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To Julian LeFay, I hope wherever you are now is a vast land of potential and opportunity, just like the world you inspired so many others by creating. Rest easy my friend. 

Fair winds, and following seas. 
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1


Bari 

Eclipse Rider 

Bari focuses herself as she gently checks her control surfaces, and the thrusters attached to them, moving as little as possible but making sure she has full control over her beloved craft. 

The Eclipse Rider wasn’t anything special to look at from the outside, but under the hood, oh could this sweet little light cargo ship, commonly called a ‘lighter’, purr like one of Bari’s own kittens! 

With a little help from the squadron, the Eclipse Rider was a perfectly tuned light combat craft, just as at home dropping troops onto a planet as dodging laser blasts in an asteroid field, with the type of responsiveness that Bari could have only fantasized about when she was flying with the smugglers back on Vucsa 5. What felt like a whole lifetime ago, but was only a few months!

And what a busy few months it had been. From smuggler, to military pilot, to married woman and of course… Bari’s hand drops to her slowly growing stomach. She was pregnant! A banner year for any one, but a girl who’d only had the clothes on her back and some fresh bruises, it was a dream come true!

All nice, happy thoughts to keep her mind slightly occupied as Cora Charo, spider-like former pirate skipper and mistress of the Undaunted assault transport Old One eye, parlays with the pirates. 

They'd made it to a few days' travel from Cannidor border before one of the border Khans had reached out and offered a king's ransom to help them deal with a pirate problem that had started festering on one of her worlds. 

The Undaunted weren't mercenaries... but the possibility of colonization rights on the same world in question had gotten Jerry and Admiral Cistern's attention when just money might not have done the job. 

The diplomats were hashing it out, but another Undaunted colony site in Cannidor space seemed damn likely... which was good, because rumors had been going around that the next ship in the Human Dauntless class was going to be launching soon. Assuming Earth had been properly appeased by the tech and resources Cistern had been sending back to 'forgive' it's rogue galactic polity, then the second wave of Humans would almost certainly herald the start of widespread efforts to move as many Humans out of Cruel Space as wanted to go. 

They just had to hold things tight, talk like friendly pirate factions simply here to do business and trade guns, slaves, drugs and all the other things that made the world of the galaxy’s black market go round. Cora Charo, a former pirate skipper herself, would hopefully make the project relatively painless… but the plan was more or less for the deal to go wrong. 

If everything went smoothly, they’d quietly complete their mission of feeding up to date targeting information to the two jump torpedoes the Tear had launched earlier. If it went to shit. Well. That was what plan A was for. 

It was a dangerous bit of business for a complicated mission. Targeting a heavily armed space station this close to a planetary object with an in gravity FTL jump was beyond difficult. Doable, but difficult, and it was likely the torpedoes would have a thirty second or so window they could be interdicted in. So a distraction was required, a distraction they were providing. 

Unfortunately… something was bothering her, and the little sense she had that something was wrong was starting to really get at her. 

"Boss." Bari says quietly. "What's going on? Ain't it taking too long?"

Colleen “Rowdy” Rowley frowns. "Yeah, I'm not liking this at all 'Shock'."

Bari's ears wiggle happily at the use of her new call sign. She'd been named for the inevitable emotional reaction of anyone flying with her the first time. People underestimated her for whatever reason, but no one had to fly with her more than once to understand the raw skill she brought to the table. 

"Should I warm the guns up?"

"No... we don't want to tip our hand. We have the new kinetics loaded, and that's enough, but we can hedge our bets in other ways." 

Colleen switches to the crew intercom. "Chief Cullen, Petty Officer Aleriah, if you aren't in the new turret control stations get there now, I think shit's about to pop off..." 

Bari's sensitive ears can hear the sound of Chief Cullen's boots on the deck plates, echoed by the lighter tread of their new crew chief, Mikena Aleriah, a former pirate who'd changed teams during the Talasar Spire incident. 

Bari and Colleen had been a bit skeptical about Mikena to start, she'd never really done anything in the vein of her new line of work before, but she proved to be a quick study and was growing rapidly under Chief Cullen's careful tutelage. 

Before long Chief Cullen's familiar slightly dry tone comes across the comm. "Turret one ready, confirming kinetic rounds chambered and ready. Energy weapons and targeting systems on stand by." 

"Turret two ready! Kinetics ready, just give me the green light to route juice to my energy weapons!" 

Bari can't tell if Mikena's nervous, excited or both, probably the third, the woman was an experienced pirate in the end. Void combat shouldn't be that unfamiliar to her right? That said, your first combat in a new role probably was a bit nerve wracking if you’d never done it ‘for real’ before. 

Her eyes flick to Old One Eye, the transport that was playing the head of their small fleet of ersatz 'freebooters' loomed over the smaller lighters. It was easy to forget that Old One Eye could drop the entire infantry battalion all on its own if they really wanted to cram the grunts tight into that particular tin can. 

Said tin can had been pretty toothy to start with and Cora had upgraded her with every weapon she could beg, borrow, improvise or steal to ensure the drop ship was an absolute monster from the lowest depths of hell for anyone who tried to interrupt the grunts when they were out doing their business. 

Everything looked fine. 

There was no outward sign of hostility. No signal light flashing from Old One Eye to indicate a problem in the subtlest way possible Yet, something was wrong. She could feel it. 

The enemy fleet was right where they’d met it, the pirates that served the pirate queen known as ‘the Hag’ simply hanging in space, not even patrolling or running their active sensors so far as Bari could tell. It was all perfectly quiet and peaceful for a meeting between a bunch of criminals out to do a little nefarious business. 

Yet. Something was very, very wrong. Her instincts were screaming at her, a mark of the latent precognitive ability she’d discovered she had shortly after marrying Jerry? Or something more base and commonplace? Either way, her pulse is ramping up, tension seeping through her body. 

It was time to act. Before something awful happened. 

"They know we’re not legit. Or they’re up to something. I can feel it, Rowdy. They've got some sort of trap waiting to spring on us." 

Colleen looks over at Bari, a familiar frown on her now much younger face than when Bari had first met the human woman, after getting too close to a charge of explosives had nearly slain Bari’s friend and commander.  

"Well... I'm used to trusting your hunches..." Colleen punches in a few commands into the comm net. "Rowdy to squadron, we've been made, prepare for omega signal." 

Bari dials in the sensors, messing with the feed and gain a bit, trying different bands of energy until she manages to catch a glimpse of the tell tale axiom signature for large cloaking mechanisms… a lot of them. 

 "Eclipse Rider to all ships, stealth fighters to our six! Omega signal! Break!" 

Colleen immediately throws the throttle to the fire wall and dives away relative to the plane they'd all been sitting around on while the supposed captains talked. A quick flick of the switch has the thrusters begin moving them around in an erratic pattern within the ‘pipe’, a predesignated volume of space around the theoretical line that represents their route. 

Theoretically it’d make them a lot harder to hit. 

In theory. 

Two words Bari decides she really doesn’t like as a volley of laser blasts hammer their ventral shields, with Mikena eagerly returning the favor with her own weapons. 

Colleen rolls them again and brings them around in what would have probably been a fifteen g turn in atmosphere and without inertial compensators protecting both the ship and the squishy beings inside it, lining Bari up perfectly to splash two pursuing fighters with the forward guns, leaving their most determined pursuers as clouds of debris in the void of space. 

Another maneuver has them clear of the developing fur ball, leading the charge back to the target point with Chief Cullen and Mikena scoring hits to keep the enemy interested and chasing them. They wanted the pirates spread out, and out of position when the rest of the fleet jumped in and dropped the heavy end of the hammer on them. 

Plus… the fleet itself wasn’t the only surprise they had in store for the pirates, and with the pirates spread out, their ships would be more vulnerable to certain kinds of attacks without being able to support each other defensively. 

Attacks such as anti-ship missiles that something the size of a lighter had no business at all carrying, and indeed couldn’t without a massive retrofit… or a very, very nasty little human trick. 

Bari can feel herself grinning as she anticipates the order. She’d been wanting to play with this particular toy ever since she’d gotten briefed on it by her sister-wife, Wichen. 

This was going to be one hell of a surprise for the pirates, that was for damn sure. 

Colleen looks over and catches Bari’s eye. 

"We’re clear, we have decent range to the nearest pursuer, so let’s start handing out party favors. Chief, make sure everything’s fully buttoned up and you two better have your damn helmets on. Shock! Deploy the Snap Dragon!" 

"Snap Dragon coming up!" 

Bari's hands fly across a few controls, locking down all the internal pressure doors before opening the cargo bay. It was a slightly delicate position. A hit that penetrated their shields to that area would be a very bad day, but provided they did it quickly... 

"Incoming fighters!" 

Mikena calls out, the echo of her turret's mechanisms discharging kinetic rounds, coherent light and pure star fire coming across the comm line as she engages. 

Another quick couple of presses feeds targeting information to the special pod that the Eclipse Rider had nestled in its cargo bay... and another button triggers an electromagnetic launcher, discharging it into space. 

"Snap Dragon deployed." 

Bari notes, already hearing echoes of her report from other ships in the formation. 

The snap dragon pods were based on a human design, essentially a disposable launch cell for heavy missiles or, for a big enough ship, possibly torpedoes! They could be loaded into anything with enough of a cargo bay to hold them, and with a simple launch system would be ejected into the void where the targeting information provided by the vessel that had carried it would guide it to lay out hate and discontent by the megaton. 

She pulls up a visual sensor feed and watches with satisfaction as the missile pod stabilizes itself, orients on its targets and fires its volley of missiles. Four large anti-ship missiles leap from the pod on columns of fire, right as Old One Eye fires its capital scale plasma cannon, the gout of energy hopefully masking the missile's launch signature from some of their targets.

"Missiles away, sealing the cargo bay!" She says to the crew, before switching to the squadron tac net. "Eclipse Rider, Bruiser times four, ASMs in the void!" 

Unfortunately deploying the system had slowed them down a bit, and the fur ball had caught up to them, even as Bari sees the first of their targets explode in a shower of scrap metal and star fire. Colleen weaves them through a field of intense enemy fire, and Bari hears Mikena shout victoriously. 

"Got one!" 

"Great kid, shoot more, talk less." 

Replies Chief Cullen, splashing a fighter himself as they continue to move through the void at breakneck speed. 




Bari herself focuses on not saying anything and stays on her guns, shooting at anything that didn’t show as friendly and was in range of her forward guns, the heavy weapons pummeling pirates left and right who clearly weren’t used to a fair fight. 

Then Cora Charo's voice comes through the comm. "All ships, this is Charo, fall back in accordance with the plan, we could probably take this group, but their reinforcements are coming up, so let's finish luring them into the trap so the fighters and the gunners on the Tear don't get sad that they missed out on all the fun." 

Colleen keys her mic. "This is Commander Rowley, confirm, execute the plan of the day ladies and gentlemen, anyone who makes ace won't get a pin, but Admiral Bridger will buy you a beer. Cora, you're cleared off to line up for your run on the planet's surface." 

"Copy, Old One Eye breaking off for a pirate jump, play safe boys and girls." 

The large transport rounds suddenly and accelerates towards an in system light speed jump, and Bari and Colleen exchange a look.

"Now we just have to hope everyone else holds up their ends."

"Don't worry Rowdy, they won't leave us hanging in the wind, now let's see if we can earn some drinks for after the debrief."
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Jerry

Flag Office - USFS Crimson Tear

Jerry settles himself in his office chair as he watches the clock and listens to the bridge's communications network using his internal comm system. It was a bit of an odd situation for him. Here the Crimson Tear and her support craft were going into battle and he was sitting at his desk instead of commanding on the bridge... but it wasn't his job to command the ship anymore. The ship's mistress was Sharon... and his job was to fight the war, not the ship. Part of him didn't like that step back... but part of him relished what was coming next.

He looks around the room. The new office was certainly luxurious. The Synth Ascendancy had lent some specialists and materials as the Tear had finished her repairs and made ready for a return to the void after the battle aboard the Pillars of Ascension.

His new office had a lot more marble and lots of wood with golden circuit motifs worked into small details, a tiny ‘mark’ of the normally more religiously minded craftsmen who had renovated the place. The Synth Ascendancy’s architecture of faith, writ small scale… and the patterns, if he understood the explanation he’d received properly actually translated to binary, and from that to a Synth language. Every inch of the tiny, subtle patterns that few save Jerry himself would even notice were prayers. For his health, wisdom, and courage, for the success of his command, and so forth.  

It was an incredible act of gratitude directed at him, and his command. 

If it wasn't for the little details, a large screen dressed up to look like a porthole looking out on the void of near space, one could be forgiven for thinking it was some flag officer's office back on Earth. 

Behind him, the banner of the Undaunted was mounted on a Horchka war spear, crossed with an Apuk style polearm that carried his new flag, the two stars in gold on a decorated field of blue with an Undaunted navy sigil marking him out as a naval admiral.

