remaining aircraft near them.” 
 
    “We do not own the skies yet,” Fellgothah agreed. “I am beginning to think we never will.” 
 
    The general continued staring at the map. He pointed to several positions. “Set platoons here and here. When the enemy makes contact, they can call back, and then we will know where to shift. Give the artillery several reference coordinates; the platoons will act as forward observers.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Skatah said, taking notes. 
 
    “Let them know they will be in position for days,” the general said. “They have permission to forage. There is a small town nearby. Let them feed. It will keep their morale high while they are out front.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    Harmon sat in his command chair, reading the reports of repairs. Depending on shielding and working launchers, he had an idea of the formation he would use to finally defeat the defending fleet. The entire fleet was being resupplied with missiles from the supplies in Salvage System at near battle speeds headed into the system. Large gunships moved back and forth into bays. Some were able to do it without bays having to be opened, the damage was so bad. They entered where the doors should be. There was plenty to go around. Bradford had ensured every spare missile the replicators could build was loaded in the Q-ships. 
 
    Once the Krift delivered the supplies, they would form up into three formations. Their shielding was greater than any Q-ship Harmon had ever heard of. He estimated them to be as strong as average destroyer shields. Each ship had eight missile launchers, and several medium laser turrets, along with ten of the impressive Krift fighters. Their battle doctrine called for the fighters to also defend against incoming missiles with their quad lasers. 
 
    Harmon grinned to himself. After the fleets under his command spread apart, the Bleeve would face a battle on five fronts. There was no way they could survive. Three Q-ship formations, the Salvage Fleet with added Krift warships, and the Kashkal, who were being loaded at the same time. Bradford had ensured a resupply of Kashkal missiles was loaded from the Kashkal Tenders before he’d left Salvage System. 
 
    “Hello,” two voices said behind him, then one said, “where would you like us?” 
 
    Harmon turned quickly. “Hank, Stan! What are you two doing on board my ship?” He looked around. “You walked the hull! Your ships are supposed to be attached beneath us, since they’re combat ineffective. It’s a wonder your crews were able to hold them together long enough to attach.” 
 
    Harmon paused a moment, realized the implications, and asked, “Do Kyla and Vera know you walked the hulls? We’re at near battle speed. Are you crazy?” 
 
    “We did not tell them,” Stan said. 
 
    “Yes, it is a secret,” Hank added. 
 
    “Do you have any spare fighters?” Stan asked. 
 
    “Yes, we could take off before they find out,” Hank said with a grin. 
 
    “If you do not, do you think the Krift have any?” Stan asked. 
 
    “Yes!” Hank said. “They are very fast. I would like to fly one.” 
 
    “Can I call their Swarm queen and ask?” Stan asked. 
 
    “Yes, you can give us her personal frequency,” Hank suggested, reaching for his comm. 
 
    Harmon shook his head slowly. He couldn’t believe what they’d done, or what they were asking. He glanced over at Brickle and said, “Can you believe these two?’ 
 
    Brickle put his hands on his hips and stared at the brothers. “Do you want to die? Because that is how you die.” 
 
    “Walking hulls?” Hank asked when Brickle didn’t continue. “We are good at it, though that is the first time we have done it at battle speeds.” 
 
    “No,” Brickle said. He pointed with his long nose behind them. “That. That is how you do it. Making senior chief warrant officers angry.” 
 
    The brothers whipped around, eyes wide, shock clearly evident on their faces. Harmon held his breath, along with every other crew member on the bridge. Kyla and Vera didn’t say a word. They both rushed into their mates’ arms and held them tight. Harmon finally breathed. It was a sigh of relief. He’d feared for the brothers for a second there. 
 
    Kyla looked up toward the overhead speaker and said, “Thank you, Jayneen.” 
 
    “You are very welcome,” Jayneen said. 
 
    “Does this mean we cannot fly Krift fighters?” Stan asked. 
 
    Kyla and Vera hissed in laughter, still giddy from the reunion with their mates after knowing how much damage their ships had taken. They both grabbed a hand and left the bridge, towing them behind. 
 
    “Looks like the power plant has some help in the upcoming battle,” Harmon said to no one in particular. “Maybe they can get another engine running.” He went back to studying the reports. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be in range in five minutes,” the tactical officer announced. 
 
    “Thanks, Adam,” Harmon said. 
 
    He reached over and hit the comms. “Jayneen, you sure you got this?” he asked. 
 
    “I do,” she assured him. “I believe I can pilot the ship and still work with Clip here in the defensive bridge. I will never be the pilot Lena was—I do not have her instincts—but I will try my best.” 
 
    Harmon looked over at the empty space at the helm console. “That’s all anyone can do, Jayneen.” 
 
    “Preparing to fire,” the weapons officer said. “Launching eight. Our first target will be in main weapons range in two minutes.” 
 
    “Keep launching, Bev,” Harmon said. “We need to take that missile carrier out.” 
 
    “Sir, our entire task force is launching with us,” the tactical officer announced.  
 
    “This needs to happen quick,” Clip said. “We only have thirty-six of the shotgun missiles. The rest were distributed.” 
 
    “I know, buddy,” Harmon said. 
 
    “The Krift have launched,” called out the tactical officer. “From what I can tell, half are headed to the dreadnaught, the rest to the missile carrier.” 
 
    “Good,” Harmon answered. “Just like the plan called for.” 
 
    “Forty missiles inbound,” Jayneen announced. “Desert Shade is engaging them at maximum distance with their main lasers.” 
 
    Harmon grinned. “Big Nick is doing everything he can. He might get lucky and hit a couple.” 
 
    “Only thirty-four inbound now,” Clip said.  
 
    “Firing main weapons,” the weapons officer said. 
 
    Harmon and the others felt the distinct vibration as the lone working pulse cannon up front fired. Momentum eased off, and the ship turned. Two more pulse cannons fired, one second apart. The ship turned again. This time both rear weapons fired. The ship rotated until they were facing the enemy again. 
 
    “Launching missiles at a new target,” the weapons officer announced. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Defensive Bridge 
 
    Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    “Forty missiles inbound,” Jayneen announced. 
 
    “Launch eight shotgun missiles,” Clip ordered. “We have to spread them around.” 
 
    “Launching eight,” announced the Leethog in Position Two. 
 
    “Preparing defensive lasers,” Position Four said. 
 
    “Only thirty-four inbound now,” Clip said ship-wide. To the two crew members and Jayneen, he said, “Wow, Big Nick hit a few.” 
 
    The shotgun missiles detonated at the programmed coordinates, and the destructive steel balls met the incoming missiles. Across the fleet, several others were able to launch some, resulting in the same reduction of incoming Bleeve missiles. 
 
    “Eight missiles still inbound,” Clip said. “Hit it, Four,” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the Leethog said as she engaged the remaining working lasers. 
 
    “One is still coming,” Clip shouted. “Brace for impact!” 
 
