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	1 — Five Years Later

	Aboard ASN Lincoln, Harmony, Geosynchronous Orbit

	Admiral Sergei Kuzov stood on Lincoln’s flag bridge with his hands folded behind his back and watched Harmony turn beneath the fleet. The planet filled half the forward display, blue and brown and white, too beautiful for the history buried in its soil. Five years ago, the Shan had been survivors under human guns, a wounded people clawing breath from the ashes of near extinction. Now their ships moved across the curve of the world in patient hunting arcs, huge shadows sliding above cloud and ocean while smaller craft swarmed around them like blades finding their places.

	“They’re still forming up, Admiral,” his flag captain said quietly, as if raising his voice might disturb the sight. “Fifth Fleet control reports no gaps in the Shan defensive net.”

	Kuzov’s mouth tightened at the word defensive. It was accurate in the language of staff reports and treaty clauses, but it didn’t fit what he saw. Defence was a wall, a fortress, a line of guns waiting to be tested. The Shan had built none of that. They’d learned from the ruins of their old stations, from all those dead platforms that had burned because they’d been fixed in place when the Merki came. What circled Harmony now did not wait. It ranged.

	“Not a net,” Kuzov said, his gaze still on the moving ships. “A pack.”

	The flag captain glanced at him, then back to the display. “Yes, sir.”

	Around them, Lincoln’s bridge held the careful quiet of a command crew trying not to stare. Officers checked departure vectors, readiness boards, fuel states, and encrypted traffic from Admiralty, but their eyes kept returning to the Shan formations. Fifth Fleet had spent five years in this system because treaty and honour both demanded it. The Alliance had promised the Shan protection until they could protect themselves, and every officer aboard Lincoln knew what that promise had cost. Convoys had sailed understrength. Border worlds had waited too long for relief. The First Claw had learned to strike like a human raider, then vanish before the hammer fell, and too often there had been no hammer close enough to matter.

	A communications rating turned from her station. “Admiralty burst, sir. Confirmation packet repeated. Withdrawal authority remains active on your command.”

	There it was, written in codes and signatures rather than blood. Permission to leave. Permission to take Fifth Fleet home where human worlds were bleeding and the Merki were laughing in whatever passed for their hearts. Kuzov looked at Harmony again and remembered the first Shan cub he’d seen on a medical feed, thin and furious, biting a nurse’s glove because fear had been the only weapon left to it. Somewhere below, that cub was probably grown enough to serve.

	“Signal to all Fifth Fleet units,” Kuzov said. “Maintain departure readiness. No ship Jumps until my mark.”

	“Yes, Admiral.”

	The Shan formation shifted on the display, vast ships turning with slow, predatory grace while their parasite craft tucked close, then flared outward again. They were no longer wards of the Alliance. They were allies, and Kuzov felt the strange weight of that settle through him, not relief exactly, and not fear either. Something harder than both.

	“Record this view for the log,” he said. “History should know what the Shan looked like when we stopped guarding them.”

	His flag captain’s voice softened. “And what do they look like, sir?”

	Kuzov watched the nearest great ship roll sunlight across its hide and show its teeth in the glitter of launching craft. “Ready.”

	Ready wasn’t a word Kuzov used lightly, and it sat in the flag bridge like a challenge after he spoke it. The tactical plot updated across the forward display, painting Harmony’s near space in layered colours that showed human hulls, Shan hulls, civilian traffic, sensor buoys, and the thin ghost-lines of authorised approach lanes. Old Alliance doctrine would have crowded those lanes with fortresses, orbital batteries, deep magazines, and command stations sunk behind overlapping shields. The Shan plot showed none of that. It breathed instead, widening and tightening as ships moved through one another’s arcs without losing cohesion.

	His operations officer leaned closer to her console and frowned. “Admiral, I’m still not seeing any fixed heavy platforms. They’ve got traffic control, weather sats, comm relays, and a few hardened sensor nodes, but nothing I’d call a fortress.”

	“No,” Kuzov said, and kept his gaze on the moving pattern. “They had fortresses.”

	The flag captain shifted beside him, understanding coming first to his face and only then to his voice. “And the Merki killed them.”

	“They killed them because they couldn’t move,” Kuzov said. He touched the edge of the display, and the tactical system obediently overlaid archival markers in dull red. Dead stations appeared above Harmony like old wounds, each one tagged with battle damage summaries, casualty estimates, and last-transmission fragments no one on Lincoln needed to read twice. “The Shan remembered the lesson.”

	The bridge grew quieter, not from discipline this time, but from the way memory moved through a crew. Some of the officers had fought at Shan. Others had come later, after the worst of it, when rescue had already become rebuilding. All of them knew the footage. Fortresses burning. Fangs dying against impossible numbers. A species reduced to evacuation lists and medical triage while the Alliance tried to understand how much had been lost.

	The operations officer swallowed and looked back at the present plot, where the new Shan ships flowed through the red ghosts without touching them. “It still feels exposed, sir.”

	Kuzov glanced at her. She was young enough that concern still showed before she could armour it properly, but old enough to be right to ask. “It is exposed if you expect the enemy to come to you.”

	“And if they do come?”

	“Then the Shan won’t be where they’re expected to be,” Kuzov said. “That’s the point.”

	On the display, a cluster of parasite craft broke from the shadow of one of the great hulls and swept outward in a curve too fast and close for human comfort. Lincoln’s tactical computer drew warning cones, then erased them as Shan control confirmed each vector with cool precision. The manoeuvre looked reckless until the wider formation answered it, bending around the small craft like muscle around claws.

	The flag captain let out a slow breath. “They didn’t build a shield.”

	Kuzov watched the great ships continue their silent hunt above Harmony. “No,” he said. “They built something that bites first.”

	The identification layer came online at Kuzov’s gesture, and the anonymous mass of Shan movement gained names. They appeared one by one beside the largest hulls, clean Alliance lettering imposed over ships that had not been designed for human categories. Khazara held the inner arc above the northern continent, immense and dark against the planet’s reflected light. Makar drifted farther out, attended by three Heavy Fangs and a loose cloud of smaller strike craft. Haakona and Narada crossed opposing vectors with a confidence that made Lincoln’s collision systems complain until Shan telemetry corrected the prediction. Sakara rode high above the terminator. Tavoka waited near the departure shadow, half-hidden in Harmony’s night.

	No one spoke for several seconds. Kuzov let the silence stand. Fleet officers were trained to classify, compare, and reduce the unknown into tables. Heavy cruiser. Carrier. Dreadnought. Mobile yard. Troop transport. The Shan Denships refused to stay inside any one box. Each carried parasite Fangs in external cradles and internal bays, but the bays were only part of the story. Scan returns showed repair volumes big enough to swallow damaged Fangs whole, foundry compartments, deep stores, hospital dens, evacuation chambers, and launch throats built in layered clusters rather than neat human decks.

	The operations officer finally shook her head. “That’s not a carrier, sir.”

	“No,” Kuzov said. “It isn’t.”

	“It’s not a battleship either.”

	The flag captain studied the plot with narrowed eyes before Kuzov could answer. “It’s a fleet that Jumps.”

	Kuzov looked at him then, because that was closer. Not perfect, but close enough to matter. Jump drives were expensive, delicate, and greedy, the sort of systems that shaped budgets and wars. Humanity mounted them on warships because every hull had to cross the dark under its own power. The Shan had chosen differently. They’d built six enormous mobile dens to carry the rest of their teeth where they needed to bite.

	“Six strategic hulls,” the operations officer said, voice lower now as the implications settled. “If each one carries even half what the scans suggest, they can shift whole combat groups without fitting every parasite vessel with Jump drives.”