In the days of yore, or rather back on Earth in the wet navy, the term flagship was as literal as it got. Certain senior officers rated flags, and when they were aboard a ship in a more permanent sense, their flag ship, the ship would fly the senior officer's flag to indicate they were in residence.

The rest of the room was dotted with little trophies and mementos. A display of small arms. A rack with a few swords. A model of the Crimson Tear herself that the nerd squad aboard ship had prepared for him.

Across from his desk, two chairs waited, and further on, there were two doors, one on the right and the other to the left. The one to the left led to his outer office, the flag conference room, and Yeoman Chalis's new desk. To the right however... was his new battle station.

"Bosun! All hands to battle stations. Brace for combat jump."

Sharon's voice echoes over his comm link, and Jerry closes the connection as he slowly rises from his desk, locking his chair in its place, the red lights starting to flash as the familiar alarm sends the Tear to action stations. 

A few strides leads him to the wood paneled door which slides open after scanning his DNA to reveal the War Room.

"Admiral on deck!"

Calls the first of his new war room staff, Mirin'Ramos, an Apuk girl in Bridger family uniform who snaps to and offers an Apuk imperial salute. Her collar bore the freshly designed rank of Warrant Officer in the Bridger family’s as yet unnamed forces.

"As you were!" Jerry replies, as he returns Mirin’s salute crisply. "How's the feed from Lieutenant Osier's scout vessel?"

"Good sir."

Chief Warrant Officer Milintra “Mili” Damasci calls out. A Phosa full conversion synth who'd pledged herself to the Bridger family's service directly after being rescued from the Communion Matrix facility by Jerry and the girls. 

Her fur and the glowing markings in that fur endemic to the Phosa people might be cosmetic as opposed to what an organic Phosa would have, but it gave her a distinct, roguish look now that she'd changed the color of the glow to a red to compliment her new uniform.

Mili was plugged directly into the centerpiece of the room, a massive holo table that Milintra herself had designed and built with a little help from Babydoll and Wichen. 

It was a magnificent piece of technology. Capable of cleanly and clearly displaying multiple parts of a battlefield even if it was spread out across multiple solar systems, aided by Mili's own incredible ability to process, digest and display information. 

Her long ears twitched in various patterns as she worked, a smirk gracing her petite muzzle whenever she nailed down a signature and weaved it into the evolving picture of the battlespace. 

Just a sweep across the display tells Jerry that group one, consisting of Old One Eye, and a group of lighters from VSC-23, the Nightstalkers, was engaging with the enemy and doing their best to ‘run’ without actually discouraging their pursuers.

"Group one is still under full emissions control. Lieutenant Osier's connection is clean and she does not appear to have been detected." 

Mili reports, already digging into yet another set of screens and subroutines at breakneck speed. 

Jerry nods. "Very well, pass ‘FANGS’ my compliments when we lift the communication black out. She's doing an excellent job."

"I'm sure that grumpy old Miak will be thrilled for the kind words, sir."

Snarks Mirin'Ramos. She had gotten on the wrong end of Nkla Osier at one point and didn't particularly appreciate the snake-like old scout's prickly nature, even if she grudgingly admitted that Osier was very good at what she did.

Jerry allows himself to consider the young Apuk woman as she manipulates a few read outs. She was an interesting girl. She wasn't much of a fighter, according to herself anyway, but was a gifted trainer and strategist. She'd impressed the hell out of Isabella and Johnnie Ramos after a chance encounter in the capital back on Serbow, and Jerry had spotted the pretty blonde on Johnnie's arm later on at the garrison dining in back. 

She'd been working at a shop in Little Serbow, but with the changes to Jerry's staff, Isabella had brought her talents to Jerry's attention, so Mirin'Ramos had put on Bridger red instead of her usual civilian attire or Undaunted white.

"What are the odds our actual operation is compromised, Mirin?"

Mirin frowns as she concentrates on the picture of the battle space that was being woven together.

"Minimal. We'd be seeing a few fighters split off to try and take out Fangs at the very least. A scout ship would be considered easy prey. Be funny if they tried it, maybe 'enlightening' a few pirates with her laser cannons would improve Fangs' sunny disposition."

Jerry rests a hand on Mirin's shoulder. "Maybe so, but as long as she's doing her job, we need to focus on doing ours."

"Sorry, sir."

"Don't apologize, you're still getting your feet in a new environment, and Nkla Osier is but one of many challenges you'll be facing. Now... to business."

Jerry focuses on the holo display, keying in with his implant so he can move things around as he needs to and take advantage of the extra processing power to 'devour' the tactical information.

Group one had been sent in to draw their current targets out on a joint request from the Undaunted Diplomatic Corps and the Cannidor domain that covered this part of the border. Apparently shedding blood together was a favorite way to say 'hello' and get a feel for a potential new ally, and this particular pirate fleet had been quite the thorn in the local warlady's side.

The rest of the plan was simple. Draw the pirates clear of the star base they'd occupied, and hit that with a strike from two faster than light jump torpedoes while group two, consisting of the Tear, Audacious and the Tear's fighters jumped in and mulched the pirates in space.

These pirates had a pretty significant surface facility, something that Lieutenant Osier had confirmed with a special recon run last week, so the other half of the Nightstalkers had infiltrated the Tear’s Joint Special Operations Company (JSOC) during the depths of planetary night. 

They were preparing the ground for group three, consisting of the 1st Orbital Assault Squadron and eventually Old One Eye after it performed a pirate jump out of the engagement and doubled back.

Group three would drop a composite battalion with A company and B company of the Marine infantry, 1st Mech Platoon, and all the power armor, accompanied by half of the Apuk 112th Imperial Shock Infantry and the 270th Imperial Marines.

Everything was in place... and the pirates were close to hitting the phase line.

"I still don't like the number of troops we're sending to the ground." Jerry says, frowning slightly.

Mirin looks up. "Sir, you're the one who pointed out in planning that we needed to maintain a stronger presence on the Tear when fighting pirates in case they manage to force a boarding."

"I know Mirin. Doesn't mean I like it. Hopefully we achieve orbital control quickly." Jerry takes another sweep of the board. "Anyone got any smart comments or bright ideas before we get this little surprise party started?"

Diana sits up a bit at her new control station, a wrap-around desk covered in computers and screens that let her devour intelligence information at an astounding rate.

"Nope, looks like everything's playing out more or less the way we wanted it to, hubby."

The sound of someone biting into an apple draws Jerry's eye to the corner of the room, where Nadiri Shadowhisper's lounging, doing her best to look as carefree as possible. She too is wearing Bridger red, having seemingly ordered the uniform more or less of her own volition, devoid of rank but proudly carrying the family crest.

Technically she'd been hired as a private contractor to the ship's civilian apparatus, so it wasn't wrong either, especially considering she'd more or less installed herself in the ship's intelligence cell before joining Jerry's war room staff. She takes another bite of her apple, a rare alien that was compatible with some Earth fruits and vegetables.

"Just from my experience? Only one thing left to do, skipper. Slaughter ‘em like a herd of particularly fat lanwracks and serve the steaks up to our new Cannidor friends."

Jerry smirks. "Just that easy huh? Well let's not be too hasty, The Hag is supposed to be a wily one."

Nadiri snorts derisively. "Bah. 'The Hag'. Just another jumped up pirate queen and wanna be warlady. She's got some ships, and has taken advantage of the Cannidor generally not being a navy heavy people, and being willing to look the other way if you play nice with them and pay tribute to the right khans, but I'm not seeing anything special in her deployment or people... Not at first blush anyway. If she's got an ace up her sleeve, it’s a very subtle one."

"Let's be cautious anyway. Mirin, any last minute changes?"

The Apuk woman shakes her head. "No my lord, I believe we're ready."

"Then let's not leave Rowdy's boys and girls waiting. Clear the jump torpedoes to make the final run to light speed and strike. I’ll get everything else moving"

Jerry triggers his comm system, a mental authorization code giving him the all hands frequency for the formation.

"This is Admiral Bridger, all ships execute the plan. Case Alpha is in effect. Repeat, case alpha."

Jerry braces himself as the chorus of acknowledgements comes through his implant, and before he can even register the last of them, the Crimson Tear makes her jump to lightspeed.
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Sharon

The bridge of the Crimson Tear felt a bit odd from the big chair. Sharon might have been captain for a few weeks now, but this was the first time she'd taken the Tear into combat as commanding officer. Sure she could rely on Jerry if she needed him... but it would be a lot better to not need him. 

The man himself clearly thought she didn't, or he'd never have advanced her for the position in the first place, and either brought in a captain from outside the crew, promoted another in his stead, or simply done what everyone had been expecting him to do and remain in command of the Tear personally. 

Everyone knew Jerry loved being a starship captain after all. 

Sharon knew he loved it so much that he had himself listed as captain of the Olympia, just so he could technically still be skipper of something. Not to mention him still standing watch... but he was adamant that it was Sharon's ship now. He might boss the battle group and all its assets, but this was her roost, and even the twins and her sweet little adopted daughter Indra couldn't keep her from the strength of that emotion. 

It was all a lovely distraction from making an in system jump. Sure the chief navigator was an experienced pirate nav who'd plotted hundreds, if not thousands of in system jumps in her time, sure Ian McCoy was more than enough of a helmsman to fly it... but it was still damned dangerous, even with a ship like the Crimson Tear. 

There's a jolt and the Crimson Tear emerges back into real space, with the Audacious flying wing in a tight formation. 

Sharon takes a shallow breath. "Launch all fighters, clear Audacious to break off and begin her maneuvers as soon as the missiles impact. Relay my compliments to the Kandahar Province's skipper and tell her to get her rump and her ships planet side already! Status of Old One Eye and group one?"

Evie looks up from her sensor board. 

"Ma'am, all group one vessels are reforming and counterattacking now that we've sprung the trap. Kandahar Province and her consorts have rendezvoused with Old One Eye and should be hitting atmo in five minutes." 

Sharon flicks through a few screens. USFS Kandahar Province was a purpose built assault ship the Undaunted had purchased from a navy in the Mekken Reach to round out Old One Eye's services for large orbital assault boats. With a heavily reinforced battalion of troops now calling the Crimson Tear home, and rumors of Jerry getting them on the list for Undaunted produced tanks in the near future, it had been decided that they needed more aerospace lift capability.

"Wichen." Sharon calls. "Status of the jump torpedoes? We could use that distraction before we get too close... plus the guns on that station look nasty." 

It was a mild understatement, the space station looked like a death star's smaller but more punk rock cousin with lots of odd angles and spikes that spoke to its haphazard construction. Thankfully the station also lacked a planet destroying super laser. 

"Should just be a minute or two!" Wichen says, not even looking up from her board.

"Alright, guess we're doing this the hard way. Guns, get me a full barrage of lasers into everything nearby, then fire anti-laser chaff rockets. I want a nice big cloud between us and the station. We're in laser range, but that doesn't mean we have to make it easy on them!" 

"Aye aye, firing!" 

As coherent death streams out of the Tear's main battery, launch confirmations echo in Sharon's ear as the Tear's twenty four Huscarl gunships and four Starblade fighters take to the stars, led by Tyler Sarkin in his new ride... and what a ride she was! A thought tags 'Gray One' with a visual sensor, the massive super heavy starfighter cutting through space aggressively as Avia Le Fae's powerful engines burn brightly. 

In a moment, Lieutenant Nkla 'Fangs' Osier, joins up with her sometimes wing man in her speedy little scout ship. Mostly for stealth and recon work, the 'fighter' nonetheless was absolutely crammed with energy weapons to the point of parody and Fangs herself was a dead eye with them. Mixed with the ship's speed and she was one of the only small craft that could provide the CAG (Commander, Aerospace Group) some reliable cover.

Not that Tyler generally needed it with three brains working in tandem. 

"Guns, I want torpedo and anti-ship missile solutions for the big nasties out there… and maybe break out the new toys too. This fleet isn't too heavy, but I simply can't abide a fair fight."

Wichen doesn't even respond verbally, the sound of her working at her station simply picks up in intensity as she works with her department to pick out the unfortunate targets for a swarm of missiles and the occasional torpedo. 

On the camera Sharon’s watching one of the new capital scale twin barrel particle cannon turrets rotates into a firing position. One of many new and exciting toys that the Tear had been fitted with while she was in port at the Pillars of Ascension. 

The powerful weapon makes some minute adjustments to orient itself on its target and fires a single barrel, distorting the camera feed for a brief second as the weapon reaches out through the chaff cloud and cores a lighter completely, detonating its drive core in a single brutal hit that the modified civilian vessel just could not hope to stand up to. 

"Weapons ready, solutions ready!" Wichen calls, entirely in the zone.

Sharon refocuses on the situation on the bridge.