    Nothing happened. Clip looked around, puzzled, dismissed it, and check his sensors again. “Twenty missiles inbound,” he announced. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Krift Warship Winds of Change 
 
      
 
    “Divert twenty fighters to Salvage Title,” Swarm Queen Mayrell ordered. “Have them defend against missiles. Contact Flight Operations and let them know they are not to leave that ship. They will not engage in one-on-one should the Bleeve launch fighters. Have I made myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, my Queen,” answered the tactical drone. “It will be done.” 
 
    “The Bleeve will be in range in five minutes, my Queen,” the weapons drone said. “Preparing to launch missiles.” 
 
    “Good,” Mayrell said, rubbing two of her upper limbs together. She spread her wings slightly in anticipation. “Commodore Tomeral places his ship at the forefront, regardless of the damage it has sustained in previous battles. He is fearless. It is an honor to fight at his side. We will finally start building a reputation as honorable mercenaries. The cause is just, and there is an enemy in sight. This is how it should be.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bleeve Dreadnaught Devastation 
 
      
 
    “They have spread their formations!” exclaimed Vice Admiral Ashlah. “There are five formations coming in at different angles.” 
 
    “I see it,” Admiral Gorligthah said. “Those outside are the Q-ships. Split the fleet, and we will take out the initial two fleets. The others we can deal with later.” 
 
    “Five minutes until missile range,” announced the weapons officer. “The distance is closing rapidly.” 
 
    Minutes later the tactical officer said, “They have begun launching missiles. They clearly are damaged. Each ship is launching far fewer missiles than before. The ship Salvage Title has only launched eight. Only sixteen missiles from their fleet are tracking us.” 
 
    “Good,” Gorligthah said, shifting forward. “They may have been resupplied, but it does them no good if they can’t launch them.” 
 
    “The Krift warships have launched! Over one hundred missiles from them alone are tracking us, with the same number locked on to the missile carrier!” shouted the tactical officer.  
 
    “At only us?” demanded Admiral Gorligthah. 
 
    Instead of answering, the tactical officer backed away from his console slowly, turned, looked at the admiral and said, “The Q-ships have all launched. They have eight missile launchers each. They launched five hundred and sixty missiles at our fleet. The Kashkal fleet has swung around and is launching. I am losing track of the count.” 
 
    “Prepare to launch fighters!” shouted Gorligthah.  
 
    The tactical officer didn’t bother to look at his screens. “The Q-ships alone have disbursed over seven hundred fighters.” 
 
    Admiral Gorligthah sank down onto his dais and stared at the main screen. He remained silent when missiles pounded the shields, and the ship shuddered. When the deck below him lurched with the first hit from the pulse cannons, he simply closed his eyes and waited. It didn’t take long. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    Harmon stood beside Rick Kashka. They watched as the huge bay door slowly closed and waited. The all clear was given for Harmon to enter the bay through the connecting chamber. They walked in and headed toward the small shuttle. It was parked next to the one Rick had arrived in. The Kashkal could have waited in the bay, since he was suited and breathing his own mixture of strange gases. He opted to wait with his friend instead. 
 
    The ramp slowly dropped, and Swarm Queen Mayrell walked down to its edge. Harmon realized she’d flown the shuttle herself. There was no security with her. She paused. 
 
    “Permission to board, Commodore?” she asked. 
 
    “Granted,” Harmon said with a grin. 
 
    She stepped down and walked over to the two of them. She was slightly taller than Harmon, as she stood on her back two legs. Up close, Harmon saw he was correct. She did have similar coloring to her aunt, the queen of Krift. 
 
    Harmon held out his hand and said, “Welcome to Salvage Title.” 
 
    Mayrell reached out and grasped his hand in the human form of greeting. “It is an honor to walk her decks.” 
 
    “Let me introduce you,” Harmon said. He turned toward Rick. “This is my new friend Swarm Queen Mayrell of the Krift. Mayrell, this is my old friend Rick Kashka of the Kashkal.” 
 
    “Swarm Queen,” Rick said, “It is a pleasure to meet another warrior.” 
 
    Mayrell dipped her head and said, “The pleasure is mine. Your reputation precedes you, Kashka. There is much I wish to learn from you.” 
 
    “And I you,” Rick said. 
 
    Mayrell tilted her head in surprise. “I lack the experience to teach one such as you,” she said. 
 
    “Here is your first lesson, my young ally,” Rick said. “No matter how much one has learned in the art of war, there is more to learn, even from the newest to enter the profession. I took note of your fighters serving as anti-missile defense.” 
 
    “You called me your ally,” Mayrell said. “I am humbled.” 
 
    “You answered the call to Salvage System. It is my home, also. Know that you are my ally. I intend to pay half the required contract fees once the mission is complete.” 
 
    “Rick, you don’t…” Harmon started to say. 
 
    Mayrell raised a limb and silenced them both, the small pincer on the end open. “The fee will only be one credit. This is only because a payment must be made to complete an All Call contract. We wish to sign a Mutual Defense Pact with Salvage System. Queen Rathell bid me to thank you for the opportunity to prove the Krift are worthy of consideration for such an endeavor.” 
 
    “Rick, we may have to pay Queen Rathell a visit when this is over,” Harmon decided. 
 
    “No need, my friend,” Mayrell said. “She is in Salvage System herself, guarding the gate in her dreadnaught, Changes Made. There are thirty of our largest Q-ships with her. She would not permit the system of a potential ally to be attacked again. As of right now, many of our drone technicians help to repair your Defense Fleet and the repair ship, Cube.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
   

 

 Basher 
 
      
 
    Captain Rogers leaned back in his command chair and laughed out loud. When he finished, he reached up and wiped a tear out of the corner of his eye. Cameron, up on the main screen, was laughing with him on the bridge of his own ship, Sweet Pea. 
 
    Ralph could be heard offscreen yelling at Cameron, “I did not wet myself! The cup of coffee landed in my lap! It’s not funny…it burned me!” 
 
    Cameron tried to talk but kept breaking out in giggles. “He…he…he took his pants off right here in the bridge, got his foot stuck, and fell over, yelling and screaming. No one was flying the ship! It was crazy. Missiles going off all around, lasers, fighters zipping all over the place, and we were flying free through the formations!” 
 
    “I felt like I was on fire!” shouted Ralph “It’s not funny! There’s some places that don’t need to get burned.” 
 
    Captain Rogers burst out laughing again when Cameron said, “He flopped around like a caught fish. The ship rolled three times! Big Nick called us afterward and told me we cut in front of them and took two missiles to our starboard shields. He thanked me! It was crazy!” 
 
    “Stop, lad,” Captain Rogers said, laughing again. “Stop, I can’t breathe.” 
 
    Cameron was able to calm down, though he kept smiling. Captain Rogers watched him push his glasses back up his nose and finally settle back in his own command seat. 
 
    “Well, we didna get to board the dreadnaught,” Captain Rogers said sadly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cameron agreed. “It blew all to pieces. Besides, we had to use the shocker missile on a battlecruiser. We had a perfect shot, so I couldn’t pass it up. The Diamond Squadron swooped in and cut it up.” 
 
    “’Tis too bad,” Captain Rogers said. “I was looking forward to a little hand-to-hand, maybe some horn-to-horn fighting, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “The Bleeve don’t have horns,” Cameron said. “They got all those eyes, though. You could have poked a few out.” 
 