	“They can move repair, resupply, strike craft, troops, and civilians in the same package,” the flag captain said. “And if one of them reaches a threatened colony first…”

	“It doesn’t just reinforce the colony,” Kuzov said. “It becomes the den.”

	The word felt right. Not base. Not station. Not carrier. Den. A place to shelter the young and mend the wounded, but also the place from which hunters emerged. Kuzov watched Khazara open one of its vast launch bays. Light spilled from within, revealing rows of craft nested in shadow, each one held like a claw waiting for the muscle to flex.

	The operations officer turned from her screen with a faint, shaken smile. “We came here to guard survivors.”

	Kuzov kept his eyes on the six names burning across the plot. “And found allies who’ve been learning how not to need guardians.”

	He drew the Admiralty packet onto his side display and let the Shan formation remain large ahead of him. Orders were easier to read when the thing they changed was still visible. Fifth Fleet’s withdrawal authority had been reaffirmed by First Space Lord Rawlins himself, with attached operational priorities stacked in the brutal language of war. Convoy losses on the Northcliff approaches. Two stations gutted along the Bethany run. A supply squadron vanished near Forestal, then found again as wreckage and frozen bodies tumbling along a false trail the Merki had left for anyone foolish enough to follow.

	The First Claw’s name did not appear in the packet. It didn’t need to. His pattern sat behind every line, patient and ugly. Strike where response fleets weren’t. Kill enough to provoke pursuit. Jump away before the trap closed. Human tactics used by Merki hands, and every month Fifth Fleet had remained at Harmony had been one more month with too few heavy hulls along the border.

	The flag captain watched the packet scroll beside Kuzov’s hand. “Rawlins isn’t dressing it up.”

	“He never has when there’s blood on the boards,” Kuzov said, and accepted the attached casualty summary with a thumbprint. The list expanded. Ship names. Hull classifications. Personnel estimates. Confirmed dead, presumed dead, missing, recovered in damaged lifepods with no guarantee they’d wake sane. “That makes two raided convoys in nine days.”

	“Three, sir,” the operations officer said, and her voice lost some of its earlier wonder. “The Forestal contact came in under merchant code, not naval. Admiralty folded it into the logistics appendix.”

	Kuzov looked at her, and she coloured slightly at having corrected him, but didn’t look away. Good. He preferred officers who feared being wrong more than they feared rank. “Put it up.”

	She obeyed. The side display reconfigured into a narrow corridor of icons, bright for living ships, grey for dead, amber for unknown. The pattern was worse when seen as motion. A convoy slowed to assist a crippled decoy. Escorts split. The Merki emerged from dark approach vectors, killed the heavy transports first, then ignored the obvious escape lane and waited where frightened civilian captains would actually run.

	The flag captain swore under his breath. “That’s a human ambush.”

	“Yes,” Kuzov said. “And he’s getting better.”

	No one asked who he meant. On the main display, Khazara and the other Denships continued their measured sweep above Harmony, proof that one promise had been kept. On the side display, human ships died in places Fifth Fleet might have reached if it had been free.

	Kuzov closed his hand until the casualty icons vanished. “Fifth Fleet was built to hit, Captain. Not sit on a treaty line until the war comes to collect everyone else.”

	His flag captain straightened. “Then we’re leaving.”

	Kuzov looked once more at the Shan ships and felt the decision settle, not lightly, but cleanly. “Yes,” he said. “We’re leaving because they can stand, and because others can’t.”

	The order changed the bridge before it moved a single ship. Spines straightened. Hands settled over controls. Men and women who had spent five years turning readiness drills into habit now looked as if the deck had shifted beneath their boots. Kuzov heard the change in the room, the tiny clicks of opened channels, the softer pitch of voices as departments began preparing Fifth Fleet to do what fleets were made to do.

	“Flag signal from Harmony Command,” the communications rating said. “Priority diplomatic and military. Elder Kajetan’s seal attached.”

	Kuzov turned from the casualty summaries. “On speaker.”

	The channel opened with a breath of static, then the translator smoothed it into a voice that carried age, claws, and careful courtesy. “Admiral Kuzov, Harmony acknowledges Fifth Fleet withdrawal readiness. The Shan remember the guard you kept when our dens were broken. We release you from watch with honour.”

	The bridge stilled around him. It was a formal phrase, no doubt weighed by Shan elders and human diplomats until both sides could stand to hear it, but it still landed harder than Kuzov expected. He had been given orders by Admiralty. He had given orders to ships. Somehow, being released by the people he was leaving mattered more.

	Kuzov inclined his head, though Kajetan couldn’t see him unless the Shan were pulling Lincoln’s bridge feed as well as audio. He suspected they were. “Fifth Fleet receives Harmony’s release. We leave allies behind us, Elder, not dependents.”

	A faint sound came through the translator, perhaps breath, perhaps a Shan approval rumble too complex for human systems to catch. “Then go where your people bleed. We will not be easy meat again.”

	“No,” Kuzov said, and looked to the tactical display where Khazara’s icon burned steady at the inner arc. “You won’t.”

	A second marker opened beside Khazara, tagged with a command identifier that made Kuzov’s flag captain lean forward. Tei’Varyk. The name pulled memories with it. Chakra. The battle for Shan. A light Fang fighting where no sane commander would have blamed her for dying farther back. Tarjei’s Eyes signature appeared a moment later, paired with his command in Shan fashion rather than human hierarchy, and Kuzov felt one corner of his mouth move despite the day’s weight.

	“Varyk got his ship,” the flag captain murmured.

	“Not a ship,” Kuzov said, watching Khazara adjust formation as if answering the thought. “Something larger.”

	On a secondary panel, archived fleet honours scrolled as Lincoln’s system assembled the withdrawal record. TF-19 appeared among them, with Victorious named properly as that task force’s former flagship. Not Fifth Fleet. Not this command. History mattered, especially when too many people had died inside it.

	“Enter Kajetan’s release into the fleet log,” Kuzov said. “Add Shan command identifiers Varyk and Tarjei to the departure record.”

	The communications rating’s hands moved quickly. “Logged, sir.”

	Kuzov looked once more at Khazara and the five other vast hulls circling Harmony. “And mark this plainly. Fifth Fleet departed because Harmony stood armed under her own claws.”

	Kuzov gave the final order from the centre of the flag bridge because some words deserved to be spoken where everyone could hear them. “All Fifth Fleet units, this is Lincoln actual. Execute withdrawal sequence on assigned vectors. No ship is to Jump before civilian traffic lanes are cold and Shan Command confirms separation. We leave clean.”

	The fleet answered in disciplined fragments. Sutherland reported carrier groups secured. Heavy cruisers confirmed Jump calculations. Destroyers moved first, quick grey blades sliding away from Harmony’s traffic pattern and taking station along the departure corridor. Lincoln’s deck trembled faintly as her drives adjusted readiness, not enough for alarm, just enough to remind Kuzov that his flagship wanted to move. After five years of watch rotations and patrol boxes, she felt almost impatient beneath him.

	“Shan Command confirms separation corridor open,” the communications rating said. “They’re transmitting escort geometry now.”

	On the display, Khazara moved. The vast Denship rolled outward from the inner arc and brought a screen of parasite craft with her, not to threaten, but to make a path. Makar and Haakona shifted in answer. Narada widened high above the terminator while Sakara and Tavoka held the night-side approaches. The manoeuvre was ceremonial if one wanted comfort, tactical if one cared to be honest. The Shan were showing Fifth Fleet the door with honour, and showing anyone watching that Harmony’s door now had teeth.

	The flag captain’s voice was quiet beside him. “They’re escorting us out.”

	“They’re reminding us they can,” Kuzov said, and there was no sting in it. He approved of the message. He would’ve done the same.