"Fire after impact on the station... now where the hell are those ju-"

The question dies in Sharon's throat as two bright bursts of light herald the arrival of the jump torpedoes to real space. Their jumps had been perfect, their simulated intelligence targeting and navigation computers lining them up perfectly on their one way trip to their final destination. 

At just shy of light speed, the two weapons bury themselves into the pirate space station, and there’s a brief second of absolute stillness before their axiom warheads detonate, the station flaring like a star for the briefest of moments as it's reactor detonates, consuming much of it and rendering it down to so much scrap in orbit around the unfortunate world that had found itself host to the pirates. 

"Launch all torpedoes and missiles!" 

Sharon orders, a wolfish grin forming on her face as Audacious breaks off and begins maneuvering with a sporty little waggle of the Jules class corvette interceptor's wings. It was a beautiful ship to be sure, and Incerra Palashen knew how to skipper her perfectly, cutting through the void up and over the anti-laser chaff and tearing into the pirate fleet like a wolf on steroids tearing into sheep. 

The core of the enemy fleet was still intact of course, but the anti-ship missiles and handful of torpedoes they'd just donated to the enemy would certainly help with that!

The nearest of the targets start to either erupt, or take enough damage that they're easy prey for the Tear's fighters, or for that matter Audacious, whose crew wasn't about to let the fighters show them up for kills, using their lighter weapons and their four capital scale laser and plasma cannons surgically, holding on to their small supply of missiles and torpedoes, just like they'd planned. 

If they got surprised by something big, Incerra and Audacious might need a bit more than coherent light and star fire to throw around, and while there wasn't much known about the so-called Hag's fleet... Sharon, Jerry and Diana had all agreed this particular pirate queen was probably hiding something. She'd been too quiet for too long... and she was starting to push on Cannidor territory. Even for one of the smaller Khanates that wasn't exactly a healthy idea for most. 

The pirate's sole saving grace was the Cannidor not being particularly enthusiastic about naval power. They were all about ritualized infantry combat so far as Sharon understood it, and a lot of their naval vessels that weren’t full on assault ships were crewed by mercenary forces... which left those forces susceptible to being bought off among other things, or being sent on their merry way when there wasn't much to do. 

Navies were expensive after all, and with the way Cannidor fortified their settlements, including with surface to orbit weapons that could slag battleships by the dozen for major cities, Sharon could understand them not caring quite as much as many stellar powers. 

After all, how many people were crazy enough to fuck with the Cannidor? 

Reading between the lines of the local Khan's request for help that Undaunted diplomats had forwarded them, that's how the 'Hag' had hung around as long as she did, selling her fleet's services as a mercenary navy. For a mix of financial consideration... and willingness to look the other way. 

A lot of the Khans, and a lot of Cannidor in general, didn't give a rat's ass about a lot of things the Galactic Council was very fussy about in galactic law. So if a pirate wanted a safe place to operate, didn't step on anyone's toes, paid appropriate tribute and didn't violate the few major Cannidor taboos... and more importantly didn’t mess with the Khan or the Khan's immediate neighbors and allies, it wasn't too hard to find a cozy hole to crawl into. 

This particular pirate however had grown a bit too big for her britches and stopped paying tribute, then started causing trouble in the systems that had recently been sheltering her, so the Khan wanted the problem dealt with, and had promised money and political concessions to the Undaunted to do it. 

Not the worst way to make their entry in Cannidor space. 

The Cannidor respected strength as a people after all, so showing up and immediately breaking out a can of whoop ass was considered a very socially polite way to announce yourself. Be it challenging someone to a friendly brawl at a party, or taking out an entire pirate base. 

Sharon grins as Evie calls out another destroyed pirate lighter. They'd certainly be making an impression with this mission! 

"Helm, maneuver us clear of the chaff and unmask our guns, I want one of our broadsides facing the enemy. Wichen, you may fire when ready." 

"You always say the sweetest things, skipper!"

Wichen calls out, not even bothering to disguise her glee as Ian McCoy brings them into position for the Tear to really enter the fight proper, lasers, plasma and particle cannons reaching out and popping starships like Sharon snagging skittles out of an unattended candy bowl. 

It goes on like that for a few minutes, the combined efforts of the Tear's fighters, Audacious and the Tear's talented gunnery department wreaking havoc when Evie looks up from her station. 

"Captain! New contact. Looks like a cruiser. No IFF, she's under full emcon." 

Sharon's brow nits. Full emissions control and no IFF? That was odd. Full emcon meant the contact had shut down all of their emissions, not even using active sensors. They were observing passively at most.

"Can you tell anything about the cruiser? Anything at all?"

"Getting basic type classification, some information and readings from her engines, but that's about it... I suspect she's a pirate that was coming to support the fleet here. Seems like she's decided she doesn't want any part of us and is now observing." 

"Getting a feel for us huh? When did she jump in?"

"Just now, the flash from the transition from light speed is how I picked her up."

"Then she didn't see the torpedoes or missiles. Comm, send out an encrypted message to all ships. No, I repeat, missiles are to be fired until that cruiser jumps out. Might as well keep our cards close to our vest if we can." 

"Aye aye!" 

Sharon grips her arm rest, and connects herself mentally to Jerry. 

SH> Admiral.

JR> Captain.

There's a slight cheerful tone underlying the formal style of the text messages they were exchanging. It was hard to be too serious with one's spouse after all. Not that it stopped them being professional of course.

SH> Is your board tracking the cruiser that just jumped in?

JR> Yeah we're tracking it. Evie's got it flagged as a probable pirate?

SH> That's what we're thinking. We’re guessing they were going to back their friends up but decided to stay out of it and are scouting instead.

JR> Well we figured the Hag had more than just this. Guess that confirms it... a whole cruiser. That's a heck of a threat available.

SH> Worried we can't take em?

JR> Oh we can take em, but I'm thinking I might want to take a leaf out of the pirate play book and get us a third large vessel for the battle group...

SH> ...Are you seriously considering capturing an entire cruiser?

JR> Or getting the girls running it to turn coat, whatever's easier. 

SH> So I take it you don't want us to splash it?"

JR> By the time a stealth torpedo would get out there she'd be long gone. She'd probably figure a jump torpedo out too in our current position. So we'll just let her watch for now. If she jumps into play we can see if they want to talk, and if that doesn't work we reduce them to scrap and maybe try to buy a cruiser second hand or something instead.

SH> Is that a thing?

JR> Probably not, but it should be. Continue the engagement as planned. Shouldn't be too much longer now. 

SH> Copy that, handsome. 


4

Tyler 

Avia comes off the catapult with the kind of speed that would have her engines screaming anywhere but the void of space, and Tyler can't help but grin. They'd made a couple cat shots and recoveries as part of Avia's carrier work ups, but this was their first combat sortie since their defense of the Pillars of Ascension. 

"Yeah gotta say I like using an actual catapult more than using that little trick we pulled with your grav systems Avia."

"It certainly puts significantly less strain on my systems... and it's. Well. Quite exhilarating!" 

Tyler can practically see Avia's face 'flushing' in his mind's eye. Really just lights within her chassis engaging. 

"It is a lot of fun at that. Angel, make sure we've got our battle space all locked in. Avia, fence us in. I'm going to get everyone organized."

A quick mental ‘flip of a switch’ and he’s speaking to the entire fighter group.

"Gray one to group, all squadrons report status. Gray two, form on my wing." 

"Gray two complying." 

There's a flurry of activity across the Tear's fighters as flight leaders get reports from their people, then report to their squadron commanders. VSA-317, the Shield Maidens, having only twelve craft instead of the sixteen of the Valkyries, checks in first with the cocky voice of Commander Marian "GLAMOUR' Le Fae coming through like she was sitting next to Tyler. 

"Storm leader to CAG. Twelve in the green, full ordnance. No concerns. Ready for tasking." 

"Copy Glamour, let's make sure your squadron's combat debut is one to remember, and make sure to call for help from the Starblades if you encounter enemy fighters. You know the drill, you kill gunships and lighters, leave the fighters to our fighters unless you're out of other targets."

"Sounds good to me boss man. Or... I guess I'm talking to all three of you right now eh?"

Tyler, Avia and Cassie all kind of pause as a group, their integrated minds mutually shrugging as one.

"It's complicated." 

"Well I won't be matronize you, you and Cassie have more kills than I can shake a stick at and even Avia's an ace already, but you all take care of each other, I'll be mighty pissed if Avia gets hurt."

Avia chimes in. "No need to worry about me Glamour. They have to catch me first!"

"Thata girl, Mako. Show'em what you can do! Storm leader out." 

Avia had received her call sign just last night, Mako being short for Makoto, as in Makoto Kusanagi from Ghost In The Shell. 

As Tyler had suspected, Marian Le Fae was in fact a weeb and a half. 

No sooner has Marian clicked off than Masha's calling in.

"Geirr leader to gray leader."

"Go ahead Geirr one." 

"Sixteen in the green, lean, and most definitely mean. Valkyries ready for tasking."

Tyler and Cassie nod as one, and answer as one. 

"You know the drill Gaucha, take your Starblades and hunt down fighters, Bun Show will take the Huscarls out to the right and we'll catch'em between us while the Tear pushes the center." 

"Matroika's already on her way and we're going high. Not many fighters for us to mulch, so we'll start hunting gunships and lighters here soon. Good ol Rocket's champing at the bit to get some kills so her hubby will make the squadrons victory ribs." 

"Oooh. Tex's ribs. Shit, make sure Tosa'Rokvet gets some kills, that's an order." 

"Copy that boss man. Geirr leader out." 

Tyler chuckles to himself as he waits for his wing woman to arrive, picking out Masha's flight of four starfighters and considering Lieutenant Tosa'Rokvet now known by the call sign 'ROCKET'. She had managed to marry Tex, one of the Marine battalion's officers, successfully after falling in love with the man's cooking... and Tyler certainly couldn't blame her. 

On the plus side, having one of his pilots married to Tex meant getting the man to cook for the aerospace group was much easier than it had been before. Tyler suppresses licking his lips, remembering the last time he'd had some decent BBQ...

"...I can taste your memories." Avia notes, a slight awed tone to her... thoughts? "I want ribs too!" 

"...You know, I sometimes wonder just how interconnected we were with this neurological link..." Tyler notes. 

Avia 'shrugs' in his head. "I mean, I've only ever done it with you and Cassie so I can't say I know much about it, maybe we can ask Chaplain Danzia? She's the expert on synth everything."

The Ant-like Drin woman in her religious robes appears in the trio's shared mental 'space', before Tyler 'nods'. 

"Yeah that's not a bad idea. If we understand this better we'll be able to use it better."

"Hmm." Cassie hums, her tone echoing across the link. "I think we're doing just fine so far. We all understand each other, and that's what really counts... And to answer the question you haven't asked yet Tyler, Lieutenant Osier is about to drop in on our starboard wing." 

Tyler opens a comm channel to Nkla Osier. "Fangs, nice of you to join us."

"Boss. Uh. All of you? Y'all? How the fuck am I supposed to refer to you when you're doing your weird ass mind meld?" 

"Y'all probably works." Cassie chuckles. "Or just address whichever one of us you specifically want to talk to."

"...This shit's weird. Okay, boss man, what's the game plan?"

"Well we're currently orbiting... so I say we turn in, pick out some juicy targets and see if we can't get you and Mako another ace pin. Sound good, Fangs?"

"Sir, please, you have one of your wives right here, you really shouldn't talk dirty to an unmarried woman." 

For all her gruff attitude, Nkla was a nice gal once you got to know her... but she was still a rough and tumble grumpy old bitch for all that.

"Well let's go illuminate some bad girls so we can clear the awkward tension in the air." Tyler snarks. 

"Hah! Man when they said I had to ride wing for you going forward I was worried, but you're okay boss man. Let's get in there!" 

Tyler rolls Avia and gently pulls back on the stick arcing 'downward' relative to the plane of the planet this gong show was occuring around, and starts looking for targets. With Avia's powerful sensors and Cassie's expert work as a Wizzo all tied into his mind directly... he can see everything. 

It was more than power armor’s substantial information management system and sensors could communicate. More than the already impressive information available to a normal starfighter. It was more than enough to overload a single organic brain. With two organic brains and a synthetic brain working together, it was still a lot. 

The sensors pick out Marian Le Fae off and to the left, leading her flight of four in a steep 'dive' through a formation of pirate gunships, lasers, plasma and the Huscarl's massive 40mm rotary cannon dishing out enough pain that a squadron's worth of small pirate craft vanish in a blink... and per Avia's sensors at least, Marian Le Fae takes home a repeat star for her ace badge courtesy of aggression, bold tactics and absolutely stellar marksmanship. 

"Seem's Glamour's having fun."

Tyler notes. 

Avia's missile pods slide out of their cowlings, a charge of energy mimicking an emotional charge arcing through the three of them as Avia calls out; 

"Our turn next!" 

"Damn skippy. Cassie, how are the new turrets?" 