    “That reminds me,” Cameron continued. “Are you going down to the planet? We’re taking our mechs down. The commodore’s putting together a big force. We’re going to hit them in the flank.” 
 
    “Aye, lad,” Captain Rogers said, “and I’ll be leading a platoon of me finest.” 
 
    “Cool,” Cameron said. “You can catch a ride with us. We’re taking Sweet Pea down to the surface with the dropships and troop transports. I wish we had some missiles left to use in atmosphere. They say we’ll come in and skim the surface. It’ll be great. There’s some mountain ranges we get to weave through.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Staging Area 
 
    Combined Salvage Forces 
 
    Nazrooth 
 
      
 
    Harmon sat back and listened as Colonel Arthok presented the plan. The key leadership had met earlier and made the hard decisions. Now it was time to let all the leaders of the various moving pieces know the timeline and answer any questions. 
 
    “We’ll place the Ground Forces’ artillery here and here.” Arthok indicated where on the huge screen. They were meeting in a large entertainment auditorium. The local city leadership had been more than happy to provide it. 
 
    Arthok continued, “The Bolts’ artillery will be positioned here. The guns in the combined force fresh out of training will be here to support the commodore. The Ground Forces will push through here, up this valley. There’s a lot of open ground, but I think our artillery will take their guns out before they have a chance to hurt us. Remember, their pieces are dug in and stationary. I intend for you to drop rounds on them for hours. Continue to fire and move. They’ll fire back, but in retaliation. We have a big enough stockpile now to wait them out. 
 
    “Their leadership is probably expecting a frontal and flank attack. What they don’t know is, we now have the capability to hit them on three sides. If they shift, they expose themselves. The Bolts will come in on the east side, Commander Tomeral and his combined forces will hit them from the west. I know their commander must have thought he was providing his anti-air batteries plenty of room to work by setting up here in this flat area, but we aren’t using air support at the outset. The forest on both sides of them will be their undoing. Besides, we have a plan for all their anti-air batteries.” 
 
    Questions were asked and answered by various junior leaders, and the meeting broke up. They would attack in two days to give the forces time to get into position. Afterward, Harmon walked over to the Bolts’ site. 
 
    As he got closer, he realized the tracked tanks Captain Brink was standing beside were huge. Much larger than the Withaloo tanks. Their armor angled up from their long front end in a way he’d never seen. As he got closer, he noticed the mottled paint scheme seemed reflective, yet not, in a strange way. 
 
    Captain Brink was talking to a large man and someone else the likes of which Harmon had never seen. He was over six feet tall, with four upper limbs. Similar to the Krift or a Smilp, he had an exoskeleton. Its coloring was a dark blue to nearly black. His face was lighter colored, with purple mandible protrusions. Harmon noticed a wicked-looking stinger on the end of a tail curled up near the being’s shoulder. 
 
    Harmon walked over, and Captain Brink introduced him. “Commodore Tomeral, this is KahCrit Skrelton and Sergeant Jonthon. Their outfit answered the All Call back home.” 
 
    Harmon held out his hand to the one closest to him. The sergeant reached out and shook it with a strong grip. 
 
     “Hello, sir,” Jonthon said in Earth Common. The accent was a little strange, but not much different than humans he’d met from other systems. 
 
    Harmon looked over at the individual he could only think of as a scorpion and reached out. KaCrit Skrelton shook it with one of his smaller arms, ending in a four-digit hand. He chittered, and the translation came out of a small box connected to the suspenders of his military gear. “I am pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Harmon glanced up at the tank closest to them. “So, you answered the All Call?” he asked the sergeant. 
 
    “We did,” answered Jonthon. “His decision,” he nodded over to his companion, “though I agreed with it. He’s in charge.” 
 
    Harmon turned to KahCrit Skrelton. “Sorry, I’m afraid I don’t understand your rank structure, it’s…” Harmon trailed off waiting for an answer. 
 
    “I understand, sir,” Skrelton said. “It is equivalent to staff sergeant. At least that is the easiest way to describe it. I was promoted five times. I and five more of our company are Kitrail, a race belonging to an empire we can never go back to. Four human soldiers like Jonthon make up the rest of our outfit. They were originally from New Chicago, a world finally deemed unsuitable to colonize.” 
 
    “That sounds like a story to hear one day over a cold beer,” Harmon said with a grin. “Anyway, you have my thanks, and that of the entire Salvage System. What made you decide to come to Nazrooth and get involved with the ground warfare too?” 
 
    “Well, sir,” Jonthon interjected, “the Kitrail sorta stay isolated. I’ve been teaching Skrelton about the rest of the galaxy. Until we teamed up, he and his soldiers had no idea of the other gates, inhabited systems, thousands of races, or anything else we take for granted.” 
 
    “Incredible,” Nate said, looking over at Harmon in disbelief. 
 
    “What he does know, and me too…is tanks,” Jonthon continued, “and these two are some of the baddest tanks in this part of the galaxy.” 
 
    “The sergeant is correct,” Skrelton said. “My entire career has been as a tanker. We were deployed with the newest models. These two are all that remain. One of them we rebuilt using the parts of several others. We have other spare parts salvaged, as well, and stored on our ship. They are fusion plant-powered and weigh one hundred and twenty tons. The main gun is a large laser with barrel-cooling capabilities, allowing for rapid shots. The profile, armor, and paint is designed to resist laser beams.” 
 
    Harmon looked over at the tank and understood why the paint seemed different now. 
 
    Skrelton continued, “Kinetic rounds penetrate the armor like most normal tanks. With Jonthon’s help, I was able to use the Galaxy Network to study the Bleeve tanks; they have lasers as their main gun, though they are smaller than ours. I believe our tanks will shed most of their shots as a nuisance. We are here to destroy tanks…and get paid for it.” 
 
    “Yes!” Jonthon said. “We’re kind of broke. We pooled our credit to pay for gate passage to Salvage System. So…” 
 
    Harmon grinned. “I understand completely. It wasn’t that long ago I was short on credit, myself. Don’t worry about that. You’ll get paid a fair contract price, plus bonus.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Skrelton said. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it,” Harmon said to Nate. “I have a list of things to do. I need to talk to Staff Sergeant Rinek, find Gunny, prep my mech, and a ton of other things.” He glanced at the huge tanks and noticed several other Kitrail and some humans mounting crew-served lasers on the turrets. He grinned, shook his head, and turned to go. 
 
    As he was walking off, Harmon heard Nate say, “Let me introduce you to Lieutenant Algrite. He’s going to be glad to meet you, believe me. So, are you guys dead set on being mercenaries, or have you considered joining another military? Say…a specialty unit?” Harmon smiled to himself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Specialty Platoon 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Mayshire looked up at the Giant Mech. Leaning forward and resting on its closed fists, it was taller than her mech parked right beside it. Shining brightly with the daylight reflected off of them, there were five more like it, all with their hatches open. 
 
    “Sergeant Muraingo,” Mayshire said. “Glad to see they finished your mechs, and you could make it.” 
 