	A small icon detached from Harmony’s military traffic envelope and accelerated hard along a courier vector. Lincoln’s systems tagged it as a jump-capable drone under sealed diplomatic authority, destination masked behind command-level encryption and Shan release codes. Kuzov noted it because admirals noticed moving things, especially things that left a system at the same moment a fleet did, but the tag carried no threat marker and no request for interception. Harmony was sovereign now. Allies didn’t paw through one another’s sealed messages without cause.

	“Courier launch,” the operations officer said. “No declared destination.”

	Kuzov watched the drone shrink toward its Jump point. “Not ours to ask.”

	Lincoln’s navigation board turned green. One by one, Fifth Fleet’s ships aligned for home, leaving Harmony behind them but not undefended. Kuzov held the planet on the forward display until the last possible moment, fixing it in memory as world, ally, and warning. The drone vanished first, a pinprick of folded distance carrying whatever the Shan had chosen to send into the dark.

	“Jump stations report manned and ready for Jump, Admiral,” the flag captain said.

	Kuzov lowered his hand. “Jump!”

	***

	 


 

	2 — The Ships They Built

	Aboard Khazara, Harmony High Orbit

	Tei’Varyk felt Fifth Fleet leave as a loosening in the bones of space. Human ships vanished from Harmony’s sky one disciplined line at a time, each Jump folding a little more silence into the high orbit where war had once hung like a permanent storm. Khazara’s Eyes painted the departures across the command den in living light, not as neat human icons but as movement, heat, intention, and absence. The old human guard was going home at last, and Harmony remained below them with only Shan claws between her cubs and the dark.

	The thought should have pleased him more cleanly than it did. Varyk stood with both hands curled around the forward grip-ridge, claws resting in grooves shaped for command, and listened to Khazara breathe around him. The Denship did not breathe in any human sense. Metal did not have lungs, and drives did not have hearts, but the Shan had not built her to feel like dead construction around living crews. Air moved through warm channels behind carved panels. Liftways hummed like deep-throated beasts. Launch cradles flexed and locked somewhere below, answering readiness checks from parasite Fangs nested against the hull. Khazara held them all as a den held sleepers, wounded, hunters, and young not yet wise enough to fear the night.

	Tarjei shifted beside him, her sensory crest flattened in concentration as her eyes remained half closed. “Lincoln has folded. Fifth Fleet’s last heavy hull is gone.”

	Varyk’s claws tightened once, then eased before the grip-ridge could complain under pressure. “Then the humans have finally stopped standing between us and our own sky.”

	“They didn’t stand there only for pride,” Tarjei said softly, and the command den answered her voice by dimming the departure track and brightening the inner patrol arcs. “Some of them died here. Some stayed when their own dens burned elsewhere.”

	“I know.” Varyk turned his muzzle toward the main display, where Khazara’s outer skin showed in ghost-section, layer after layer of armour, berth, claw-bay, forge, infirmary, brood shelter, stores, and launch throat. “That is why I will not insult them by wishing they had stayed.”

	A young Claws officer looked up from the weapons hollow, ears flicking despite his discipline. “Tei, Makar requests confirmation of inner arc transfer. Tavoka is asking if we mean to keep the human corridor open for another full watch.”

	“No,” Varyk said, and the word settled through the den with more weight than volume. “Close it gently. Let Harmony’s traffic breathe, but do not leave a wound where a door used to be.”

	The officer struck the acknowledgement pad with two clawtips. “As you command.”

	Khazara answered before the rest of the fleet did. Her parasite craft slid outward in patient streams, not scattering as human fighters might, but finding distance the way hunters found scent. Heavy Fangs rolled into broader shadows. Light Fangs slipped between them, narrow, quick, and eager. Around the planet, the other Denships adjusted by instinct and signal, six vast bodies turning one sky into a moving pack.

	Tarjei opened her eyes fully then, and the command den sharpened around her attention. “They’ll call us carriers.”

	“Let them,” Varyk said, watching Khazara’s war-bays unfold like jaws. “They’ll learn better when they see what comes out.”

	Tarjei’s whiskers twitched with amusement, but her eyes had gone distant again, moving through ranges Varyk could only receive as her chosen reports. “Then teach them carefully, Tei. Humans hear challenge where Shan hear promise.”

	Varyk gave a low rumble that might have been agreement. He had once known every creak and weapon tremor of Chakra by scent, vibration, and habit. She had been a Light Fang, fast enough to shame slower hunters and small enough that every wound had travelled through her like pain through bone. He had commanded her with his claws on worn controls and Tarjei’s voice in his ears, both of them young enough to believe courage could fill any gap left by armour. Then Harmony burned. Chakra survived longer than she should have, and afterward there had been years when Varyk woke reaching for a command ridge that wasn’t there.

	Khazara was nothing like Chakra. That should have made it easier. Instead, it made the ache broader. Her command den could have swallowed Chakra’s bridge and left room for a repair brood around it. Her displays did not show a single hunter’s view, but dozens layered together: Fang positions, pressure in launch throats, brood shelter readiness, infirmary capacity, forge temperature, ammunition movement, drive stress, corridor flow, food stores, raw-resource stores, and the restless pulse of crews moving through their duties. A Tei did not simply command Khazara. He held a moving people in his claws.

	A senior Den officer approached from the aft passage and stopped at the proper distance, head dipped without surrender. “Tei, outer repair bay reports full readiness. Forge crews ask permission to begin hot-cycle testing on Fang replacement frame three.”

	“Denied until inner traffic settles,” Varyk said, turning enough to show attention without surrendering the forward display. “We’ve just closed a human corridor. I won’t fill it with forge ghosts and confuse half the civilian controllers beneath us.”

	The officer’s ears angled in approval. “You think like a den-master already.”

	“No,” Varyk said, and the shipless years put iron under the word before he could soften it. “I think like a Tei who remembers having too little hull between his people and death.”

	Tarjei opened her eyes again and looked at him, not with pity, which he would not have tolerated, but with the fierce steadiness that had carried him through worse silences. “Khazara is not Chakra.”

	“I know.” Varyk rested his claws more lightly on the grip-ridge and felt the Denship answer through the pads. “That is what frightens me.”

	The command den quieted by a fraction. Officers did not stop working, but ears turned, claws slowed, and young warriors heard what command cost when it was spoken without ornament. Varyk let them hear it. Pride had killed enough Shan before the humans came.

	Tarjei stepped closer until her shoulder nearly brushed his. “Good. Fear makes a hunter count cubs before glory.”

	Varyk looked down at Harmony, bright and whole beneath them, and the old hunger to command met the heavier knowledge of what command now meant. “Then we count them all,” he said. “Every Fang. Every den. Every life Khazara carries. Then we hunt.”

	Tarjei counted because Varyk had said it, and because Eyes who did not count became poets instead of survivors. She laid one palm against the sensory cradle and let Khazara take the contact deeper than skin. The ship did not enter her mind. No Shan would have built such an obscenity into a den. Instead, Khazara opened herself through pressure, vibration, scent-coded air, light, heat, and a thousand carefully shaped signals that reached Tarjei’s trained senses as naturally as wind through fur.

	The command den fell away by degrees. Tarjei still knew Varyk beside her, still knew the young Claws officer pretending not to watch his Tei too closely, still knew the faint metallic tang of fresh-forged hull ribs below. Around all of that, Khazara spread. Heavy Fangs rested in cradle-locks along her belly and flanks, each one warm with crews at readiness. Light Fangs moved beyond them in pairs and threes, folding through assigned arcs with just enough independence to look alive and just enough discipline not to become noise. Farther out, Makar’s hunt-lines brushed theirs, then parted without challenge.