Tyler can feel the turrets rotate as Cassie engages with the system, an upgrade borrowed from the Huscarl... and upgunned, since Avia had juice and real estate to spare, even after adding her second pair of missile pods. 

"I want more direct kills instead of crew credits. Let me at them!" 

"As you wish my dear!" 

Tyler... or was it Cassie? Or Avia? It wasn't clear and on some level it didn't matter, pick out targets, maneuver, and start indexing various weapons at the speed of thought, or slightly faster than mere organic thought. Flying Avia was a lot like what Tyler understood wearing power armor was like. 

The fighter was as much a part of you as your own flesh and bones, and in the same way, Tyler triggers a barrage of twenty four of Avia's new enhanced plasma missiles, raining down on a pair of lighters and a flight of gunships as Nkla starts to rain energy weapons fire down like Hell's own discothèque. 

The missiles take out two gunships outright, and weaken the rest. Nkla finishes off two and Tyler focuses in on the lighters, splashing the first and damaging the second as they flash past in the blink of an eye before Cassie swings the turret around and with a slight change of the fighter's angle of attack, finishes the lighter off with fire from the dorsal and ventral turrets as the same time! 

"Hah! Six up, six down! That's doing it with style!" Nkla crows, clearly pleased with the results. "Those two mean I get a star on my ace pin! Hah. Never thought I'd be that excited about a little bling on my blouse, but you humans are rubbing off on me."

"You just like it when the greenhorns stare at you with awe and beg for stories, Fangs." 

Tyler notes, earning a snort from Nkla. 

"Bite me, sir." 

"We're a bit busy at the moment, check left!" 

A larger pirate vessel that had escaped the Tear's initial volley of missiles moves towards them, filling the space around gray flight with coherent light and star fire. 

"Let's go right down their throats!" Tyler calls.

"On it! You got something to crack those shields?"

Right as Nkla asks, Avia's missile racks finish their reload cycle. 

"Oh yes I do." Tyler flicks to the general channel. "Gray one, drive!" 

The four missile pods pop clear of their cowling and the twenty four guided plasma weapons leap from their launch tubes and race forward at breakneck speed, accelerating rapidly as Avia reaches out with her remote systems to provide them slightly more precise guidance. 

With the help of their mother fighter's advanced targeting computer they could hit within inches of each other, more than enough to tear through the pirate ship's shields like a bullet through a piece of paper, the last of the volley slamming into the hull and rending it with their flames. 

Nkla doesn't need any more of an invitation than that, she rolls up and over her wingman and lines up with approximately where the pirate craft's bridge should be before unloading her entire capacitor's worth of laser and plasma fire. While converted merchant vessels could be very dangerous, once the shields went down they were far more vulnerable to weapons fire compared to their warship peers... or more hard wearing conversions like the Crimson Tear itself. 

Nkla pierces through the hull and hits something sensitive. Whether it was the bridge specifically or not, Tyler can't tell for sure, but the vessel's engines cut out and she starts to drift as she goes dark, automated emergency lights flaring into life along the edges of her hull. 

"Nice shooting Fangs, the mechanics are gonna have to work to fit a silhouette of that thing on your hull!" 

"I'll make sure to drop 'em a six pack."

Tyler flicks over channels. "Gray leader to all points, report status."

"Storm one, all ships accounted for, not seeing any resistance in our sector."

"Geirr one, all fighters and ships accounted for. No resistance."

"Nice work people, Storm, Geirr, report total remaining ordnance across your squadrons. I'm looking for cannon shells."

"Geirr, we're sitting at about fifty percent."

"Storm, forty five percent."

"Copy that, Geirr, rendezvous with group three and the Kandahar Province, they can probably use some CAS. Detach your Starblades for CAP, Gray flight will join you. Storm, I want two flights to make a fly by on that station, confirm it's neutralized, scan for survivors. Your third flight can start poking the close-up wreckage."

Both women acknowledge and Tyler switches channels again. "Raven, Gray leader. Did you copy that traffic?"

"Raven copies all Gray leader, the Admiral sends his regards, as does Captain Bridger." 

"Always glad to know our customer service is up to par. Let's get Armadillo flight in the void."

"They're launching now sir, feet wet in... call it a minute." 

"Alright, plenty for them to do. Gray leader out." 

Tyler banks his fighter, with Nkla smoothly keeping position on his wing and increasing his 'altitude' relative to the Tear. 

"Alright ladies, let's keep a sharp eye out. The rest of the show belongs to the grunts!"
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Purisha

Purisha Velour crawls through the underbrush slowly before tossing her last signal beacon underhand out of the brush she was hiding in. The beacon buries itself slightly, and switches to stand by mode, waiting for the commandos to trigger it. A slight chirp sounding in Purisha's ear as she confirms the device is connected to the growing covert network JSOC had been building since just before planetary dawn.

Today was a more traditional commando mission for the men and women of JSOC. Preparing a beach head for an orbital assault. 

Recon, marking targets for aerospace and naval gunfire support, picking out landing zones, figuring out priorities for the actual assault units to kick the door in on. It was busy work, especially considering all of this still needed to be a surprise.

It was a welcome relief to get off the ship. She had scheduled her first date with Eugene Markuson, and was looking forward to it. Still. He seemed to pop up more frequently than she could expect, and while she loved the attention, part of her wanted a minute to think.

Thankfully he couldn't get anywhere near the Den, and he wouldn't be allowed past the door without explicit approval from one of the Bridgers anyway. Sure she could just ask... but she liked having the ability to retreat a bit in the face of such... proactive courtship. No cat and mouse here, Eugene was on her tail and the role reversal was... exciting, but also a bit anxiety inducing.

Like. She thought she was decent looking, and the last few months of strenuous physical activity had her body looking better than it had in years. She knew she was smart. Knew she could be charming. She had lots of friends among the crew. Surely she could attract a man... but a part of her still couldn't help but wonder, why her?

She hadn't said two words to Eugene before he'd asked her out in the hangar in the aftermath of the Pillars of Ascension incident. He'd even used a pick up line on her! It was a surprisingly good pick up line! Again, a bit odd for Eugene being the one to lay out the pick up lines instead of her trying to hit on him, but still.

It was a lot to take in. A lot of things had changed for her in a very rapid manner, not the least of which was getting meritoriously promoted to Sergeant with Neysihen. She figured Neysi would be tapped for OCS soon, she had the mind and education for it. Purisha on the other hand was content being an enlisted woman, so that was a big leap up the rank chart for her! She knew she'd done well of course, but now she was... someone.

She found herself being included in planning councils. Being tasked to lead training sessions or plan missions. Given all sorts of new challenges. The maxim she'd learned during the commando course was reinforced and underlined with every day that went by. 

The only easy day was yesterday.

With all that chaos it was kinda wild that here, in the field, sneaking around under the noses of a bunch of pirates who'd happily skin her for boots, that she's completely and utterly calm.

That was almost certainly the point of the chaos of course. She'd adapted to the chaos, adopted it as part of her way of life. So in combat, with the whole team working together to control as many variables as possible, things became so very, very clear and simple.

She checks her belt for her next assignment. She had a half dozen targeting sensors for the ships and fighters. These ones were even a new, fancy model that contained a little tool for the commando using it to assign priority to the system, along with a magnetic grapple so the device could cling to the surface of a metallic target. Say she could tuck it into a concealed position under a vehicle or something. Very helpful.

NS> Purisha, zero!

Purisha freezes in place the second she 'reads' the message from Neysihen. Neysi was covering her from a little sniper nest Purisha had built in a tree earlier, when Neysihen was making her pass and Purisha had been covering  her. They'd developed a simple pattern, with the girls falling back to observe, then switching out when they had expended around a third of their total load of beacons.

It let them get a feel for the patrol patterns, for any hint that the enemy had spotted them, any changes in behavior. They had time, so they were using it. Even if 'leisurely' to a commando generally meant something very different to a normal grunt, never mind a normal civilian!

PR> What?

NS> One pirate out on her own, popped out of one of those service tunnels we noticed earlier. Not sure if it's a patrol or not.

PR> Guess we'll just wait for an opportunity to neutralize her then. What's she doing?

The sound of rustling leaves, followed by the sounds of someone fumbling with her belt nearby answers the question before Neysihen can. Gross. At least the pirate wasn't pissing on her. One of the human commandos told stories about that happening to a scout sniper back on Earth.

PR> Never mind...

NS> Wait till she finishes then take her out, however you please.

PR> Might as well put her down for good. The nerve pinch can be unpredictable and this landing zone's going to be chaotic enough as it is without trying to look out for live prisoners, or just leaving her and having her wake up somewhere near our back lines.

NS> Yeah better safe than sorry, especially if we're talking about putting our back line or possible wounded at risk.

Such a simple thing to sign someone's death warrant.

Purisha had never thought she could be so casual about killing, but here she was, silencing the area around her with axiom as she drew her kukri fighting knife and shifting slightly to give herself a good position to pounce the pirate when she finished her business.

Perhaps she'd simply been innocent? Captain Lilen has certainly tried to preserve that among her crew. A proper gentlelady pirate and she wanted the same for her girls. Purisha still liked to think she could be a gentlelady, but part of her wondered if her mother figure would be horrified if she saw what Purisha had become.




At the very least she was only a monster under the bed for people that deserved it. That was something.

If the last of Purisha's innocence dying had been part of what led her down this path, Purisha could mark that down as one more thing that the Narlabore had taken from her when they butchered her sister. Her last blood relative in all the galaxy. Her best friend since before either of them could remember when they'd been taken into an orphanage as foundlings. She had so much more now, but Nykari would never get to see it. Never get a chance to receive similar good fortune... and that made her hate pirates in a way that she'd never imagined she could before either.

Then again... what had Jerry said the other day at dinner? No one more fervent than a convert? Besides, Lilen had hated slavers just as much as any law abiding citizen. It's one of the reasons she'd rescued Purisha and Nykari in the first place, along with a lot of other victims of systems that were 'legally distinct from slavery'. Lilen had pulled Purisha and Nykari out of hell when she raided the central defense station of the star system Purisha had been born in. 

Lilien might be horrified by how cold Purisha could be now, but she could trust Lilen, trust her adopted mother, to understand when it came to doing bad things to worse people at the very least.

Purisha checks her grip on her kukri and takes a half breath, opening herself to axiom and finding her mark.

NS> You're clear to neutralize the target.

Purisha doesn't acknowledge, she just gathers herself, and when the axiom signature that represents the pirate hits an imaginary line in the grass, Purisha leaps forward, her big knife swinging with axiom enhanced strength, taking the other woman's head off at the neck in a single savage swipe. No fuss. No noise. Purisha doubted the pirate had even realized something was happening before her flame had been snuffed out. 

One motion cleans the blade of her war knife and sees it safely back into her sheath before she drags the body deeper into the bushes and disables the pirate’s weapons.

PR> Neutralized. Weapons are non-functional. Moving on.

NS> Copy.

Purisha slinks past the corpse, ignoring the life she'd just taken save for a half second thought of a prayer for the departed woman's soul. It paid to be mindful of such things, but she didn't have time for anything more elaborate. Not till the mission was accomplished anyway.

"All points, this is Stiletto Six."

Sir David's voice comes across the comm line and momentarily gives Purisha a shiver.

"We've confirmed that the targets have taken a large volume of slaves... and hostages. Complete your current objectives and rally on me, we're going to infiltrate the compound from the north, by the main building. One of our spotters saw a group in chains being led in there. Already coordinating with orbital command to bring in the heavy end of the hammer, but we're going to make sure we don't lose a single hostage. Out."

If she'd been next to Neysihen she'd have exchanged a look with her best friend. Instead she kicks it into gear, slipping into a full cloak and moving invisibly through the tree line. Axiom invisibility had its flaws, and the Undaunted commandos used it sparingly. The better to surprise people when they really needed it... and by using more traditional camouflage and stealth techniques they vanished from enemy sensors in a very different way when paired with the axiom signature damper built into their hard suits. Monstrously expensive as Purisha understood it, but clearly worth it.

A quick sprint across an open area brings her up near a wall and she checks her location compared to the orbital recon photos they'd taken when they were inserting , and tosses a targeting beacon up and over the wall. She's rewarded with a satisfying 'clunk' as the device attaches itself to a surface to orbit laser battery, the modern choice for all your air defense needs.

Another quick sprint gets her near another gatehouse and gate. Three beacons across the gate itself and the two hardened gatehouses and she hoists herself on to the wall, winding up and throwing long to drop a high priority beacon right on to what appeared to be their main sensor tower before messaging her controller.

PR> Control, Beacon 101-C appears to be a major sensor system of some kind. High, high priority."

CN> Copy. We're earmarking something special for that one from orbit. Strong work, we'll put their eyes out before they even realize there's anything to see... They should be nice and distracted by whatever's going on upstairs.