    “It is good to be here, ma’am,” the large Taylahh said. “We are ready to put our training to good use.” 
 
    “Wally didn’t have time to paint them like the rest?” Mayshire asked. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Muraingo said. “He only put the unit crest on the shoulders. He said he did a little research, and it was the best way to help reflect some of the laser shots.” 
 
    “Can’t hurt,” Mayshire said. “It’s not like you can sneak up on anyone in them. I wish I had something to reflect shots off mine. They’ve been taking my mech’s legs out this whole war. I swear, it’s like they aim for the knees.” 
 
    “Did you notice the addition to the original plans for them?” Muraingo asked. 
 
    “What? Where?” Mayshire asked, looking at the war machine again. 
 
    “Here,” Muraingo said. He reached up and opened a small panel on the hip of the mech. Inside was a coiled cable. He pulled it out to reveal two sockets on the end of the foot-long cable. 
 
    “Charging connecters!” Mayshire exclaimed. “Outstanding!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” agreed Muraingo. “Since the mech is powered by miniature fusion plants, the technicians decided to take advantage of it.” 
 
    “Does it make you nervous knowing they’re powered by fusion and not power cells?” Lieutenant Mayshire asked with a concerned look on her face. 
 
    “Not at all,” he answered. “Some tanks are fusion powered. They tell me it is fairly safe. If it is damaged, it shuts down quickly. It is hard to believe something that small can provide so much power.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t ask me how it all works!” Mayshire grinned. “I may be an officer, but I’m no technician. I just climb in and fight them; I leave the science of it to others.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Fleet Combined Force 
 
      
 
    Major Audell looked up from his slate and saw exactly who he hoped to see. “Gunny! How the frost are you? Good to see you getting around these days.” 
 
    Gunny Harper reached out a hand. “Hey, sir,” Gunny said. “Yeah, I got a new pair of kicks. I can do everything I used to do, plus a little more.” He looked past the major at the rows and rows of portable shelters, and the Krift soldiers beyond them carrying gear out of transport shuttles. “What are we looking at?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, you’re the senior noncommissioned officer for the mech pilots. We scraped together thirty-two machines, including Cameron and his crew. You’ll be with the commodore and Big Nick.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Gunny said. 
 
    “The sergeant major and I will lead two hundred and eight Marines in heavy battle armor,” he continued. “Soldier Queen Bethell will lead eight hundred Krift soldiers. Her mother is the Swarm queen.” 
 
    “Eight hundred!” Gunny exclaimed. “That’s impressive.” 
 
    “You figure each Q-ship has a platoon-sized element or so assigned to them,” Audell said. “That leaves plenty to assist the ones we left gathering rescue pods and survivors, and keeping an eye on them until the commodore decides what to do with them.” 
 
    “True,” Gunny said. “We’re still outnumbered, but that evens the odds quite a bit.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re going to hit them on three sides,” Major Audell said, turning his slate so Gunny could see the map. “When we come through the forest, they’ll have already shifted to defend against the other flank attack. We’ll be coming in behind them with over a thousand troops. They’ll never know what hit them. Besides, the colonel intends to drop so much steel on them through the night, it’ll seem we have the advantage.” 
 
    “They eat babies,” Gunny said. “As a Prithmar we know would say, they get what they deserve.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Royal Palace 
 
    Bleeve 
 
      
 
    Queen Shamilorah rose up, towering over her intelligence specialist. “What do you mean you can’t reach anyone?” 
 
    “My Queen,” stammered the smaller Bleeve. “We cannot contact the admiral, the Reserve Fleet, or the Fleet you sent into Salvage System. There has been no contact. Nothing. We have no way of knowing what is happening anywhere.” 
 
    “When they finally make contact with us,” she said, “they better have a good reason for their silence, or I will have them dragged screaming before me, and I will have my answers. When I get my pincers on them, they will wish they never existed.” 
 
    “Yes, my Queen,” answered the cowering administrator. 
 
    “Did you get an answer back from the Ojarnaps? What did they say?” 
 
    Zikorah dipped his head even lower than it was. “The answer is no, my Queen. The answer came straight from their king. He said no, they will not invade any system. Their forces are for defense only. They have withdrawn their ambassador from our system.” 
 
    “I see,” Queen Shamilorah said, anger dripping from every word like poison. “Send that…king this message: His system is next.” 
 
    “As you wish, my Queen,” Zikorah said as he started backing out of the room, head low and afraid to turn his back on her. 
 
    “Zikorah,” the queen said. 
 
    He froze. “Yes, my Queen?” 
 
    “Did you locate that human spy yet?” 
 
    Zikorah raised his head and looked at her. “I believe we have located the system and planet he is hiding on.” He was grateful he had at least one answer she was looking for. “We traced him using the account we deposited the credit into. It was not easy, and we had to bribe several high-ranking officers in that banking system. Would you like us to finish tracking him down?” 
 
    “No,” the queen answered. “Not yet. After I have these systems, I may have use for him and his skills. There are other systems waiting to be taken.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Fleet Combined Force 
 
      
 
    Harmon stood beside his mech, ready to climb in, and prepared to move with the rest of them. He looked over at Staff Sergeant Rinek and asked, “Are you sure those gun crews are going to be able to fire and move in time? You know rounds will be coming back at them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Rinek answered. “The gun NCOs are the Withaloo instructors. They’ll be moving like they’re still in training with the instructors screaming at them. Same way with the tank crews.” 
 
    Harmon laughed and said, “I guess they will, won’t they? I appreciate you getting them ready to defend the home planet like you did.” 
 
    “Hey, sir,” Rinek said with a shrug, “I did what needed to be done. Well, what the lieutenant decided needed doing, anyway.” 
 
    “Right,” Harmon said with a wink. “He didn’t have your advice in the matter?” 
 
    Rinek shrugged. “I’m not an officer; I don’t get paid the big credit to make those kinds of decisions. I work for a living,” he said. “Seriously, the lieutenant’s young, but I think he’ll be a good one. Since he’s a tanker, he’s over with the five tanks we brought with us.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Harmon agreed. “The Ground Force infantry trainees are over with their units. You handle your Monitors and the rest of the Bolt trainees. It’ll be a little different from your normal duties, but your prior experience will come back to you. It’s like riding a hoverbike.” 
 
    Harmon paused a moment. “Speaking of Monitors, it looks like you brought them all with you. Who’s keeping the peace back home?” 
 
    “I didn’t bring them all,” explained Rinek. “I left three new Monitors back at HQ. They have a ton of experience. Before I left, they had fifty volunteers helping. You should have seen the hundreds of armed residents who showed up at the gates at Headquarters, all willing to join in the planet defense. Every town and dome had them coming forward. Miners, farmers, shopkeepers, and every other trade you can think of. Technicians were rigging weapons on personal shuttles and hovercraft. It was great. 
 
    “Once we knew the Bleeve weren’t coming, they went back their daily lives. Corporal Sheemral interviewed some and gave them temporary contracts as Reserve Peace Monitors. Who would have thought of that? A couple of those old-timers have experience, too. I don’t think we have much to worry about.” 
 
    “If Captain Brink is good with it, I am,” Harmon said. “Besides, it’s a great idea.” 
 