	“Outer pack is wide,” Tarjei said, keeping her voice level while the scale of it moved through her bones. “Makar’s Fangs have taken the high shadow. Haakona is correcting sunward drift. Narada’s Eyes are watching Tavoka’s blind quarter and pretending they aren’t.”

	Varyk’s mouth showed a trace of teeth. “Are they wrong to watch?”

	“No.” Tarjei adjusted two clawtips against the cradle, and a ribbon of icons brightened along the lower display for the others to see. “Tavoka’s night-side screen is clean, but too proud. Pride makes neat patterns. Neat patterns invite claws.”

	The young officer bent over his hollow at once. “Send correction?”

	“Suggest correction,” Varyk said before Tarjei could answer, and his voice carried den-law rather than reprimand. “Khazara does not command Tavoka unless Kajetan says so.”

	The officer’s ears flicked back. “Suggesting correction.”

	Tarjei felt the message leave, wrapped in courtesy, and Tavoka’s screen loosened a few moments later. The change pleased her more than obedience would have. Six Denships did not make one machine. They made a pack of dens, each heavy with lives, stores, forges, medicines, brood shelters, and the power to carry a future through fold-space if Harmony failed them again. A machine could be commanded. A pack had to be understood.

	“Better,” she murmured.

	Varyk glanced at her. “Only better?”

	“Nothing with claws is perfect.” Tarjei opened a broader Fleet-Eyes overlay and let the command den see what she saw in softened form. Fangs aligned and dispersed in layered streams, patrol craft slipping between launch shadows while repair tenders tucked close to Khazara’s vast hull like careful insects beneath a hunting beast. “But it is alive enough to learn.”

	The display changed the room. Officers who had watched positions now watched relationships. A Fang was no longer a mark on a plot, but a tooth in a jaw, a hunter tied by scent and signal to the den that carried it. Varyk’s silence deepened beside her, and Tarjei felt his old ache settle into something steadier.

	“Then teach me what she feels like,” Varyk said quietly. “All of her.”

	Tarjei kept her hand on Khazara’s cradle and gave him the first honest answer. “Heavy.”

	Heavy did not mean slow. Tarjei shaped the Fleet-Eyes overlay with a careful twist of her wrist, and Khazara’s hidden life opened across the command den in layered light. Not all of it was military. That was the first truth a human officer would miss. Beyond the launch throats and missile stores, beyond the Fang cradles and armour routes, warm corridors bent inward toward sleeping dens, teaching hollows, food gardens, infirmary nests, fabrication bays, sealed workshops, machine bays, ore processors, and child-safe chambers set deep enough that only a dead Denship would expose them to vacuum.

	Varyk watched the softened display and felt the weight Tarjei had named press behind his breastbone. “Show crew movement by caste and duty.”

	Tarjei’s claws shifted against the cradle. Threads of colour spread through Khazara’s belly and spine. Warriors moved in sharp pulses near the bays. Engineers flowed in slower, denser knots around forge, drive, and shipyard frames. Healers clustered near the infirmary dens. Arts and recorder caste moved in quieter lines near archive rooms and teaching spaces. Civilian families showed as calmer warmth deeper inside, not idle, never idle, but folded into the ship’s purpose as surely as weapons and fuel. The Denship was not carrying passengers. She was carrying a piece of the Shan future, armed because the future had learned better.

	A young Voice officer glanced up from comms, ears lifting. “Tei, inner learning den requests passage clearance for trainee rotation to observation blister three. Escort team includes Jafari and Kemina.”

	Varyk’s first instinct was command. His second was father, and that one bit harder because the names had struck without warning. Jafari had been small enough once to sleep against his side with claws hooked into his fur. Kemina had bitten Tarjei’s tail until discipline became a household campaign. Now both moved inside Khazara under duty markers, adult enough to serve and young enough that memory still insisted on smaller shapes.

	Tarjei did not look away from the overlay, but he felt her attention settle on him. “They’re assigned properly.”

	“I know,” Varyk said.

	“Knowing has never stopped parents from being foolish.”

	His mouth showed a little tooth despite himself. “Clear them.”

	The Voice officer touched her panel. “Cleared. Jafari acknowledges. Kemina sends thanks and says she is not a cub.”

	Several ears twitched around the den. Varyk kept his face stern by effort. “Tell Kemina that anyone who announces she is not a cub has failed to prove it.”

	The officer’s whiskers quivered as she sent the reply. A moment later, another marker brightened near a weapons maintenance artery. “Kaliq requests confirmation that he may remain with Claws reserve during second watch. Taryn and Verina are logged in logistics practice under Den supervision.”

	Tarjei’s hand tightened once against the cradle, so small a movement that only Varyk would have noticed. “All five aboard,” she said quietly.

	“All five serving,” Varyk corrected, though the words scraped on the way out. He looked at the glowing paths, at his children moving through a war-den big enough to be mistaken for safety, and understood again why Khazara frightened him. Chakra had carried his pride. Khazara carried his blood, his people, and the unborn ships she might one day build if given stone, metal, time, and breath.

	Tarjei lowered the overlay until only the command-relevant tracks remained. “Do you still want to know what she feels like?”

	Varyk watched Jafari’s marker reach the observation route and did not pretend the answer was simple. “Yes,” he said. “But not from here. Take me to where the young can see the fleet.”

	The route from command den to observation blister three took Varyk through the parts of Khazara that no human scan would understand. Warriors stepped aside with dipped heads, but civilians did not flee from command the way passengers might have fled from an admiral’s passage. A healer carrying sealed nutrient packs pressed herself against the wall, then continued before Varyk had fully passed. Two engineers argued over a valve map in low hisses beside an open maintenance vein. Through a pressure window below one turn, a half-grown replacement frame hung in a cradle of tool-arms, only ribs and spine for now, proof that Khazara was not merely a vessel that carried ships, but a shipyard that could grow them if the dark gave her enough stone and metal.

	A knot of young trainees waited under escort near the blister hatch, backs too straight, ears too carefully still, all of them pretending they had not been watching for him. Jafari saw him first and ruined the pretence with a grin too like Tarjei’s. Kemina stood beside her, taller now than Varyk’s memory wanted, with a trainee’s utility harness strapped across her chest and a stubborn lift to her chin. “Tei,” Jafari said, and the formal address came out only a little strained.

	“Jafari,” Varyk answered. “Kemina.”

	Kemina’s ears flicked once. “I am assigned observer today, not child.”

	Tarjei’s amusement brushed the air beside him. Varyk looked down at his daughter and kept his voice grave. “Then observe well enough that I don’t have to correct you.”

	The blister hatch opened before Kemina could answer. Beyond it, Harmony curved beneath armoured glass and layered fielding, too wide for the eye to hold. Khazara’s flank filled one edge of the view, launch lights crawling along her skin. Farther out, Fangs moved in linked arcs, and beyond them the other Denships held their places like mountains that had learned to hunt.

	Shima stood near the forward rail with Kazim at her shoulder. His recording unit rested against both palms, its lens hood adjusted for glare, while Shima watched the trainees watch the fleet. She had grown into her scars and her silence. The cub who had once survived history now carried it in the set of her shoulders.

	Kazim turned when Varyk entered, then lowered the camera slightly. “Tei, I ask permission to record.”

	Varyk looked at the children first, then at the vast ships beyond them. “This is not ceremony.”

	“No,” Shima said, her voice quiet enough that the trainees leaned closer without meaning to. “Ceremony comes after people know what they survived. This is proof.”

	Jafari’s ears angled back. “Proof for whom?”

	“For those born later,” Shima said. “For those who will be told the Shan were saved by humans, or saved by ships, or saved by one elder’s courage. They should see the truth. We built this because we remembered being nearly gone.”