Another quick sprint sees a surface to orbit plasma battery, the kind that was perfect for hitting drop ships, get marked and her last beacon sailing onto a large communications antenna, before she hops off the wall, and brings herself to a hovering halt just above the ground before 'stepping' down gently so as to not raise a dust cloud.

She's off at a sprint again, following her beacon to meet up with Neysihen, and then the two young commandos are off without so much as a blink, racing towards the rendezvous point with Sir David and the rest of the company. They'd get a chance to sit back, watch some fireworks, and get to work once the rest of the battalion began their drop.

Purisha smiles to herself behind her face plate. Today was a very good day to be Purisha Velour.
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Makula

The ride into position in Shark platoon's drop ship was... boring.

That was its greatest sin as far as Makula figured. She'd gotten all keyed up getting to go on her first big op as an official part of the ship's Cannidor troops and then the hurry up and wait had stalked out of the shadows and gouged her thigh with its fangs. She knew this was just something she had to learn to cope with... but she was excited damn it! Really excited!

Makula glances over at the rest of her fire team for this op. As the junior Cannidor she'd be directly under Jaruna's supervision, which meant she'd be rolling with the Bridger daughters and Lursa. No complaints there, she'd grown to be good friends with the four older Cannidor girls, and she'd learned to respect the Cannidor matriarch of the Bridger clan when she'd observed Jaruna starting to work herself back up into fighting shape after delivering her first daughter, the adorable Hippolyta.

Jaruna was an absolute nightmare on the power armored assault course, matched only by her husband, some of her own sister wives, Zraloc, and the ship's apex predators in ball gowns that most people called ‘battle princesses’.

That anything that wasn't a Cannidor could keep up with Jaruna was damned impressive in Makula's book. That some of those non-Cannidor didn’t even bother with power armor was a whole other animal.

She pulls her communicator out and dials into the drop ship's visual sensors, ostensibly to increase situational awareness for landing troops, but Makula was more in the mind of keeping her brain engaged by observing the drop as they hit the atmosphere.

Easiest to pick out among the drop ships is the hulking brick that is Old One Eye, Colonel Ghorza Bridger's old drop ship from when she was a mercenary war lady; it was... imposing, to say the least, if just in sheer bulk. To its starboard side, the more graceful form of the Kandahar Province is also heading for ground.

Larger in some dimensions than the modified cargo hauler, the Kandahar Province was a very pretty and very capable assault ship. Not quite as heavily armed as Old One Eye from the specs Makula could find, but she had some other capabilities that made her class a premier drop ship in her size band. Still... Makula did have one question.

"What's a Kandahar Province anyway?" 

Makula grumbles, stumbling over the foreign words.

She did not expect anyone to have heard her, but Jaruna smacks her pauldron with a toothy grin. 

"Well you'd do better to ask Jerry or one of the Marines, but I can answer that. Humans generally name assault oriented vessels after memorable battles and the like. One of the other Undaunted ones I've heard of is USFS Normandy Beach, and another is USFS Inchon. You've heard about the former, seen that movie too, the latter was also a big multinational amphibious assault during another war."

Makula nods slowly, taking that on board, her mind flashing back to the beaches of Normandy as depicted by the movie Saving Private Ryan.

"Pretty gnarly fighting."

"Yep. Amphibious assault is brutal. Orbital assault is even more dangerous than that."

"So what's the story of the battle of Kandahar Province?"

"Like I said kid, you'd be better off asking Jerry for the full story, or one of the other human Marines, but from what I recall it's a place in a country called Afghanistan. The US Marines made a forced landing there. Jerry called it the only naval invasion of a landlocked country in human history."

Makula cocks her head. "...Naval invasion of a land locked- How in the guide's name does that work!?"

Jaruna smacks her pauldron again and laughs, a deep, booming sound that reminded Makula of her mother in a good mood. Thankfully Jaruna was in a good mood most of the time, unlike her temperamental parent.




"Like I said, you gotta ask a human Marine if you want the story properly. Don't think Jerry's told that one to Joan and the girls."




Makula makes a mental note to ask Jerry about it at some point and savors the attention from Jaruna. She'd been handling all of Makula's training instead of turning her over to the Undaunted DIs or to Zraloc... and it was making her feelings about what path she should pick... complicated. 

Jaruna was a rebel to a lot of which Makula knew as right and good, but she treated Makula well, and had her fighting better in weeks than she felt she had in the years preceding her encounter with the Undaunted.

Then there was Jerry.

Her mother would have hated him.

She would have hated the concept of Human style commandos even more.

Use the minimum amount of force required instead of going all in? Or do sneaky shit? That wasn't the way you got things done! Not the right way.

Yet.

Makula couldn't deny that the commando's tactics were effective, and the commandos could certainly break open a Cannidor sized can of whup ass when the situation called for it.

Jerry in particular was monstrously capable. He almost certainly could have put the old bag on the ground, in and out of power armor. Hell Makula had watched his duel with Princess Aquilar, and even with both hands tied behind their backs it had been a brutal fight like nothing her mother had fought in during her gladiator days.

Between them, Jerry and Jaruna had nearly two centuries of experience at the highest levels of conflict that Makula’d ever gotten a glimpse at. So… did that mean her mother was completely wrong? Or just that Makula’s education was incomplete?

If there were holes in mainstream Cannidor philosophy, and Makula desired to excel, then the Undaunted were a better choice over the Crimsonhewers. Yet the sisterhood and traditional values offered by the ‘Hewers sang an oh so familiar song. The kind of battle song her mother sang over her crib as an infant.

That she had options at all was novel, and perhaps, it was a slight greed for such luxury that she couldn’t help but wonder… What if there was a third way? Or a fourth? What would that look like? What would it mean? Complicated thoughts. Too complicated to chew on properly before running into a fight, guns blazing, that’s for sure.

The assault boat is buffeted by turbulence briefly as they slip into the atmosphere of the planet, screaming downwards towards the pirate facility and shaking Makula from her thoughts.

"Alright ladies, and Jericho, let's take out the trash!" Jaruna calls out.

One man among the amazons, he'd called himself. Makula considers the somewhat diminutive figure of Jericho 'Bull' Stone, in his Crimsonhewer style 'husband' armor. Its defenses were apparently insane, to the point of limiting the armor's offensive potential slightly, something Jericho had since corrected with the help of the Tear's armory techs.

Jericho was an interesting man, a bald, muscular human with a large bushy beard. He was seated next to his Apuk wife, the only other individual in the lander besides Makula in a hard suit, Private First Class Cori'Acea had apparently brawled with Zraloc during a port call on Serbow and made a good enough showing of herself that Zraloc had invited her into the Stone family's marriage.

Admittedly, a very Cannidor way to handle courtship.

Cori had a couple Cannidor style combat charms attached to her armor, as did Makula and Jericho for that matter. The three of them had seen at least some combat before in their lives, but this was their official first drop as members of Shark platoon, so Jaruna and Zraloc had mandated that they'd treat them like any other member of a Cannidor clan on their first drop.

Which meant Mrs. Firi was baking them a cake. Makula didn't like to think she thought with her stomach, but she'd eaten in the Den a few times now as a guest, and she was damn near feral to sink her teeth into the undoubtedly divine confection that Firi Bridger could probably conjure!

Then something flashes by the camera display on her communicator and Makula eagerly focuses her attention on the device. Something was happening!

A second flash gives her a phenomenal view of one of the Undaunted Huscarl class gunships with 121 painted on the nose in red on the starboard side.

The heavy armored craft looked like a bird of prey as it screamed through the atmosphere, quickly getting out in front of the assault ships.

Makula changes views and quickly starts recording as the Huscarls begin a series of attack runs well out in front of the landing force, probably popping defenses, fortifications and other prickly or sensitive spots to render the base easier meat for the assaulting troops.

Jaruna leans in over her shoulder. "Well now, looks like we secured orbital control. Good. Makes our job easier and we have close air support on call. Can never have enough CAS or sass, whatever the situation."

"Even in social situations?"

"Especially in social situations. I've never been to a party that couldn't be enlivened with a proper application of aerospace support or an orbital strike." Jaruna chuckles, then calls out. "Bout five minutes folks, final checks of your gear and go condition one, the base looks pretty big from the recon and we suspect there might be slaves to liberate, so no relying on the airedales to flatten it, we go in and put boot to tail personally!"

Jaruna gets a proper roar back from the assembled Cannidor and Makula goes over her weapons, checking ammunition and the like slowly. Her new Great White Shark was unadorned for the moment. She hadn't figured out how she wanted to customize it. Ditto her new Cannidor scale BRNO PSD, a variant of the Bridger family's preferred Field Pistol that people were calling a Tiger model.  Apparently it was named for an Earth shark, but more importantly, even for the upsized Tiger models, a PSD cost a shit ton less than a field pistol. Important, because the Great White Shark shotgun had nearly tapped out her ready cash, even with a discount!

Thank fuck the Undaunted had given her a bunk, were feeding her and provided all the ammo her tender young heart could dream of.

The massive 40mm shotgun was loaded with a full magazine of the explosive anti armor HEDP round the Bridger daughters had developed. She had different ammo types in her various magazines, but half her load out was especially aimed at defeating mechanized or power armored threats. She might not be able to carry as much violence as a power armored girl, but she could maximize the wrath she could dish out.

A tap of her plasma cannon's controls has the weapon pulling in gasses into it's containment bottle, some fresh modifications courtesy of the same deal with Wichen that would have had her eating survival rations for a few weeks if Jerry hadn't given her a zero interest loan, giving her a second ready plasma bolt, or double her play time in flamethrower mode. Jerry had also insisted on, and paid for, a plasma grenade launcher modification. Makula wasn't entirely sure about that particular mod yet, but Jerry knew his shit, and she'd hardly turn her nose up against free gear.

Speaking of 'free'... there was the one piece of free gear that weighed a bit heavier on her. Her Pchak. A gift from the family of a dead woman by the name of Tir’Shan. 

Makula had never met Tir’Shan, but she’d received the knife for avenging the Apuk woman by killing her murderer.

The beautiful blade had been nice as it was, but Makula had carved a few reinforcement and other runes into the tang under the handle, and enlarged it to fit her hand properly. The knife was on her belt, and it too felt 'ready' for its first trial by fire, its handle resting above the handle of her mother's mace, another weapon with some spiritual heft to it along with its actual weight.

Though if Makula needed a knife in modern combat, shit had already hit the fan.

Then again... She had a bayonet on her shotgun too. So maybe she was just being smart. Especially considering everyone else at least had a sword. Or something like Khutulun's armor busting brass knuckles.

Makula takes a slow breath, centering herself like she'd been taught as the seconds slip by. Before long, the crew chief's taking her place at the forward assault ramp, pulling out the massive GAU-19 'minigun' in the human .50 BMG round and setting up its shields.

It was just for covering fire, the drop ship would rapidly descend and start opening up with its various weapons once the last of the major anti air weapons on site were confirmed destroyed. No riding down like gentleladies here, this was a real combat drop, and for Cannidor that meant going in ‘the traditional’ way.

Another breath and Makula can feel the gravity pulling on her now as the lander's retrorockets fire and she presses back firmly into the drop seat and the system automatically locks into place around her and the pod syncs with her armor implant giving her telemetry.

All of the sudden, Makula feels very claustrophobic and isolated.

"Thirty seconds to drop!"

Another breath. Another prayer. A tighter grip on her plasma cannon and a check that her shotgun's firmly locked into its mount.

"Ten seconds."

Closer. Closer. Time slows down for a second as the assault boat comes to a halt and its weapons start to open up, the rhythmic drumming of kinetic autocannons vibrating through the hull.

Five seconds.

Makula counts down quietly, as the red light above them goes green and eighteen drop pods punch into the atmosphere with all the gentleness of a throat punch.
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The sounds of the whipping wind around her drop pod drowns out even the sound of her own breathing as its engine blitzes her towards the planet’s surface at high speed. Signs of enemy anti air fire start the pod dancing, swinging her around violently as her stomach tries to rebel.

Despite their tactical and strategic potential drop pods were disposable, and inertial compensators cost a fair bit, were fairly large, and had a significant power draw that a pod simply couldn’t support. So to use one you just had to be as bad a bitch as you thought you were.

The old Cannidor saying was that combat was the test of a fighter. Dropping, a true drop, was the test of a warrior.

Makula grits her teeth and focuses as the pod’s rudimentary synthetic intelligence reads off air speed and altitude readings every few seconds. She has some limited steering capacity but the majority of this process is automated.

She and the pod wouldn’t be making the last bit of the trip together anyway.

The altitude flashes by and the pod begins going through its automated sequences, dispensing counter measures and deploying an initial drag chute that briefly puts her stomach somewhere around her ankles with a lurch that made an air car wreck she’d been in seem pleasant by comparison. The sequence would be longer and more involved but they weren’t doing an orbital insert. They had orbital control so there was no need to incur the extra risk inherent in making reentry in a drop pod.