    Harmon climbed up his mech and backed into the cockpit. Before he closed the hatch, he noticed Rinek looking at it with a funny expression. “What?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t mean anything by this,” Rinek said with a grin, “but that thing is ugly.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I can wear it like a glove, and punch pretty hard,” Harmon answered. He slowly grinned. “Ok, maybe an ugly glove, but the punches still hurt.” He started to close the hatch, then it popped back up. “Did I mention I’m promoting you to lieutenant? You’ll be an officer.” The hatch slammed. 
 
    “Wait? What? An officer?” Rinek looked down and slowly shook his head. “I shouldn’t have insulted his mech,” he said to himself. He put his helmet on and walked away.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Stealth Shuttle 
 
    Nazrooth 
 
      
 
    Corporal Galooth felt the shuttle bank hard again. “Hey, Bahroot, are you trying to squish a gal against the bulkhead, or what?” 
 
    “You can’t be squished against a bulkhead, Galooth,” answered the young AI. “You’re in your mech, and you have both of its arms wedged against the sides of the cargo hold.” 
 
    “Well, I can still feel the G-forces,” the Yalteen complained. “Maybe I should have flown this time.” 
 
    “You always say that,” Bahroot said cheerfully, “every time we visit your family in the canyon. You can’t fly this shuttle. There’s little in environmental systems. Only the emergency chamber has them. That’s why you’re secure in your mech and not up here.” 
 
    The small shuttle moved across the lake, so close to the surface it threw up a stream behind it. Bahroot piloted it at speeds no organic pilot could hope to achieve and still maintain control that close to the planet’s surface. Timing was crucial. They had to accomplish their mission before the attack could begin in earnest. 
 
    “Coming up on the shoreline,” Bahroot announced. “I can transfer the visuals to your mech if you’d like.” 
 
    “No, thanks,” Galooth said. “I don’t want to see it. It might make me lose my lunch.” 
 
    “You brought a lunch?” Bahroot asked his friend and protector. 
 
    “Figure of speech!” She laughed. 
 
    “I knew that,” Bahroot said. “No, I didn’t,” he admitted, “but I do now.” 
 
    After a few more minutes of erratic movement, the shuttle landed softly. Galooth opened the hatch on the large mech, climbed out, and went forward to the cockpit. After Bahroot placed the shuttle in safe mode, she reached in and removed Bahroot, his slate, and his power cell. 
 
    Since the mech was on its knees with the arms still locked against the bulkheads, she was able to climb up, reach in, and place Bahroot into the slot designed for him and his connected pieces. Once he was secure, she got in and closed the hatch. 
 
    Using one of the mech’s claws, she pulled a lever, and the back ramp dropped. The mech crawled out. “I can’t believe I have to crawl in and out of this thing,” Galooth complained and stood the mech upright. “It’s embarrassing. What if someone sees it?” 
 
    “I detected no one within one mile of our location,” Bahroot said. “I’ve integrated into your sensors. We’re still quite alone.” 
 
    Bahroot sent a signal to the stealth shuttle and the ramp lifted. Without the proper codes, it couldn’t be opened. If anyone other than Bahroot attempted to enter the shuttle, they’d have to cut into it. Any unauthorized entry would result in several explosions inside, rendering it useless. 
 
    “We have ten minutes to travel one mile,” Bahroot said. “We’ll then be within sight of the closest anti-air battery.” 
 
    “Then we better get moving,” suggested Galooth. She began moving toward the marked spot on her map overlay. 
 
    Nine minutes later, they were on the edge of a large grove of trees looking at the battery. Four radars spun on twenty-foot towers. Centered in the small compound were two large quad lasers. They were connected to two large tracked vehicles. 
 
    “Those are the power sources,” Bahroot said. Indicators on the overlay highlighted the trucks. “The small one beyond those is the command vehicle. That’s where I need to connect. From there, I can get into the whole system. I could get in remotely, but I run the risk of detection. Don’t get me wrong, I could do it, but not in the time frame we’re working with.” 
 
    Without warning, the weapons came to life and the sky lit up. The sensors were picking up the slow-moving artillery rounds and shooting them from the sky. The Bleeve had learned their lesson. 
 
    “That’s our cue,” Corporal Galooth said. She moved the mech from the trees and fired a sustained burst from the railgun mounted on its arm. The armored hovercraft she aimed at blew apart. The dismounted security team turned from where they’d been watching the lasers in action to the huge mech striding toward them.  
 
    Several shots from the Bleeve rifles hit the mech, knocking off pieces of outer armor. Galooth ignored them and concentrated on the other hovercraft as it rounded the edge of one of the large vehicles. It blew apart, sending pieces into the advancing soldiers. Galooth quickly took care of the rest of the security platoon. 
 
    “They weren’t able to notify anyone of our presence,” Bahroot said. “Jamming their frequency was easy. It’s not as complicated as the secure network used by the anti-air batteries.” 
 
    Galooth moved the mech over to the command vehicle, reached down with a claw, and ripped the back hatch off. The two occupants attempted to stop them with pistols. The beams didn’t penetrate the mech’s armor. With one claw, Galooth put a stop to their attempts. 
 
    Using the mech’s sensors, Bahroot scanned the equipment inside. He highlighted a cable running to a panel on the side. “There,” he said. “Put the clamp on that cable.” 
 
    With a delicate touch, Galooth manipulated the claw and pulled a cable out of the back of the other pincer, then she clamped it to the cable. She watched the screens fill up with rolling data. Realizing it might be a few minutes, she transferred the two outside screens of her three-screen display to show the view from her rear cameras and continued to watch the site. 
 
    After a few minutes, Bahroot said, “I got in. I’ve reprogramed all the lasers to miss their targets by five meters. They’ll continue to operate, but will miss the artillery rounds.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bolts’ Holding Position 
 
      
 
    The call came in, “Bolt Six, Arty Six.”  
 
    Captain Brink answered quickly, “Go for Bolt Six, tell me what you see, Shmitty.” 
 
    “Forward observers report the rounds have started to impact,” Lieutenant Smithers reported. “Increasing the rate of fire now.” 
 
    “Let them have it,” Nate said. “Keep moving. Now that the rounds are impacting, you can expect return fire.” 
 
    “Roger, sir.” 
 
    Nate spoke over the command network, “Looks like it’s a go. We move out in three hours. Be ready. I’m right here with you.” He cut the link. There was no need to give his call sign. They all knew. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Fleet Combined Forces 
 
      
 
    Harmon placed a direct call to Gunny. “Looks like Bahroot was able to reprogram them,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” Gunny said, “now they won’t be able to shoot them out of the sky. Why didn’t he shut them down or give them a virus or something?” 
 
    “Something about shutting down, rebooting with a backup system, and operating remotely,” Harmon said. “We would have to hit every site at the same time.” 
 
    “So he just made them miss instead?” Gunny asked. “That’s pretty smart. The Bleeve will think there are too many rounds coming in for their systems to handle. They’ll think they’re still hitting a lot of them. The kid’s smart.” 
 