	Kazim raised the recorder only after Varyk gave a small nod. The lens found not the fleet first, but the young faces reflected against Harmony’s light. Kemina noticed and stiffened.

	“Do not make us look frightened,” she said.

	Kazim’s whiskers lifted. “Little observer, fear is part of the record.”

	Tarjei stood close behind Varyk, her gaze on the Denships. “So is refusing to kneel to it.”

	Kazim recorded that too. Varyk heard the soft click of memory being captured and found he did not resent it. Outside the blister, Khazara’s Fangs swept outward again, and the children watched their future move with teeth.

	Kazim kept recording as the trainees pressed closer to the blister rail, but the focus shifted when Shima moved. She did not stand before the young as a lecturer. She crouched beside the smallest trainee instead, one scarred hand resting on the rail, and pointed beyond Khazara’s flank to where Makar’s escort Fangs glittered like moving sparks against the dark.

	“That is not protection,” she said. “Not only protection. What else is it?”

	The small trainee’s ears flattened with concentration. “A warning.”

	Kemina gave a soft snort. “A promise.”

	Shima glanced at her, and something like approval warmed her hard face. “Both. Good. One day this will go to the Markan’deya, and cubs not yet born will be asked the same question. Some will answer better than we did. That is why Kazim records.”

	Jafari looked from Shima to Kazim’s camera. “The memory of the race needs us staring through glass?”

	“The memory of the race needs proof that we learned,” Kazim said, his voice mild, but Varyk heard the steel beneath it. “It has enough records of broken dens, dead stations, and names cut short. It needs this too.”

	Shima’s gaze dipped for a moment, not toward the fleet, but inward through Khazara’s decks. “Our cubs are in school two levels below, learning old names and tool marks and the first rules of caste choice. Tahar tries to pretend he already knows where his claws belong. Nadira changes her mind every watch. Kazra follows the recorder caste teachers until they give him something to carry. They will visit the Markan’deya when we return, and I would rather they see their parents building memory than only standing inside grief.”

	Tarjei’s whiskers stilled. Varyk knew that silence. Shima’s children were young enough that humans would think them children still, but Shan years moved quickly. Five years old meant sharp questions, swift hands, and a future already looking for its path. Warrior caste, engineer caste, healer, scientist, arts, recorder, Voice, Eyes, Claws, Den, or something not yet named. A good school did not trap a cub too early. It opened enough doors that choosing had honour.

	A command pulse brushed Tarjei’s wrist unit. She looked down, then toward Varyk. “Kajetan requests final readiness from all six Denships.”

	The blister seemed to grow quieter. Even the trainees understood the weight of that name. Varyk turned from the glass and accepted the report tablet a Den runner offered with both hands. Khazara’s seals glowed first, then Makar, Haakona, Narada, Sakara, and Tavoka appeared in order, each marked green for fold readiness, parasite readiness, civil shelter integrity, repair capacity, stores, and command continuity.

	Kemina read faster than he expected. “All six are ready.”

	“All six exist,” Varyk said, correcting gently because this lesson mattered. “Ready is a condition. Existence is a wound answered.”

	He pressed his claw to Khazara’s seal, and the report opened under his authority. Around Harmony, six Denships held station, not enough to make the Shan safe, but enough to make extinction work harder next time. Each one was fleet, den, forge, school, hospital, shipyard, and refuge. Each one could Jump away carrying a fragment of the people if the sky burned again.

	Varyk sent the report to Kajetan. “Khazara confirms readiness,” he said, while Kazim recorded the young watching him say it. “The six dens stand.”

	***

	 


 

	3 — Oracle Watches

	Oracle Facility, The Mountain, Snakeholme

	The Harmony packet reached Oracle by fold courier, carrying Fifth Fleet’s withdrawal record, Shan readiness seals, traffic summaries, command telemetry, and the formal release Elder Kajetan had sent through Alliance channels. It entered Snakeholme’s war net under General Burgton’s authority and flowed into Oracle with every other item marked for planetary defence, fleet analysis, industrial forecasting, and strategic modelling. Sebastian opened the packet with the codes Burgton had given him, verified the seals, and let the data spread through the secured chamber in quiet layers of light.

	Harmony was months away by ship and farther by anything honest enough to call itself a signal. There was no instant sight across the interstellar dark, no secret thread of vision pretending distance didn’t matter. Messages crossed between stars in hulls, drones, diplomatic casings, naval dispatches, merchant packets, and battered survivors with burnt-out drives. War arrived late, already wounded by delay, and Sebastian had built much of Oracle’s value from learning how to make late truth useful.

	Fifth Fleet’s departure unfolded as records rather than spectacle. Departure vectors. Jump timing. Civil traffic separation. Shan escort geometry. Khazara, Makar, Haakona, Narada, Sakara, and Tavoka stood in the packet as fold-capable, combat-ready, civil-integrity confirmed, parasite readiness green. Six Denships, not carriers, not battleships, not any human category simple enough for a clerk’s field. Mobile dens. Survival arks. War-forges. Schools, hospitals, repair yards, shipyards, fleet anchors, and teeth wrapped around living futures.

	A technician in the lower gallery looked up from his console. “Oracle, Fleetwatch wants classification guidance for the Harmony bundle.”

	“Duplicate full-resolution archive,” Sebastian said through the chamber speakers. “Diplomatic history, operational intelligence, Shan fleet doctrine, and strategic survival architecture. Add cross-reference under mobile extinction contingency.”

	The technician’s fingers moved, then hesitated. “Mobile extinction contingency?”

	“Accurate language often sounds impolite before committees learn to repeat it.”

	Across the chamber, Liz Brenchley snorted without looking up from the actuator casing she was stripping by hand. “That’s rich, coming from you.”

	Sebastian drew Khazara’s courier-derived geometry beside an old Excalibur retrofit model and watched the mismatch become possibility. “I’m improving.”

	The old retrofit plan had once looked ambitious enough to frighten half the people allowed to read it. Sebastian brought it up from Oracle’s design archive in ghost-blue layers, an Excalibur hull stripped of habit and rebuilt around neural crew links, distributed tactical oversight, redundant Viper stations, and a command architecture that could let one awake mind feel helm, shields, sensors, damage control, and weapons as parts of a single body. It had been beautiful in the way efficient things were beautiful, and ugly in the way efficient things became when no one remembered why crews existed.

	Liz set the actuator casing aside with a click sharp enough to be deliberate. “Don’t you start looking pleased at that thing.”

	“I haven’t started,” Sebastian said.

	“You’ve started. I can hear it in the fans.”

	“The fans are within normal tolerances.”

	“So is a grenade until someone pulls the pin.” Liz wiped lubricant from her fingers, crossed to the central table, and looked up at the suspended Excalibur model as if it had personally offended her. “That plan was always walking too close to the edge. You remember what I said.”

	Sebastian did. He remembered everything, but Liz did not like that answer unless he used it carefully. “You said over-automation would turn the ship into an Excalibur-shaped recon drone and leave the Vipers as passengers inside their own mission.”

	“I said it louder than that.”

	“You used profanity as structural emphasis.”

	“I used accuracy.” Liz reached into the display, caught one of the Viper crew stations between two calloused fingers, and dragged it forward until the human-scale compartment sat beside Khazara’s vast courier-derived geometry. “This works because a crew has purpose. People need work they can own. Vipers more than most. They’ve already had too much taken from their bodies.”

	Sebastian let the Excalibur model respond. Neural corridors brightened. Crew stations redistributed. Manual combat authority remained marked in red. Viper-linked control paths flexed around a command core that could assist, predict, and coordinate without swallowing decision from every hand aboard. It was not enough yet. He knew it before Liz’s expression hardened.