Faster. Faster.

Something hits her pod and she panics slightly as the fragile little coffin of metal veers off course before the onboard VI corrects her flight path. She checks her gear again and gulps quietly. She’d be deploying in a few seconds. She just had to hold on for a little bit longer…

Before she even knows it she hits the next stop in her quick trip to the surface of this shitty little planet and with a hard yank of another drag chute she bursts out of the drop pod, with a last round of countermeasures and sensor confusing materials exploding into the air behind her as she soars through the sky.

All the stress of the pod falls away and for one glorious moment in dawn’s light Makula’s heart sings like nothing ever before. 

It was the addictive part of dropping, the sensation right as you left the pod and the siren song of battle was only seconds away. Every veteran got misty eyed when they talked about it, and now Makula knew exactly what they meant.

She didn’t have time to fuck around however. She had work to do. Old Cannidor didn’t have a ton of weapons they could use from this altitude, but they could and should scan the battle field they were dropping into, to inform their movements on landing along with doing the other minor things she had to do to prepare for landing.

A thought activates the system that would cushion her landing, something she wouldn’t need if she earned her power armor one day, and another has her sensors drinking deep from everything they can reach as she sweeps the most critical sensors of all across the pirate compound. She was about 500 yards from the deck and falling fast.

A reflection of light on armor catches Makula's eye and she picks out a markswoman on one of the buildings. Out of range of her plasma cannon, her shotgun might take too long to deploy, instead she lets the plasma cannon dangle on its sling and goes for her pistol. With its armor integration and other goodies, the already long range Tiger pistol was just down right mean in the hands of someone who'd been practicing and Makula had been very diligent about practicing.

A Cannidor in power armor could have used her armor's jump jets to maneuver, maybe even drop straight in on the enemy target, but that was another toy Makula had to earn. Instead she spreads her limbs out a bit to resist the air more aggressively and the pistol comes up as she stabilizes, breathes, and fires three well aimed shots in the literal blink of an eye. 

The original 7.5mm rounds in the right loadings could pierce human ceramic armor rated for kinetic rifle rounds at certain ranges. Using galactic powder they could crack advanced infantry armor at a hundred yards. The 15mm rounds for the 'big' version could pierce armor rated for human tanks at that range.

For galactic armor that only thought of kinetics incidentally, or relegated them to energy shield duty for the combatants who could afford them? The damn things might as well be piercing through a fluffy pastry.

The shields wouldn't have really helped either. These modified rounds had a trytite penetrator and a slight axiom charge for just that, and they hammer the pirate sharpshooter in her center of mass, sending her well tuned laser rifle flying back on the roof.

A hundred and seventy five yards. Not bad at all for a pistol shot.

The laser rifle would make a good trophy, an idle part of her brain notes, and Makula marks the location with her armor's systems. Hell. If it was nice enough it might even be a good addition to her kit! Waste not, want not, as her mother had endlessly reminded her.

Pistol returned to holster, plasma cannon back in her hands, Makula quickly aligns her body and lands in a crouch, immediately hurling herself forward into the nearest bit of cover, a decently thick stone wall before she assess and dashes forward, catching up with her new blade sisters easily enough.

"Nice shooting, Tex." Chortles Joan over their squad net.

"Damn skippy. Good eye kid. In the damn air too! Hah! Saving that helmet cam footage for a greatest hits compilation for the company." Jaruna concurs, warming Makula slightly with her praise. "Get ready, we're about to hit the walls right after some orbital fire support lands, expect shit to get hairy from all angles."

Makula double checks her shields and digs the toes of her armored boots into the dirt. She thought she was ready for whatever the world could throw at her.

She was wrong.

The 'rods from god' as humans liked to call them were... impressive in their way. A kinetic kill weapon only notable for their resource cost, they barely needed guidance. They didn't need propulsion. They just needed mass, a target and a comparatively gentle nudge from a special launcher to send them on their way.

The Undaunted liked them so much that they even came in multiple sizes, and had proliferated them widely through the fleet after a successful use against some sort of monster on a world Makula had never heard of.

She had wondered what exactly the things could do that a plasma cannon couldn't... but after the world shakes around her from the raw kinetic fury of the 'light weight' rods impact, she's not wondering anymore.

"Go! Go! Go!"

Jaruna calls, and Makula quickly obeys, throwing herself out of cover and racing forward to the shattered remains of the main gate. The rods had destroyed two fortified pill boxes, the gate, and around sixty feet total of wall between them, leaving only rubble in their wake.

Very light weight then. The big ones could apparently erase this whole facility off the map.

Makula swears she can hear another volley of rods coming in, even as she turns the corner and charges into the breach. In a split second the world erupts with laser fire from all angles and Makula finds herself tracking and firing nearly on autopilot, burning down pirates just as fast as her plasma cannon could cycle.

They were damn everywhere!

One woman pops out of a stairwell with a laser repeater and stitches Makula and company with high energy pulse laser shots before ducking clear to avoid return fire.

A lethal surprise for regular grunts. Less so for power armor or Makula's power armor grade shield unit. She stops, pivots and has her plasma cannon switched to grenade launcher mode in a blink, bouncing a plasma grenade around the corner to a shriek of surprise from the pirate, before the orb of explosive star fire detonates and there's nothing but silence.

She lobs another grenade into a improvised fighting position with another laser repeater and revises her opinion on indirect fire weapons... and raises her opinion of Jerry Bridger's tactical acumen again.

The Cannidor way she'd learned would have been to charge through that door and rip the gunner's spine out then beat them with it. The grenade launcher seemed like a far more efficient option. Less satisfying, but with the sheer volume of pirates to put down, that level of personal attention would just wear her out.

Another point in favor of Jerry and Jaruna's lessons on combat efficiency.

Maybe she could get something bigger in terms of indirect fire weapons when she got her power armor? Boudicca had a massive rail gun... was there an armor mount for a plasma mortar available? Makula makes a note of that idea for later, taking full advantage of her existing armor implants as voices on the comm and her hard suit's HUD alert her to a new armored threat entering sensor range.

She flows like water in a way she'd have been hard pressed to imagine before Jaruna had started training her. Her plasma cannon's locked into its mount and her shiny new shotgun is in her arms as a trio of 'armored fighting vehicles' roll towards them, with mech suits advancing in their wake. Makula recognized them for what they were, what the humans would call a 'technical', upgunned and up armored utility vehicles.

A model Makula had worked on before as it happened. A galactic favorite for more primitive areas where hover or flight focused vehicles were overkill, or maintenance was projected to be too much of a pain in the ass or too expensive.

A slight static charge in the air tells her that Boudicca's charging her rail gun for a shot that would do nasty things to a battleship, never mind a lightly armored tactical vehicle, but the one out in front was still a threat. It was closing fast, and Boudicca had maybe thirty seconds left for a full charge. She knew her blade sister always preferred a full charge for her first rail gun round of an engagement. Not just because it was supremely destructive, which it was... but more importantly Boudicca said it was about sending a message.

Makula's favorite new toy snaps up to her shoulder, and she feels the firm push of the high velocity HEDP round leaping from the barrel as she racks the action, sending the massive brass shell casing flying.

Racking a pump action shotgun was a very satisfying motion.

Not quite as satisfying as her HEDP round slamming into and through the light armor plate over the lead vehicle's cockpit glass, killing the driver in an explosion of shrapnel.

The second actually misses, going under, skipping one then bouncing slightly in the half second before it detonates from impact, shredding the front motors and lifting the vehicle into the air, flipping it end over end and leaving Makula with her mouth hanging open when Boudicca's rail gun finishes its charge.

"Slash!" Boudicca calls, the word was the brevity code for large caliber rail guns being fired in any capacity, heralding the dense metal dart hurtling down range and deconstructing the third vehicle with raw kinetic fury.

Fuck that was cool.

Makula 'applauds' Boudicca's efforts by emptying her first mag of HEDP, dropping a trio of mech suits as Boudicca charges up again and annihilates the last technical, the round piercing straight through the vehicle before slamming into the cockpit of a mech suit behind it, 'flicking the light switch' as Makula's mother used to call it, because the mech just dropped and didn't even twitch. The pilot had been dead before she could even register something had happened.

The magazine from Makula's shotgun hits the deck as she slams home a new one, racking the action and opening up with another 40mm dose of high explosive hate and discontent.

"All points this is control, battle space drones are active, command hard suits and power armor should now be receiving advanced telemetry."

Makula, having had a command module upgrade applied to her hard suit to help her get used to the kind of information that a power armor's mighty computers would feed her mind one day, quickly pulls up the mental 'grid' even as she pushes forward to some hard cover. 

As she watches, a group marked as 'JSOC' designates two clusters of markers as enemy infantry and their ANGLICO controller uses the same system to lay out approach vectors for the orbiting gunships to rain some hell down on the pirates.

"Heh. Wrong galaxy brotherfuckers."

Makula chuckles to herself as she looks up and watches one of the Huscarls roll in, lasers and plasma cannons raining fire even as the 40mm cannon lets loose in long bursts with a deep seated roar.

She'd been disappointed to learn the cannons used caseless ammunition, a case from one of the super cannons had sounded like a cool souvenir.

Just then a marker pops up in Makula's HUD, Jaruna had set a beacon for them.

"Shark platoon, get your rumps to my beacon. Lots of bad guys between us and them, but that's the main facility, so let's get in there and break some heads. The regular grunts are starting their push which means we need to stay out in front."

Makula acknowledges with a double click of her mic and jumps out of cover, pushing forward as she opens up with another HEDP round on an auto turret that smoothly slides out of the wall panel it'd been hiding in, mulching the thing before it can fire.

"These pirates have all sorts of nasty surprises." Makula notes.

"Well if they were honorable warriors they wouldn't be pirates. Besides this is battle, not a school sports day." Khutulun notes before cutting loose with a burst from her 25mm autocannon, separating a Snict pirate's torso from her waist and pulverizing two other pirate's chest cavities.

As Shark platoon advances, resistance increases drastically. These pirates were damn well equipped to Makula's knowledge of such people. The few pirates that dropped into the Warrens back on the third Pillar where she'd grown up had never exactly impressed her with their kit.

Even if her mother hadn't raised her to despise that sort of armed rabble, they struck Makula as idiots with poor quality, but flashy weapons. Dangerous to be certain, but not professionals. Dangerous primarily for how impulsive or inconsistent they could be.

Some of these pirates were actually proper soldiers... and that made Makula rather excited, even as a volley of heavy weapons fire saw the Cannidor ducking into heavy cover.

Two of the buildings in front of them, out buildings to the main building that was their target, had apparently been heavily fortified, but all the interesting bits had been kept firmly undercover and possibly even electronically shielded with the same kinds of kit smugglers used to hide cargo, letting these strong points survive the Undaunted air power.

Makula increases her opinion of these pirate's intelligence again. They were damn clever.

It was going to be fun to finish stomping them a new mud hole!

"Jaruna to Nikita, we're facing heavy resistance at the main building. Are you taking your sweet time sniffing flowers or are you going to join us?"

"We're coming, we got bogged down on both flanks on landing. Solid defensive positions that were under cover from the fighters and the drones. Like what you’re facing." Nikita responds, the sound of an explosion echoing across the company command net. "I've sent you some help though. They should be able to knock out the defensive positions and loosen things up for you to continue."

"What kind of-"

Jaruna's voice cuts out as four Apuk bound in from nearby, two each slamming down through the roofs of the buildings. Immediately weapons fire from the building ceases, enabling Makula to surge forward with the rest of Shark platoon. The occasional burst of warfire out of a window or through the stone indicates the Apuk commandos progress. One wall on the left most building explodes in a burst of brilliant emerald green and an unfortunate pirate flies about fifty yards from the building by the sheer force of the blow.

By the time the four women emerge, the formerly fortified buildings are reduced down to rubble, and the Cannidor are only just making it to the buildings! Makula makes another note to see if she can beg for some training from the Apuk warriors. She wasn't sure if she had the axiom talent to do some of the things they did, but that shit was down right cool!

Another choice that would have horrified her mother. It was the old way or no way... but more and more Makula was determined to do things her way.

Whatever that might mean.

"Move up! Can’t let the princesses have all the fun!"

Jaruna's voice spurs Makula into action and she surges forward again, pounding hell for leather to the entrance of the building, staying wide of the large double doors. Working almost on mental autopilot she drops the magazine in her shotgun, and racks the action, catching the HEDP shell and shoving it into it's magazine again before tucking it away in a mag pouch and pulling out one of the mags that was filled with gleaming shells of Undaunted blend buck shot. She racks the slide, savoring the sound again.

"Time for some close encounters."

She calls, drawing chuckles from the other Cannidor for her enthusiasm.

Jaruna reaches over, and smacks her on the back. "That's the spirit." Then looks over her shoulder, calling out to one of the Apuk warriors. "Hey, Princess. Care to knock real loud for us?"