    “That he is,” Harmon agreed. “We move out in three hours and fifteen minutes. That’ll be enough time for the Bleeve to shift some of their positions to cover their other flank.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Gunny said. “Cameron reports a platoon-sized element dug in up ahead. They don’t have any drones left, so they stuck them out there to let them know which flank is getting hit. You can bet there’s one on the other side of the battlefield, too.” 
 
    “Can you believe he just walked up on them and they never fired a shot?” Harmon laughed. 
 
    “He’s out there in that mech of his,” Gunny said. “I didn’t realize it was a Bleeve design. He said he strolled right on by and waved with one of the pincers. The fools waved him through the line.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Harmon said. 
 
    “They didn’t send the brightest soldiers out here,” Gunny observed. 
 
    “They sent them out to die,” Harmon replied. 
 
    “You can count on it, sir,” Gunny assured him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Specialty Platoon 
 
    Eastern Front 
 
      
 
    “It’s go time,” announced Lieutenant Mayshire. 
 
    Moving to the edge of the trees, she scanned one last time. Seeing no change, she led her platoon of mechs across the open field. Several beams of light flew across from the other side. One of the smaller mechs spun and dropped. Leg shot, she thought. 
 
    “Private Nizerat,” she called out over the platoon network, “what’s your status?” She continued moving forward, her troops returning fire. 
 
    Suddenly a giant mech passed her. Across the front, the Taylahhs moved ahead and took the majority of the shots aimed at the platoon. Their shining mechs were too tempting a target for the enemy dug in ahead to pass up. Many of the beams ricocheted off into the air or down into the tall grasses. Some started fires, and the smoke provided some concealment. 
 
    “I’m good, ma’am,” answered the Prithmar. “I’m going to eject and grab my grenade launcher.” 
 
    “When we clear the area, you come ahead and guide Alpha Company in,” Mayshire said. “They’re right behind us. As soon as we clear these mechs, we have to move on.” 
 
    “Roger,” the private said. “Sswitching to their frequenccy now.” 
 
    Mayshire turned her attention back to the quickly approaching wood line. The giant mechs were starting to enter the trees. She was amazed at the havoc they wreaked on the Bleeve mechs. Private First Class Dooringo paused, and both railguns mounted on his shoulders fired sustained bursts. Tree trunks shattered and came apart, revealing several of the eight-legged mechs. One was slammed into a tree as Muraingo’s mech swept it aside with a huge metal fist. His railgun fired at it point blank, shattering its torso. 
 
    Up and down that section of the woods, her platoon hunted down the Bleeve as they abandoned their positions. Mechs and infantry scattered before them. She grinned to herself as she took aim at a trench where three Bleeve were firing a crew-served laser. When they were done, Alpha Company would be able to move right through and control the edge of the enemy’s position. Then it would be time to roll the enemy unit in this sector up. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 3rd Company  
 
    2nd Bn 1st Brigade 
 
    Bleeve Front Lines 
 
      
 
    Captain Narwinklah raised up in the hatch of his tank, holding onto the edges with the pincers of six limbs, and scanned the open field. Satisfied nothing was coming from the distant trees, he went back to listening to the command network. All night there’d been calls as the enemy bombed them. His entire company had closed their hatches and waited it out in the defilades the engineers had dug. 
 
    Rounds fell all around them, exploding and rocking them in their original positions. Only two tanks had taken direct hits. They were total losses. Everyone knew the armor on a tank was thinnest on top where the hatches were. Two more tanks had tracks blown apart. Those had been fixed and were now in position. 
 
    Now he was listening to the frantic calls as the host of the enemy was hitting the front lines as predicted by General Fellgothah. Once the report came back of the direction of the flank attack, he ordered his company to their secondary positions. There’d been sporadic calls about mechs farther down the line, but that wasn’t his concern. There were none here. He was waiting for the enemy’s armor. His unit would stop it in its tracks. 
 
    He looked back toward the far side when he saw the large flash from a thousand yards away. At almost the same instant, the tank in the defilade beside his seemed to explode, and part of its turret flipped away as it was cut from the tank. 
 
    He frantically looked to his other side to see smoke billowing from another tank down the line. Calls started stepping on each other from panicked tank commanders as two huge tanks came roaring out of the wood line firing large lasers, followed by a dozen normal tanks firing kinetic rounds. 
 
    Without guidance, his gunner fired at the nearest tank. The startled captain saw the giant killing machine shake off the shot without slowing down. He felt the same panic. 
 
    “Driver! Back up…back up!” he shouted. The tank lurched into gear and started backing. He looked back and could make out a figure standing beside the tank commander in the open turret hatch on the monster tank. He was holding something in his hands, aiming. Their armor is here, and it can’t be stopped, was his final thought. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Fleet Combined Force 
 
    Western Front 
 
      
 
    Harmon ordered the two platoons of mechs to use their thrusters and get across the open terrain as fast as possible. Minutes earlier he’d received the call from Cameron, letting him know he’d destroyed the anti-air laser in their vicinity. Where they were, they could risk the short flights as they leaped and flew to the edge of the Bleeve fortifications.  
 
    The Marines with him knew to keep the patterns of their movements unpredictable, and only two had been hit in the air by laser rifle fire. Neither were injured, only shook up by the uncontrolled landings. 
 
    The eight modified mechs piloted by members of Cameron’s crew didn’t get hit. Their flight patterns and movements couldn’t be predicted by the enemy. Harmon didn’t think the pilots themselves knew where they were landing next. The flights were little more than controlled crash landings.  
 
    They passed an area with three small bunkers completely smashed in, the crew-served weapons destroyed, and several Bleeve bodies strewn about. Cameron and his mech, Harmon thought. Cameron preferred to fire his thrusters and gain a little altitude, enabling him to jump high and come down on the enemy with all eight legs of his mech. He tried to save the fuel for his flame thrower for big stuff. 
 
    Off to the right a half mile away, Major Audell turned to the sergeant major and said, “We’re pinned down, Big Jon. That hill is high enough for them to take advantage of us. Those two bunkers have already taken out two squads. We need to get past them somehow. You got any ideas?” 
 
    Big Jon studied the map overlay in the clear-steel screen in his helmet. He was wearing his preferred four-armed heavy battle armor. It had been made by Grithelaons over two thousand years ago. As always, two of the arms were locked against his chest. 
 
    “I have an idea, sir,” Big Jon said. He took off his helmet and ran his fingers through the fur on top of his head, squinting a little in the bright light of morning. “Call Captain Rogers and have his platoon come forward. They can move around the side of that hill. Look at the map, the backside ends in cliffs. They’re only seventy-five feet high. A Rincah could climb that in his sleep.” 
 
    “Dustin, can you move to the front?” Major Audell said on a direct call. “The sergeant major and I would like to give you the opportunity for a little climb. If you feel like a little one-on-one type fight, that is.” He smiled back at Big Jon, who was grinning with every tooth showing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bolt Command Element 
 
    Eastern Front 
 
      
 
    Captain Brink fired two shots from low at the base of the tree. The Bleeve manning the tripod-mounted laser fell away from it, two holes in its armored torso. He stood, looked around the tree, and prepared to rush to the next covered position. A fallen tree lay ten yards ahead. 
 