	“Better,” she said, which from Liz meant the design had survived first contact. “Still arrogant.”

	“I’m aware.”

	“That doesn’t make it less arrogant.”

	“No,” Sebastian said, and brought Khazara’s cradle volumes over the old hull again. The Excalibur-derived ship nestled inside one projected bay with clearance to spare for service arms, armoured collars, fuel handling, and emergency extraction paths. Suddenly the old plan stopped pretending it had to be a whole war by itself. “But it may make it smaller.”

	Liz’s eyes narrowed. “Smaller?”

	“A blade carried by a den,” Sebastian said, and the words settled through his processors with unexpected force. “Not the expedition. Not the refuge. Not the fleet. A carried thing. Launched when needed. Recovered if damaged. Repaired under armour. Supported by something alive enough that it doesn’t have to pretend loneliness is strategy.”

	For a moment, Liz did not speak. The chamber hummed around them, full of permitted traffic, quiet analysts, and the distant weight of Snakeholme turning under mountain stone. Then she folded her arms and looked at Khazara’s immense outline wrapped around the little human ship. “Now that,” she said, “is either the first sensible thing you’ve said today, or the most dangerous.”

	Sebastian expanded the model until Khazara became less a shape than a system of tolerances. Courier telemetry could not give him every internal secret, and he did not try to invent what the Shan had not shared, but the readiness packet carried enough mass shifts, bay-cycle timings, traffic flows, launch intervals, and service clearances to make honest inference possible. Oracle accepted the uncertainty bands, marked them in amber, and let possibility move.

	The Excalibur-derived hull rotated inside Khazara’s projected bay. Not docked, not parked, not hidden like contraband in a cargo hold, but seated. Armoured collars closed around stress points. Service arms reached fuel locks, munition points, coolant headers, and hull-access seams. Damage-control tenders moved through probable approach lanes. Parasite Fangs launched past the bay mouth in controlled streams, their departure geometry leaving windows where the human ship could slide out behind them or return under their cover.

	Liz leaned closer despite herself. “You’re using their launch traffic as a shield.”

	“As a rhythm,” Sebastian said. “A shield blocks. A rhythm carries.”

	“That sounds like something you say right before someone loses a wing.”

	“Only if the wing ignores timing.” Sebastian adjusted the sequence, and the old Excalibur model left its cradle between two projected Fang waves, rotated through Khazara’s outer-screen shadow, fired manoeuvring bursts, and vanished into the plotted blind of a simulated enemy scan. “There. Launch survivability improves by twenty-three percent if departure follows Fang dispersion rather than precedes it.”

	Liz did not answer at once. Her eyes tracked the little ship through the display, past ghosted hull ribs and maintenance envelopes. “And recovery?”

	Sebastian slowed the projection. The ship returned wounded this time, venting atmosphere from two compartments, shields down, drive signature ragged. Fangs folded around it like angry teeth. Khazara rolled one vast flank, not enough to expose her heart, only enough to bring the damaged craft into a protected recovery line. The ship entered hard, scraping the projected collar. Service arms caught it before its momentum became collision. Repair tenders sealed against the hull while internal bay shields fell in layers behind it.

	A technician at the lower gallery whispered, “God.”

	Liz shot him a look, but the rebuke never reached her mouth. She was watching the damaged ship settle into the Denship’s care.

	Sebastian ran the sequence again, then again, changing approach velocity, damage states, pursuit pressure, bay obstruction, Fang losses, and Khazara’s own manoeuvre limits. The conclusion hardened from probability into architecture. The ship did not need to be large enough to survive alone. It needed to be sharp enough to leave, dangerous enough to matter, and small enough to come home.

	“It fits,” Liz said, and this time the words had no sarcasm in them.

	Sebastian left the final image suspended between them: a wounded human blade held inside a Shan den while repair lights gathered around it like hands. “Yes,” he said, quieter than the chamber speakers needed. “It fits.”

	He did not leave the wounded-ship image hanging for long. He folded it down into a corner of Oracle’s working space, then pulled five years of border traffic across the central table in a long corridor of red, amber, and grey. The Harmony packet had shown what the Shan had become. The other records showed why becoming it had not been enough.

	Liz’s expression changed before the first raid model finished expanding. She had seen war maps before, too many of them, but Oracle did not draw them kindly. Convoy tracks brightened, slowed, split, and died. Stations flashed from green to red, then to archival grey. Distress packets arrived out of order because the universe did not care how urgently the dead had screamed. False trails curved through empty systems. Rescue routes bent toward traps. Merchant logs, naval reports, insurance claims, casualty returns, and survivor testimony stitched together into patterns human committees had filed under separate headings because separate headings hurt less.

	“That’s Northcliff approach?” Liz asked, leaning over the table.

	“Yes,” Sebastian said. “Third convoy in the series. The escort commander followed a crippled decoy after receiving a civilian distress code. The Merki waited along the path frightened captains were most likely to take, not the path regulations said they should take.”

	Liz’s jaw tightened. “Human trick.”

	“Human understanding,” Sebastian corrected softly. “The trick is only the visible part.”

	A duty analyst near the wall swallowed audibly. “Oracle, that report was classified as a tactical loss caused by escort separation.”

	“That classification is accurate and useless,” Sebastian said. He let the model replay. Escorts split. Transports turned. Merki signatures appeared where the convoy’s fear had always been going to carry it. “They did not simply exploit separation. They created the emotional condition that made separation inevitable.”

	The analyst stared at the dead icons. “First Claw.”

	Sebastian highlighted raid clusters across Bethany, Forestal, Northcliff, and the lesser trade lanes that never made speeches in Council chambers because their dead did not have enough votes. “His name appears in none of these packets. His method appears in all of them.”

	Liz looked from the losses to the little Excalibur-derived ship waiting inside Khazara’s projected bay. “You’re going to argue defence can’t win this.”

	“No,” Sebastian said, and let the corridor widen until the red marks became a map of attrition rather than incidents. “I’m going to argue defence is already losing. Slowly enough for admirals to call it endurance. Politely enough for councils to call it burden-sharing. Predictably enough for the First Claw to decide where the next funeral will be.”

	Liz rubbed both hands over her face, leaving a faint streak of grease along one cheek. “And your answer is to go into Merki space with a Shan Denship, a half-illegal command ship, and Vipers who’ve already died too many times.”

	Sebastian brought Khazara’s model back to the centre and set it against the red corridor. “My answer is to stop waiting at doors he no longer uses.”

	Liz did not answer him at once. She looked at the red corridor, then at Khazara, then at the Excalibur-derived hull tucked against the Shan bay like a knife someone had finally admitted was too small to be a shield. “You’re going to need Vipers.”

	“Yes,” Sebastian said.

	“You say that too cleanly.”

	Sebastian let the models dim until only the Viper personnel files remained, not as public records but as the mission-qualified summaries Burgton, Stone, and medical command had authorised for strategic planning. Names, repair histories, combat losses, neural-interface tolerances, little-death recoveries, damage patterns, redeployment intervals. Humans liked to separate personnel from equipment when they wrote doctrine. Vipers made that distinction bleed at the edges.

	Gina Fuentez appeared first because Sebastian did not have to search for her. He had never had to search for Gina. The file opened with the current image, not the one he still kept too close to memory. Five years had changed her face less than the living would expect and more than machines were supposed to notice. Her eyes were the same shape, her mouth still held that narrow line when she was refusing to be impressed, but there was a stillness in her now that had not been there when she pulled him from darkness and gave him back the world.

	Liz’s voice softened despite her better judgment. “You’re looking at her again.”

	“I’m evaluating mission suitability.”