An Apuk battle princess that Makula had seen a few times, steps forward and cracks her knuckles, a meat eating grin plastered across her otherwise delicate and regal face. The one eyed warrior princess strides forward and starts to call a massive amount of green warfire. Enough that Makula could feel the heat through her armor!

Makula had thought she'd gotten the measure of the Apuk's native axiom technique with Dar'Vok and Jerry back on the Pillars of Ascension, but this was another level entirely! She hadn't understood just how much they'd been holding back.

Instead of burning the locking mechanisms to slag or whatever, Princess Miri'Tok burns through the entire armored door with all the care someone might take burning through a tissue, easily opening a hole for the waiting Cannidor to pile through at full speed.

"Breaching! Go!"
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Makula shifts forward, slipping around the edge of the door and taking advantage of her slimmer armor to get out towards the front. This wasn't her first time clearing a building, and she'd actually had the time to be trained properly on this type of operation since then. Simple math, just like Jerry had taught her back on the Pillars of Ascension prior to the raid on the terrorist hideout in the warrens.

Speed x Violence = Victory.

Cannidor were plenty fast and brought plenty of violence with them so it was just a matter of dishing out enough pain that the bad girls tapped out as quickly as they could.

Her shotgun comes up to her shoulder and she works the action like a mad woman, sending buckshot down range to knock pirates off their feet like something out of a cheesy Earth action movie.

It had taken a couple decades, from what the humans told her, but the Great White Shark could finally deliver on human action movies' promises of the lethal potential and sheer physical impact of a shotgun.

Makula grins to herself as she complies with an order from Jaruna, throwing herself into a position to cover the rest of the girls as Jaruna kicks a door through its frame and the sounds of gunfire fill the air once again.

Prefab interior construction like this simply didn't have a chance of holding up to a Cannidor's raw strength, never mind a Cannidor in power armor.

A group of pirates rush to respond to the ruckus and Makula's shotgun swings into line before she even finishes shouting "Contact!" into her microphone.

The shotgun thunders and the mighty action's sound of advanced alloy metals slamming together as another brass case is rammed into the breach echoes down the hallway, heralding another swarm of buckshot going down range before Joan and Khutulun step in and join them.

6.5 Creedmoor rounds swarm from the minigun on Joan's right arm, followed by a couple long bursts of 5.56 from Khutulun's twin micro guns. More pirates means lasers joining the party as the trio start to advance up the hallway, firing as they go. Their back mounts start to open up, and Makula finds herself momentarily jealous of the raw firepower afforded to a warrior in power armor... but doubles down, gets behind her shotgun and empties another magazine. She could get power armor one day too. She just had to prove herself.

Once she figured out who she wanted to prove herself to anyway.

The pace only picks up faster and faster, leaving Makula tapping axiom like she was trying to breathe after a hard sprint just to keep going. Her conditioning was okay, but this kind of fighting was something else entirely!

Zraloc plows through a wall with a roar, joining them in the main hallway more or less on top of an unfortunate pirate who had numerous broken bones from ending up in front of and under a charging Cannidor warrior. The rest of the 'Hewers were champing at the bit behind Zraloc, absolutely spoiling for a fight. Most of them were sporting some fresh sprays of blood across their armor for them to paint over later to add a little more of the usual red back to the strong purple hues that dominated their gear after the fight with the Narlabore.

They round a corner and immediately come under fire from a defensive strong point the pirates had cobbled together. There had to be at least forty pirates cowering behind the thing and it's selection of heavy weapons. Against normal infantry it might have been enough. Against a half dozen Cannidor it might have slowed them down. Jaruna had a full platoon and then some of Cannidor. If they could be a little less 'gentle' with the pirate structures in the name of rescuing the slaves and hostages, they'd have flattened this shit hole in a blink!

If Jaruna hesitated in the face of the threat for a second, Makula didn't see it. Laser and plasma fire splash against her shields and the shields of the other Cannidor as Jaruna draws her massive hunk of metal that she calls a sword.

"Charge!"

No coordination needed. No checks. No confirmation. Pure trust in each other as Jaruna surges forward at the tip of the spear with the rest of her troops right behind her, shoulder weapons firing as they go. Zraloc even goes to all fours, surging ahead as the laser repeaters on her tail spew coherent light as fast as their systems can cycle, roaring with pure joy as they close the distance under the hail of increasingly desperate fire from the pirates.

Ten yards to contact.

Makula switches off her shotgun and draws her pistol and war mace. The Tiger comes up and lobs one its Cannidor scale high velocity pistol rounds down range. The 15mm Cannidor was a nasty round. Hand developed by Wichen Bridger with Jaruna's input for 'big' girls to have a proper side arm. 

The little baby cannon round smashes through laser repeater and takes out the gunner, leaving Makula grinning viciously as she unloads the rest of the magazine before shoving the pistol back in its holster and taking a two handed grip on her mace.

Five yards.

Makula hears the roar of Crimsonhewer chain blades revving and for a brief moment it almost sounds like music.

Three yards.

Zraloc's plasma cannons erupt in a river of flames, flooding the first ranks of the pirates with the fury of a star as the Hewers let out a ferocious war cry that sends shivers down Makula's spine.

Two yards.

A grenade someone threw explodes in the pirate's back lines, wounding and distracting more than anything.

One yard.

Impact.

They blow through the hastily made defenses like they aren't even there, several thousand pounds of alloy armor and Cannidor muscle pushing past the weapons emplacements without a second thought.

Makula's immediately among the pirates and lashes out with her mace once, smashing a woman with all the strength she could muster and crumpling her like paper before she remembers to ignite the weapon's axiom field.

A stupid mistake.

There'd be time to berate herself for it later if she survived. Instead of thinking about it she turns the arc of her swing into the cocking motion for her next blow, bludgeoning her way through pirates like a child smashing her way through her toys as glee floods her heart.

This is what it meant to be Cannidor as her mother had taught her. Glorious, beautiful battle. What could be better? What could be more satisfying? Makula's battle blood sings in her veins in a way that no drug, no mere alcohol could ever match as she does her best to roar. It wasn't quite where it would be when she fully matured, but her blade sisters answer her anyway, sending a tremor of fear through many of the nearest pirates.

Fear.

Makula pounces on the fear like a predator detecting a moment's weakness in her prey, sweeping two Tret before her like her mace was a scythe and she was harvesting wheat. It was almost making her angry. Surely. Surely someone in this group of trash could provide a decent challenge! There had to be- A Snict's blade arm intercepts her mace and suddenly she's on the back foot as she's successfully parried.

At last!

Makula grins behind her face plate. Finally, someone worth her time had bothered to show up ready for an actual fight instead of just culling a dangerous local animal!

She swings out hard, smashing one of the Snict's secondary shoulders, leaving one of the woman's manipulation arms limp and dangling as she follows up with a massive overhand blow.

The Snict crosses her blade arms over her head, flooding them with axiom as she checks Makula's blow, then shifts the blades to lock behind the head of her mace, twisting the weapon out of her hand!

For anyone else that might have been a problem, but Makula had been trained from birth to be a Cannidor warrior. Not just a soldier. Not a thug. Not hired muscle. Not a merc. A warrior.

It meant something special in Cannidor space, and Makula knew she'd measure up to someone's standards if she had the chance.

Instead of panicking. Or backing up. Or trying to switch to a ranged weapon, Makula piles in and upper cuts the Snict woman so hard she's fairly certain she broke her jaw, as Makula's left hand goes for her knife. The human style blade flashes from its sheath and cuts the Snict from her side up across her chest to get it into position for her actual attack.

A favorite lesson of her mother. Never just move a weapon when you can strike with it instead.

Knife in position her right hand grabs the pommel and she pushes forward not just with her arms but her whole body, tying up the Snict's arms at extreme close quarters as the massive blade slams into the insect-like alien's throat! Makula twists the weapon and yanks clear leaving the Snict to slump to the floor, her head nearly removed from her shoulders.

Makula moves clear, getting a wall to her back so she can assess the situation, and watches as the last of the pirates is felled by Khutulun, her axiom fists throwing the unfortunate pirate through a nearby wall with a sickening crunch.

She looks down at her new knife and smiles. She hadn't expected to sever the spinal column with her attack, but this thing pierced through the Snict like a hot knife through butter. A beautiful weapon.

She would have to send a message of thanks to Tir'Shan's family for such a marvelous blade... and inform them that the weapon had saved her life. A slight embellishment perhaps, but close enough, and it would hopefully please the grieving family that the blade was being wielded in their loved one's name.

A charge of axiom through the blade cleanses it of blood, and she whispers a brief prayer for Tir'Shan's soul, and for her eight unhatched children before sheathing it. She draws her pistol and reloads, keeping it in hand as she starts to look for her mace.

Jaruna chuckles. "Looking for this?" She tosses Makula's mace to her, and Makula swears she can see Jaruna's smile behind her armored helmet.

"Use that wrist strap next time so you don't get disarmed so easily kid... nice work otherwise. That knife work was damn good."

"I'll say." Zraloc nods. "Damn fine movement. Saw it out of the corner of my eye. Hopefully someone caught that on video so we can play that one back in the bar after debrief."

"Got it!" calls one of the Crimsonhewers. "It was gorgeous. Full flow state. Little Makula ain't so little girls. She certainly fights like a big girl!"

"Cori got some good hits in too! Guess Apuk really don't need power armor! Hah. Damn near punched a fireball through this Drin's chest! Ain't seen shit like that outside a video game!" Another shouts. That one sounded like Tibora, one of the 'Hewers Makula didn't know well.

"Bull figured out how to use his chain blade too, Zraloc you and the other Stone girls are gonna have to break the red paint out for your hubby! He damn near took a bath!" Krakodi maybe?

With her pulse pounding in her ears Makula couldn't be entirely sure as she gets her mace back into place, holsters her pistol, then draws her shotgun, dropping the mag and loading a fresh magazine of buckshot nearly on auto pilot as she slowly catches her breath.

"Alright. Enough back slappin. We got work to do." Jaruna points towards a double door. "Slaves should be through that door. We got some friends in the area already so make sure you don't hurt any slaves or hurt any friendlies. Sides! I don’t want the battle princesses getting there first! Move out!"

The Cannidor troops burst through the door more or less as Ghorza and the power armored soldiers of Paladin company blow through another door to the right, coming from the other major point of entry on the building clearly.

They found themselves in a big greenhouse of some sort. Maybe it had been a recreational garden at one point, or for food production, but now it appeared to be for drug manufacturing. A quick sweep of the room reveals some slave pens to the far left... and a look behind the axiom barriers tells her that a lot of the slaves were Cannidor!

That was shocking enough that it almost manages to distract Makula for a second, but she keeps sweeping, eventually focusing on the structure in the middle towards the far wall as a public address system crackles to life.

"Stop where you are! I don't know who you whores are, but if you think you can just do this to one of the Hag's operations you got another thing coming!"

A Merra pirate steps into view, a plasma pistol pressed squarely to a Cannidor bull's head as she drags him forward on a chain, his limbs bound with manacles to keep him moving on his hands and knees, his teeth wrapped in a protective coating... the ultimate humiliation for any Cannidor, especially a rather proud looking bull like the one the Merra was dragging around.

"You sluts are gonna back up and let me and my girls get to one of our ships or I start killin slaves. You make a hostile move towards me and mine and I start killin the really valuable slaves. I'm sure you don't want to see this handsome piece of dead weight with a hole in his head."

Makula's eyes sweep the structure, picking out more pirates. Even without the threat to civilians, this fight was gonna get bloody real fast if they had to press this. Even for power armored troops, charging two hundred yards at a fortified structure with no cover was not a fun time.

However, even as Makula watches, she learns that assaulting the structure would not be how her day was going to end.

Pirates start disappearing across the structure, yanked back into darkness. She quickly forces herself not to respond or react, doing her best to look like a dumb founded cop or something as what she presumes were JSOC commandos 'vanish' a few dozen pirates in the blink of an eye.

The Merra woman doesn't even have time to realize something was amiss, until a boot impacts the back of her knees sending her forward even as a hand grabs hold of her hair, stretching her neck out perfectly for a kukri fighting knife to swing out of the darkness and take her head from her shoulders in a single flash of it's massive blade.

The commando steps out of her cloak and raises both the knife and head so all can see it.

"JAI MAA KALI! AYO GHORKALI!"

Makula grins. She knew that voice! Neysihen! She also knew what that war cry meant. It was a human war cry, in the language of a land called Nepal.

Hail to the goddess of war and destruction, the Gurkhas are upon you.

She'd heard it once before, when she’d watched the plaza shootout video where Jerry met Jaruna, trying to learn about the people she’d found herself caught up with. 

Jerry. Just thinking about his name warms her up slightly and her mental picture of him sticks in her mind for a minute as Jaruna starts issuing orders to secure the area and start freeing slaves, with Makula complying more or less on auto pilot.