    “Head for the log,” he called out. 
 
    “I see it, sir,” Zarmlon said. “Come on, Pailoth.” 
 
    The two troops sprinted for the position, while Nate fired several shots ahead, just in case. When he saw they were down and doing the same, he rushed forward. Off to their left and right, squads and fire teams were doing the same. 
 
    There were only a few more trees up ahead, then it opened up into a field. Halfway across it was an anti-air battery. It was still intact and protected by a company of Bleeve infantry. 
 
    The first sergeant made his way over to them. “What do you think, sir?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Top,” Nate said as he magnified the image of the emplacement in his helmet screen. “We have to take it out. We might be able to get some air support from the transport shuttles if we do.” 
 
    “That would make life easier,” admitted Top. “We may lose a few in the attempt.” 
 
    Corporal Zarmlon interrupted them, “I got this, sir. Watch this.” 
 
    Captain Brink and First Sergeant Lonkle looked at each other in amazement as they heard her speak on a direct call. “Lieutenant Smithers, this is Corporal Zarmlon. Fire mission, over.” 
 
    “She’s a keeper,” Top said. “Mine. Don’t even think of making her an officer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the end of the hostilities, three hundred and thirty Bleeve surrendered. General Fellgothah contacted Harmon through local authorities. They met in the park of the city nearest the last battle. The Bleeve left alive had slipped into the city and were hiding among the population. After being hunted down through the streets and in the homes they hid in one by one, the general opted to surrender. 
 
    Harmon looked over at Big Jon and Colonel Arthok and said, “He probably thinks we’ll leave him with the local authorities. They won’t condemn him to death.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Evelyn said from his other side. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” Harmon agreed, smiling at his fiancé. He put his arm through hers and pulled her body to his. 
 
    On the other side of the small, grassy area, General Fellgothah and his executive officer moved toward Harmon and the group with him. They both carried short, thin poles with triangular white flags fluttering in the breeze. Bahroot had explained, even to their race, the white flag was sign of truce.  
 
    When the two Bleeve were ten feet away, they stopped. “President Tomeral,” General Fellgothah said, “though it pains me to do this, I must do as my queen bids.” 
 
    Harmon was confused slightly by Fellgothah’s choice of words. He started to speak, then Fellgothah pointed the flag at him. Time slowed, and he felt a burn across his arm as he was falling from a tackle by Big Jon. Fellgothah never knew whether he succeeded. He was shot in the face. 
 
    Major Ashlah, taking his cue from his superior, started to lower his flag to point at Harmon when he was also hit in the face by a kinetic round. He and the flag dropped on the spot. Staff Sergeant Rinek stood on the edge of the group holding his pistol. Smoke from the barrel slowly wafted up past his glowing tattoo. 
 
    Big Jon rolled to the side, off of both Harmon and Evelyn. Harmon sat up holding his upper arm. The shot had clipped him. He looked over at Evelyn. She lay on her side facing away and wasn’t moving. Time stopped. 
 
    “Evelyn!” Harmon shouted, reaching for her.  
 
    He rolled her over, and she opened her eyes and said, “Owww, take it easy, my arm burns like fire. It took my breath away.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” Harmon asked, his pulse still pounding. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Evelyn said. “My arm burns, and my last clean uniform is muddy.” She slowly broke into a grin. “And I’m in love with a man everyone tries to kill, even after the battle is over.” 
 
    Harmon looked over at Big Jon. “Thanks…again!” 
 
    Big Jon gave him a tight smile and nodded. He pointed at Rinek. Harmon looked and saw the pistol still in the Peace Monitor’s hand. It was a beautiful weapon. 
 
    “Rinek, is that a…” Harmon asked. 
 
    “No, sir, it’s a replica,” Rinek assured him. “A working replica, but a replica all the same.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Cameron said as he pushed his glasses back up his nose. “Is that a six shooter? Is it a Colt? How cool is that? Will you do it again? Can I shoot it? Can I at least hold it?” 
 
    Bahroot chimed in from his slate, held by Corporal Galooth, “Can you do it again? I’ll video it and analyze your movement. It was very fast. I can time it for you, and we can compare it to archived records from Earth. Is that smoke? What propellant do you use? Perhaps we can devise a smokeless one. Are you striving for historical accuracy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two months later, in a different arm of the galaxy, two humans walked into a dimly lit room. They stopped, both scanning for any sign of danger, or the potential for it. Seeing nothing that alarmed them, they made their way around a table of a large race of beings arguing over whose turn it was to buy the next round. 
 
    Grant Lowantha turned to his friend and said, “We should be good, Hawthorne. There’s not another human in the place.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hawthorne agreed. “I don’t see any of the races associated with that damn Harmon Tomeral, either.” 
 
    “I didn’t think there would be; we’ve been staking the place out for a week. Let’s find this potential client and see what he’s offering,” Lowantha said, looking around the room. “I mean, it’s never good to give up your weapons, but this place is strict. No weapon play allowed, and any argument gets you put out on the street with no questions asked.” 
 
    “We’ve been checking this guy’s backstory for a week. Everything on the Galaxy Net matches up. The guy’s legit. There he is,” Hawthorne said. “Fits the description he gave us. Tall, thin, exoskeleton. Let’s go see if he throws credit around like we heard." 
 
    Over the next thirty minutes they learned what their potential client was looking for. They answered some of his questions so he could determine if they could pull off what he was asking. This client was definitely worth a lot of credit. He asked for an account and sent the required down payment to it using his small slate. 
 
    “Ok,” Lowantha said, feeling comfortable with their new client, “so we’re clear. You want us to track down your ex-business partner, break into his place while he’s on vacation somewhere, since he takes them all the time, and steal a piece of art?” 
 
    “Yes,” answered the insectoid. “If you are successful, I will give you the remainder of your fee.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not really our line of work,” Lowantha said. “We usually deal with big picture kind of stuff. Not actual pictures. Can you tell me what it looks like?” 
 
    “Certainly,” the client said. “It looks like blue lightening on a face.” 
 
    Lowantha paused. “Who are you?” he asked slowly.  
 
    Sheemral slowly reached up with one hand and pressed three places on the side of his face. The lightning tattoo glowed brightly, flashing on its own. The men stared. 
 
    Seated at the table beside them, two grey-furred beings stood up. They reached up and turned their tattoos on. Realizing the danger they were in, Hawthorne shoved the table toward the three with glowing tattoos and ran. Lowantha made a break for the door with him. 
 
    They were stopped in their tracks when they saw all six of the huge aliens at the table they’d passed had glowing tattoos. Two were blocking the door, resting on their knuckles. They turned toward the back of the establishment, hoping to get out the rear door. They were met by several humanoids with four arms, two ending in pincers. One side of their faces glowed, too. They turned and faced the fake client. 
 