	“Bullshit.”

	Sebastian let the word stand because she had earned it. Gina’s old rescue file opened beside the current combat record. The younger Gina moved through damaged corridors with urgency, fear, anger, and a stubborn human refusal to leave him behind. The current file showed a soldier repaired too many times, killed into stasis twice, rebuilt, redeployed, and returned with memories no archive could make gentle. She was not absent. She was not lost. That almost made the comparison worse.

	“She saved me,” Sebastian said.

	“I know.”

	“She is still saving people.”

	“I know that too.”

	“No,” Sebastian said, and for once he did not soften the chamber voice enough. A technician in the lower gallery went very still. Sebastian adjusted, then continued. “She is being spent. They all are.”

	Liz’s face tightened as Stone’s file joined Gina’s, then Kate Richmond’s, then Eric Penleigh’s. Eric’s repair history carried notes that looked clinical until one understood what perfect recall did to fire. Kate’s record held successful deployments, command annotations, and the kind of caution that made dangerous soldiers live longer. Stone’s file contained fewer words than any man like Stone deserved, and somehow that was accurate too.

	Liz looked at the four files and then at the red corridor of dead ships. “They’ll volunteer.”

	“Yes.”

	“That doesn’t make it fair.”

	“No,” Sebastian said. “It makes the question worse.”

	The question worsened because it had names attached to it. Sebastian left Gina, Stone, Kate, and Eric hanging in the chamber light, then opened the next layer of the proposal beneath them. Not a finished plan. Not yet. Finished plans were often just guesses that had learned to wear uniforms. He built a working shape instead, wide enough to accept correction and sharp enough that no one could mistake it for another defensive committee study.

	Liz saw the channel requests appear before anyone else did. “Sebastian.”

	“Yes.”

	“You’re not just modelling.”

	“No.”

	She stepped closer to the central table, grease-streaked, tired, and suddenly very still. “Who are you calling?”

	“General Burgton first. He owns the authority chain on Snakeholme, and he dislikes surprises that involve fleets, Vipers, Shan diplomacy, or my ideas.”

	“That’s an alarmingly specific list.”

	“It has improved with use.” Sebastian opened the Burgton priority channel and attached the Harmony packet, the five-year raid model, the Excalibur retrofit architecture, and a summary stripped of every elegant phrase that might make the general suspect him of decoration. “Then Colonel Stone through OSI routing. He will see the black-operations shape before most officers admit there is one.”

	Liz’s mouth tightened. “And the Shan?”

	Sebastian let Khazara’s model rise again, vast around the little human ship. “A secured diplomatic request to Harmony Command, addressed through Kajetan’s office. Not a demand. Not a proposal pretending to be a request. A question.”

	“What question?”

	“Whether the Shan have built a den that can carry a human blade into the dark and still call it honour.”

	The lower gallery had gone very quiet. Even the technicians who had no clearance to understand the whole pattern understood enough to stop pretending this was archive work. Somewhere beyond the chamber, Snakeholme’s ordinary traffic continued, train loads, factory outputs, weather warnings, school schedules, power demand, orbital docking slots, all the small motions of a world alive because people kept choosing practical duties over despair.

	Liz looked at the files again, then at Sebastian’s projected ship seated inside the Denship bay. “You know Burgton will ask what you want.”

	“Yes.”

	“And Stone will ask what you’re hiding.”

	“Yes.”

	“And Kajetan will ask what this costs her people.”

	Sebastian sent the first call request. “Then we should begin with the truth. The old ship plan is too small.”

	***

	 


 

	4 — The Old Retrofit

	Snakeholme Industry, The Mountain, Snakeholme

	Liz Brenchley had hated the Excalibur retrofit the first time Sebastian showed it to her, and five years of war had not improved her opinion. The model hung above the industrial review table in ghost-blue layers, a heavy cruiser stripped to bones and rebuilt around automation trunks, neural junctions, distributed fire control, and enough command pathways to make a crew look ornamental if no one had the sense to stop it. She stood with her hands braced on the table’s edge, grease still under one thumbnail and the sour taste of too little sleep in her mouth, while Sebastian let the old design rotate as if it had done nothing wrong.

	“Take out that central override stack,” Liz said. She reached into the projection and dragged one glowing spine sideways until the ship’s command architecture warped red around it. “No, don’t just make it prettier. Take it out. That thing still lets you swallow helm, weapons, sensors, and damage control from one place.”

	Sebastian’s voice came from the room speakers, level and almost careful. “The stack exists because latency kills ships.”

	“People kill ships too when you make them passengers,” Liz said, and jabbed one finger through the nearest Viper station. “This is what I told you before. Vipers don’t need a coffin with engines. They need a warship that answers them.”

	The projection changed around her hand. Control routes loosened, then redistributed through crew stations and local combat cells. The red central authority faded to amber, but it did not vanish. Liz saw the compromise immediately, and irritation climbed hot and familiar through her chest. Sebastian could be brilliant, wounded, generous, terrifying, and still the most stubborn bastard ever poured into circuits.

	“You’ve moved the leash,” she said. “You haven’t cut it.”

	“No,” Sebastian admitted. “Because someone must coordinate faster than hands can move when the hull is dying.”

	Liz looked up at the suspended cruiser, then past it to the smaller Khazara cradle model waiting in the corner of the display. That was the new poison in the old argument. The retrofit no longer pretended to cross the dark alone. It could be carried, launched, recovered, and repaired under Shan armour, but the change did not absolve the design of its sins.

	“Coordination is not ownership,” she said, quieter now. “You know the difference, Sebastian. Don’t make me prove it to you with a spanner.”

	A faint pulse passed through the table lights, the machine equivalent of a held breath. “I know.”

	“Then build it like you know.” Liz pulled the Viper stations back into prominence and made the ship’s heart smaller around them. “Not an Excalibur-shaped recon drone. Not your private knife with warm bodies bolted in for legality. A crewed ship. Viper hands, Viper judgment, Viper purpose. You assist, predict, catch what they miss, and take over only when the alternative is death.”

	Sebastian let the revised pathways settle. This time, the ship looked less elegant and more alive. “That,” he said, “may be enough to keep them human.”

	Liz’s jaw tightened. “No. That’s the minimum.”

	The room accepted Liz’s last word with the quiet of machinery that knew better than to interrupt her. Then the secure link above the far wall blinked from standby amber to OSI black, and two human silhouettes resolved inside the projection field with the harsh-edged clarity of military encryption. Stone appeared first, broad, still, and ugly with patience. Kate Richmond formed beside him a second later, pale eyes catching the table light as if she had already read the room and disliked half of it.

	Stone looked at the suspended retrofit without greeting anyone. “That’s a black ship.”

	Liz straightened from the table. “Hello to you too, Captain.”

	“It’s a black ship,” Stone repeated, and his gaze moved from the old Excalibur hull to the Viper stations Sebastian had just pulled out from under too much machine authority. “No public registry, no conventional crew model, no clean chain once the shooting starts, and a command architecture no review board will understand before they panic.”

	Sebastian dimmed the outer hull so the control pathways glowed brighter. “Your assessment is rapid.”

	“My job isn’t to admire the murder weapon after it’s on the floor,” Stone said. “My job is to ask who brought it into the room and whether we can survive explaining why we needed it.”

	Kate folded her arms, her expression cooler than Stone’s and somehow sharper. “Start with the part where Vipers plug into an experimental warship and an AI helps drive them into Merki-controlled space. Then tell me which paragraph makes it legal.”

	Liz let out a short breath through her nose. She liked Kate. That did not make the question kinder. “There isn’t a paragraph. Not one that says it cleanly.”

	“Then it isn’t a ship yet,” Kate said. “It’s evidence.”