    “It is not who I am that matters,” Sheemral said. “It is what I am that should concern you. I am a Bolt. Specifically a Peace Monitor. Sometimes…sometimes one must Hide The Lightning.” 
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   Excerpt from “Shakes:” 
 
    Harry shook his head and yawned, then looked at the instruments. Crap, they were very nearly on the surface! There was no time to be surprised; he needed to work the problem. The shortness of the landing checklist didn’t make his situation any less dire. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” Volo said, unnecessarily warning both Terrans. “Prepare for manual deployment.” 
 
    If Marco Rodriguez was anything like Harry, he was watching the altimeter with growing apprehension. An impatient SpinDog technician had carefully repeated the instructions to an audience he doubtless regarded as incapable of using tools more sophisticated than rocks and sharp sticks. In theory, each craft would use a flicker laser to sense the minimum height-over-ground required for deployment of the chute to guarantee a safe landing. If he didn’t feel the automated systems deploy the capsule’s drogue and parachute combination, he’d have less than two seconds to mechanically initiate that critical step. Harry placed both hands on the pebbly surface of the L-shaped lever and took a deep breath. He watched his displays intently, counting down internally. 
 
    In three, two, o— 
 
    He was interrupted by the audible pop of the drogue ribbon launching over his head. One of his screens flashed the corresponding message, as the drogue gave his capsule a single, hard jerk, pressing him heavily into his couch. After dramatically slowing the freefall to a speed the twin parachutes could withstand, the drogue detached. A second, mushier jerk announced the canopies’ successful opening. 
 
    The capsule had barely steadied underneath the green and brown parachutes before the capsule crashed to a painful stop. The scant padding on the seat might have prevented any serious injury, but Harry still ached all over. But like the pain caused by a misaligned crotch strap during a regular jump, this was a good sort of pain to have. The parachute had worked, and the capsule was down. The cone-shaped vehicle came to rest on its side, however. Getting out was going to require a bit of scrambling. 
 
    “Four, Five, this is Six,” he said, trusting the hands-free microphone on his helmet while hanging sideways in his straps. “Sound off.” 
 
    “Five on the ground. Mind the first step, it’s a doozy,” Rodriguez said jauntily. 
 
    “I’ve opened the hatch already, Lieutenant,” Volo answered. “It’s daylight, and we must cover the ships immediately.” 
 
    “Copy,” Harry said, releasing his chest strap. He fell heavily against one of the instrument panels, painfully bruising his arm. He suppressed a heartfelt curse. 
 
    “Popping the hatch.” 
 
    He reached for the door lever, now inconveniently located over his head. After a pause, the capsule verified his intent, requiring a second yank before it obediently ejected the hatch outward with a percussive bang. Instantly, a cold wind filled his capsule, making him shiver. He poked his head outside and surveyed a bleak and rocky landscape which was partially obscured by the capsule’s billowing parachute. 
 
    After donning a hooded parka from a storage cabinet underneath his feet, he withdrew his personal equipment and weapon. Then, with an athleticism he didn’t feel, Harry used an inner handhold to swing outside. On either side of his aeroshell, the terrain rose several meters in elevation, forming a shallow canyon. His ‘chute was tangled in some stunted gray-green trees that bordered the drop zone. Knee high, rust-colored spiky grass poked up in between the fist-sized stones covering much of the ground. The breeze smelled wet and musty, but the ground appeared dry. A football field distant, Harry could make out another capsule, and began trotting over. It was supposed to be dusk on R’Bak, but the overcast diffused the light. Out of reflex, he checked his wristwatch, which rode alongside a new gadget doubling as a short-range radio and compass. Both were still set to SpinDog station time, adopted during the mission prep. He supposed he could check with Volo. It didn’t matter yet. Experience had taught the SEAL exactly what time it was. 
 
    The local hour is half past “your ass is in a sling.” My team is untested and outnumbered, the local population is mostly hostile, the wildlife carnivorous, and, in two years, the local star is going to approach its binary twin, boiling the oceans and scorching the land. Oh, and your extract off-planet depends entirely on mission success, so don’t screw up. 
 
    Welcome to R’Bak.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Shakes” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0861F23KH.  
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   Excerpt from “The Fall of Rho-Torkis:” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Sybutu.” 
 
    Osu didn’t fall for the man steepling his fingers behind his desk. When a lieutenant colonel told you to relax, you knew your life had just taken a seriously wrong turn. 
 
    “So what if we’re ruffling a few feathers?” said Malix. “We have a job to do, and you’re going to make it happen. You will take five men with you and travel unobserved to a location in the capital where you will deliver a coded phrase to this contact.” 
 
    He pushed across a photograph showing a human male dressed in smuggler chic. Even from the static image, the man oozed charm, but he revealed something else too: purple eyes. The man was a mutant. 
 
    “His name is Captain Tavistock Fitzwilliam, and he’s a free trader of flexible legitimacy. Let’s call him a smuggler for simplicity’s sake. You deliver the message and then return here without incident, after which no one will speak of this again.” 
 
    Osu kept his demeanor blank, but the questions were raging inside him. His officers in the 27th gave the appearance of having waved through the colonel’s bizarre orders, but the squadron sergeant major would not let this drop easily. He’d be lodged in an ambush point close to the colonel’s office where he’d be waiting to pounce on Osu and interrogate him. Vyborg would suspect him of conspiracy in this affront to proper conduct. His sappers as undercover spies? Osu would rather face a crusading army of newts than the sergeant major on the warpath. 
 
    “Make sure one of the men you pick is Hines Zy Pel.” 
 
    Osu’s mask must have slipped because Malix added, “If there is a problem, I expect you to speak.” 
 
    “Is Zy Pel a Special Missions operative, sir?” There. He’d said it. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Colonel Lantosh. Even after they bumped up my rank, I still don’t have clearance to see Zy Pel’s full personnel record. Make of that what you will.” 
 
    “But you must have put feelers out…” 
 
    Malix gave him a cold stare. 
 
    You’re trying to decide whether to hang me from a whipping post or answer my question. Well, it was your decision to have me lead an undercover team, Colonel. Let’s see whether you trust your own judgement. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But…Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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   Excerpt from “Cartwright’s Cavaliers:” 
 
      
 
    The last two operational tanks were trapped on their chosen path. Faced with destroyed vehicles front and back, they cut sideways to the edge of the dry river bed they’d been moving along and found several large boulders to maneuver around that allowed them to present a hull-down defensive position. Their troopers rallied on that position. It was starting to look like they’d dig in when Phoenix 1 screamed over and strafed them with dual streams of railgun rounds. A split second later, Phoenix 2 followed on a parallel path. Jim was just cheering the air attack when he saw it. The sixth damned tank, and it was a heavy. 
 
    “I got that last tank,” Jim said over the command net. 
 
    “Observe and stand by,” Murdock said. 
 
    “We’ll have these in hand shortly,” Buddha agreed, his transmission interspersed with the thudding of his CASPer firing its magnet accelerator. “We can be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Jim examined his battlespace. The tank was massive. It had to be one of the fusion-powered beasts he’d read about. Which meant shields and energy weapons. It was heading down the same gap the APC had taken, so it was heading toward Second Squad, and fast. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. 
 
    “Jim,” Hargrave said, “we’re in position. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Leading,” Jim said as he jumped out from the rock wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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   Excerpt from “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
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