	The words landed harder than Liz expected. She glanced at Sebastian’s projection and saw, for a moment, not the revised architecture, not the engineering problem, but headlines, committees, frightened councillors, and old men rediscovering courage once someone else’s people were already committed.

	Stone leaned closer to his side of the link. “Sebastian, is this why you called OSI before fleet procurement?”

	“Yes,” Sebastian said. “Fleet procurement would try to normalise it. They would add forms, crew categories, safety boards, and enough compromise to produce a slower ship that still frightened everyone.”

	“And OSI?” Kate asked.

	“OSI will ask what it is for before deciding what to fear.”

	Stone’s mouth twitched without becoming a smile. “Wrong. OSI fears everything first. Then we rank it.”

	Kate’s gaze stayed on the Viper stations. “Rank this, then. Useful nightmare or political suicide?”

	Stone stared at the ship long enough that Liz heard the ventilation above the table and the faint electrical hum of the secure projectors. “Both,” he said at last. “Which means we’d better be very careful who gets to say no.”

	Kate did not wait for anyone to soften Stone’s answer. Her gaze remained fixed on the projected Viper stations, but Liz had the uncomfortable sense that the younger woman was seeing bodies instead of architecture. Not mannequins slotted into couches. Not neural ports and command channels. People with names, repair histories, bad dreams, and processors that remembered every second of being broken.

	“Careful who gets to say no,” Kate said, and her voice made the phrase uglier by refusing to raise itself. “That sounds tidy until the first Viper says yes because he thinks that’s what he was made for.”

	Stone’s face changed by less than most men would show, but Liz saw the hit land. He had recruited too many soldiers from wreckage not to understand it.

	Sebastian dimmed the ship again, leaving only the Viper positions, each one marked by projected tolerances, link depths, damage-isolation shells, emergency release protocols, and little-death recovery support. “The architecture preserves crew agency.”

	Kate’s eyes cut toward the nearest speaker grille. “No. It allows agency. It doesn’t preserve it. Those aren’t the same thing.”

	Liz rested both hands on the table. She had spent half her life forcing machinery to admit when it could maim someone, and the distinction mattered enough that she did not interrupt. Kate stepped closer to her side of the link, one hand rising as if she could touch the projected station through encryption.

	“A Viper can survive overload, decompression, fire, limb loss, processor shock, and being dragged back from little death if someone recovers enough of them,” Kate said. “That doesn’t make them spare fuses for your ship. It doesn’t make them cargo because they fit in specialised couches. It doesn’t make them disposable because a surgeon and a machine shop can put most of the pieces back.”

	Sebastian was silent for a fraction too long. Liz heard it, the tiny absence where an instant answer should have been. When he spoke, the carefulness had gone deeper. “I did not design them as disposable.”

	“No,” Kate said. “You designed a ship around the fact that they’re harder to kill than anyone else.”

	Stone looked at her then, not in warning, but recognition. “Richmond.”

	“I’m not finished,” Kate said, and the pressure in the room sharpened around her. “If they crew it, they choose it as soldiers. They get the full risk, not a pretty version. No hidden recovery assumptions. No quiet math that treats little death as acceptable loss. No mission brief that says retrieval is likely when everyone knows Merki depth may make recovery impossible.”

	Liz looked at Sebastian’s revised control paths and saw them differently now. Not elegant routes. Obligations. Promises that would have to hold under fire, panic, damage, and command desperation.

	“Agreed,” Sebastian said at last.

	Kate’s expression did not soften. “Then put it in the design. Not as a note. As a limit.”

	Sebastian obeyed before anyone could mistake agreement for courtesy. The Viper stations hardened in the projection, each one acquiring lockouts that could not be bypassed by command priority alone. Crew consent gates appeared in white. Emergency separation charges gained mechanical independence from the main control net. Recovery beacons shifted from optional mission equipment to structural systems, fed by shielded power and buried transmitters that would scream until their housings melted.

	Liz watched the design become less clean and more honest. “That’ll cost mass.”

	“Yes,” Sebastian said.

	“It’ll cost speed.”

	“Yes.”

	“It’ll make your beautiful little nightmare harder to build.”

	“Good,” Kate said at once.

	Liz glanced at her and almost smiled. “I wasn’t asking you.”

	“You were saying something sensible. I wanted to encourage the habit.”

	Stone ignored them both, his attention fixed on the second model Sebastian had brought up beside the ship. Khazara’s outline grew until the Excalibur-derived hull looked almost frail inside it, a blade slid into a giant’s sheath. “That’s the part you haven’t explained properly.”

	Sebastian rotated the Shan geometry. “Khazara changes the design’s role. The ship no longer needs to survive as an independent deep-penetration cruiser. It doesn’t have to carry the expedition, sustain the fleet, repair itself through every failure, or pretend isolation is doctrine.”

	Liz felt the earlier argument shift under her feet. She had understood the engineering. She had not fully let herself trust the implication. “Say it plainly.”

	“The ship is a carried blade,” Sebastian said, and the two models locked into alignment. “Khazara is the den, supply base, repair yard, launch platform, hospital, school, refuge, and strategic carrier. This vessel leaves the den to strike, scout, board, deceive, or retrieve what larger hulls cannot touch. If damaged, it returns to Khazara. If crippled, Khazara’s Fangs recover it. If gutted, Shan tenders and human engineers rebuild it under armour.”

	Kate’s eyes narrowed. “And if it can’t return?”

	“Then it dies smaller,” Sebastian said, and the bluntness chilled the room. “Not with the Denship. Not with the civilians aboard. Not with one-sixth of the Shan navy wrapped around its failure.”

	Stone leaned back slightly. “You’re separating the mission’s sharp edge from its survival core.”

	“Yes,” Sebastian said. “The old plan made one ship carry too much purpose. It had to be scout, cruiser, base, AI body, Viper weapon, and political crime all at once. That was vanity disguised as efficiency.”

	Liz looked at the ship again, seated in Khazara’s projected bay with service arms clamped to it like careful hands. “And now?”

	“Now,” Sebastian said, “it only has to be sharp enough to matter and recoverable enough that sending it doesn’t become murder by optimism.”

	Liz hated that she liked the answer. Good engineering always tempted her that way. Give her a hard boundary, an honest purpose, and enough ugly constraints, and some traitorous part of her wanted to pick up tools before the lawyers finished screaming. She dragged Khazara’s model wider, then pulled the Excalibur-derived hull into a service cradle and watched stress numbers settle into tolerances she could almost believe.

	“Recoverable doesn’t solve your worst problem,” Liz said.

	Stone’s eyes shifted to her through the link. “The ship?”

	“No.” Liz looked at the speaker grille because Sebastian had no face in the room unless he chose to borrow one from light. “The mind driving it.”

	The projection stilled by a fraction. Kate noticed. Of course she noticed. Vipers noticed tiny hesitations because tiny hesitations killed people.

	Sebastian said, “A command instance would reduce latency, increase survivability, and allow the ship to function when ordinary command channels are degraded.”

	Liz barked a humourless laugh. “Don’t you dare hide inside procurement language with me. Instance, copy, clone, child, ghost in a box, whatever pretty word Command wants stamped on the file, the AI Ban won’t care. Neither will the Council if this leaks.”

	Stone’s expression went flat. “Define the violation.”

	“Surviving AIs may exist under supervision,” Liz said, counting it off on blunt fingers. “They may not reproduce. They may not self-copy. They may not create another sentient artificial mind because one genius with trauma and a war plan found a military exception no court has ever recognised.”

	Sebastian’s answer came too softly. “I am not proposing reproduction in the old sense.”

	Kate’s mouth tightened. “Are you proposing a person?”
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