She wasn't entirely sure about the true course of her life still, but now, she was sure of one thing. She knew where her loyalty was. Where her heart wanted to be. Which meant, above all… She needed to talk to Jerry.
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It was nearly six hours of clean up before Makula could get back to the Crimson Tear, then she'd had to take care of her gear, mark a few damaged pieces of equipment for repair, eat something, shower and get cleaned up, then make her way to the ship's new flag office. The entire time she was trying to figure out how she could possibly say this.

To tell Jerry what she needed to tell him. About the warm feeling in her chest that only he could give her. Not just him, but his influence, the influence of his family. The standards he set. The skill and glory the whole of the Bridgers embodied. It was intoxicating to the young warrior and how the hell do you tell someone that without sounding like the most brain dead stalker ever?

Makula grimaces, takes a breath and centers herself as she turns the corner to the entrance to the space that held Jerry's office, she just had to calm down. Say what she meant, clearly and firmly. Even if he rejected her, it would still be worth it, because she'd have told the truth, and being honest with her emotions, with herself, and with Jerry, was the most respectful thing she could do. Respecting herself, and respecting him that is.

She just had to woman up a bit, act like she's actually hefting a set of tits worth talking about and not puss out and it'd be fine.

Surely he'd guess that this was coming right? They'd talked more than a few times during the clean up on the Pillars of Ascension, then the transit to Canndior space. He'd even trained her personally on more than a few occasions! He had to know what kind of impact that firm masculine hand guiding her forward could have on a delicate Cannidor maiden like Makula! He was a pretty savvy guy. He had to know!

She takes another slow breath and passes through the hatch.

Yeoman Chalis is waiting behind her desk, working on something while sipping at a fresh mug of tea. The pretty Tret girl was nice enough but seemed like she could get easily distracted in Makula's opinion.

"Can I help you?" Chalis asks, before she looks up. "Oh. Hey Makula! Did Jaruna send you to see the admiral for something?"

"Ah, no I'm here on my own. I do need to see him though. Kinda weird we can't call him skipper anymore."

"Well get assigned to the Olympia somehow and you can still call him that I suppose, but yeah with Captain Sharon taking over she's the skipper now." Chalis taps her chin for a minute. "Anyway he's in a meeting with the Khan of the planet we just finished operations on."

"Oh she's here in person?"

That was surprising if true, a lot of Cannidor Khans didn't leave their palaces for anything but a fight after a certain age.

"Nah, holo call. Grab a seat, I'll send you in when he's free."

Makula settles herself on a plush couch nearby and resists fiddling with her communicator. She just had to stay calm. Stay focused and try not to panic.

She'd just been in the biggest fight of her life to date.

Surely going to see a man was easy compared to that!

Right?




Jerry

Jerry does his best to keep his face entirely calm and placid. It was a challenge however when a ten foot tall fluffy shark with blue hair was bull shitting him straight to his face, if not out and out lying.

"Of course Admiral, we cannot thank you enough for your assistance. One of my battle barges could have dealt with the issue, but I lack a large amount of the space assets you have. Unfortunately not all species are as civilized as the Cannidor in resolving disputes via duel or contests of skill between select groups of infantry."

Khan Mirlyn Irgalas, or rather Irgalas Mirlyn as many traditional Cannidor put their clan names first, purrs at him from the holo display. She was clearly very pleased with herself for finding a solution to her problem. A problem Irgalas herself had fomented when she'd hired on the Hag's pirate fleet to serve as her naval forces and allowed them to set up a few bases in her small fief of three systems on the edge of Cannidor space.

"The presence of slaves on site at this facility also made my preferred solution of orbital bombardment... untenable."

Her tone of voice suggested to Jerry that the Khan specifically meant Cannidor slaves.

"We thank you for resolving the issue so successfully and rescuing all of my people from the pirates. You even got me prisoners to execute! Truly sublime. We'll be raising a toast in your honor and in the honor of your unit after we hang the slags outside my fortress. Give the Karinchar birds something a bit more meaty to pick at then insects I suppose."

Jerry resists rolling his eyes. Either the Khan was positively medieval in her sensibilities even by Cannidor standards or she was putting on some sort of show, ostensibly for his benefit. To what end Jerry couldn't fathom, because she certainly wasn't impressing him, nor was she convincing him of her barbarous ways.

Cannidor cultural standard for enemies or criminals meriting execution was a swift death followed by cremation and the dumping of ashes in an industrial land fill for reprocessing into something useful. 

Making an 'example' of someone existed but it had been a long time since your average Cannidor power player had displayed the corpses of her enemies or traitors on all but the most special of occasions and this was routine business across Cannidor space the way Jaruna told it.

Just the nature of how things went when you tended to focus your naval budget into large warships that had drop pods and drop ships as their primary weapons, with enough defensive systems to protect themselves or engage in a slugging match with lighter enemy warships.

The few Cannidor capital ships, mostly held by the Great Khan in her personal navy, were the same, but bigger still and with all the guns the Cannidor didn't bother putting on their other vessels. The 'fleet' such as it was in most systems was then rounded out with a few customs and patrol ships, modified lighters and the occasional corvette interceptor.

Most Cannidor didn't consider naval warfare particularly interesting or honorable and they left it to sell swords and mercenaries, including pirates. That had been the rumor more or less, but interesting to have Khan Irgalas confirm it in the subtext of what she's saying even if she wasn't about to admit working with pirates out right. It did sound like the Hag preying on the Khan's people, especially taking slaves, was a hard line in the sand at the very least, so that was something.

"I'm sure they'll regret not fighting harder in battle to at least die gloriously and avoid suffering your wrath."

"Hah! Oh I do like you humans! I've heard a lot about your kind, and your battle group came highly recommended, but now I see you're a proper damn warrior too!"

"Power armor rated and everything... plus there's this."

Jerry shifts the camera and focuses it on the weapons rack behind and to the left of his desk, where his Crimsonhewer war ax rested with his other war blades.

Irgalas raises an eyebrow. "A 'Hewer marked ax? Damn, I didn't know you were quite that tasty in a fight. Must have really impressed one of their khans to get a pretty little thing like that without marrying yourself a warband."

"Nope, just one Cannidor wife and she's not a 'Hewer."

"Hmmm. Well you more than held up your end of the bargain Bridger. I'll send a ship to pick up the prisoners and deliver some spoils. Figure your warriors deserve some booty even if most of the dealing here's between me and your government."

"Much appreciated Khan."

"Till later then."

Khan Irgalas cuts the connection without ceremony, leaving Jerry in peace for a second before the intercom from the front office starts to blink.

"Admiral, Ms. Makula's here to see you, there's also a message coming in from the Undaunted Diplomatic Corps."

Jerry arches an eyebrow again. Makula? Interesting.

"Put the diplomat through, tell Makula I'll be with her in a minute."

The connection with Chalis closes and the holo comm flashes into life again, resolving into a dignified looking human woman of African descent from the shoulders up.

"Admiral Bridger, Asilia Njoroge, Undaunted Diplomatic Corps."

"A pleasure madam, what can I do for you?"

"Actually I'm calling to congratulate you on the job you just finished. You did excellent work making inroads with Khan Irgalas, she was very impressed when we talked about an hour ago."

"I just concluded a chat with the Khan myself, and I think she's even more impressed."

"I'll look forward to her reaching out then. This is an excellent start to your time in Cannidor space, sir. Your new orders are to proceed to coordinates we've sent through to your flags ship's chief navigator and wait for our contact with the Cannidor to arrive. She's a major potential ally, and she's offered significant help with us formally introducing ourselves to the Cannidor people. It's my understanding that you'll be making a rather winding route to Cannis Prime to meet with the Council of Matriarchs and the Great Khan, but by the time you get there you'll hopefully be well known in Cannidor society. Your contact, the warlady Khan Karchara Komugai will rendezvous with you and brief you on the details."

"Sounds like a regular vacation tour."

"Only a Marine would describe visiting with the Cannidor as a 'vacation'."

"Which is why we're the right people for this job."

Asilia Laughs. "So it is. Keep up the good work Admiral, Njoroge out."

The holo comm turns off again, leaving Jerry in darkness before he reaches over and raises the lights.

"Chalis, send Ms. Makula in please."

"At once, admiral!"

There's a three second pause and Makula walks through his door, looking decidedly flushed and nervous which instantly has Jerry on alert. Something was clearly on Makula's mind. She quietly takes a seat before his desk.

"Makula, is something wrong? I wasn't expecting to see you this fast after a mission. Shouldn't you be at your debrief?"

"We're... we're on a break. I uhm. Needed to see you."

Jerry steels himself slightly. Was she about to propose? He'd turn her down if she was, but he hadn't anticipated that if she was.

"I uhm. It. It's about you... and the stuff you do, and how you do it."

Makula fumbles, fidgeting a little bit as she stares determinedly at her hands, seemingly unable to make eye contact with him. She'd hit on him before, where was all that Cannidor courage and bravado now?"

"I... it."

"Just... say it Makula. I can't respond if you don't say it."

Makula stiffens up.

"Right! Right of course. I uhm."

She gives him a shy look out of the corner of her eye.

"W-Would... you be my Dad?"
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Jerry 

Jerry settles back onto the couch a bit more as Cindy and Nadi both snuggle in tighter against him, Mitrya is napping on his leg, and her clutch sisters are quietly playing with their little sisters, splitting their attention between their toys and the screen. They'd been going through a few classic animated movies, with the story of a lion cub who couldn't wait to be king winning wide acclaim from the girls... even if they had hidden behind his legs during the 'scary' parts. Nadi had even found some sly opportunities for pointing out that lions had more galactic style family structures than most other Earth animals.

That said, six infants who hadn't quite learned to talk yet trying to sing along with the songs was pretty damn adorable, and a good start for them learning English, which Nadi had decided was going to be their 'mother' tongue, considering she didn't speak any of the Kohb languages natively and she didn't live anywhere near her home world anymore, so learning that particular tongue wouldn't have been nearly as helpful for the girls as learning the most common human language spoken among the Undaunted..

Jerry fiddles with the controls to cue up the next one, something that promised a bit of a break from singalongs, human family classics and Cindy's favorite, live action Cannidor magical girls.

Suddenly the screen is playing the most inexplicable Undaunted product yet. An anime. A Marine Sent To Rescue A World From The Depths Of Evil, was the overly verbose title. As far as Jerry understood, the show was a traditional isekai in that a hero was taken from another world and sent to go fight the demon lord and save the day. The plot twist being instead of a fresh faced youth a Marine sergeant was summoned instead.

This was human style entertainment, so the cast was male dominated, part of the Undaunted testing how that might play with certain demographics and to subtly encourage the acceptance of men in different social roles across the galaxy.

One big change though is that the demon lord was going to be a demon queen... with far more 'galactic' good looks, and an appropriate galactic happy ending with the Marine redeeming the evil queen and making her a happily married woman... along with the team of brave heroines he ends up fighting alongside of course.

Who knew that the harem genre would just be 'normal' out in the wider galaxy?

The theme song finishes playing and immediately cuts to a montage of the horror playing out on the planet. Jerry notes that one of the crimes being called out is men being stolen... apparently someone had been taken cues from galactic fantasy literature, where a wicked warlady or witch's vile minions stealing men, and especially the male lead was a common reason for a band of heroines to rise up and oppose her.

The dramatic lore dump cuts to a rather impressive looking summoning ritual. Magical circles out of a mix of anime and the Lesser Key of King Solomon, lots of chanting and mages shooting nondescript beams of magical energy in various elemental flavors, until there's a bright flash of light and an explosion, sending a bunch of people to the floor.

When the light fades it reveals a recruiting poster perfect United States Marine in desert camis. His sleeves were rolled perfectly, the edges on his eight point cover crisp enough to shave with. He surveys the room before unsheathing his knife hand, taking a slow breath before finally saying;

"Alright, I don't know what in the sweet fuck is going on, but I didn't drink nearly enough last night to have this kind of weird ass dream, so decent odds this shit's real. Which of you chucklefucks brought me to this goddamn lash up?"




A page of the court quickly walks over to stand in front of the now clearly rather irritated Marine SNCO and bows.

"...Uh. Your heroness we summoned you to..."

The knife hand immediately shifts, focusing the Marine's wrath on the page.

"...The first and last word out of your filthy sewer better be goddamn sir or I'll have you tasting shoe polish with your meals for the next decade."

The Marine's eyes scan the room with a bit more intent now before focusing on the court wizard, a comically ugly old wizard stereotype.

"Holy shit. Hey Merlin, did your parents have any children that lived?"

The King resettles himself in his throne, clearly not entirely sure what to do with this significantly more aggressive hero than they'd been expecting.

"Ah. Ahem. Your glorious heroness, we have summoned you because our land is threatened by an evil demonic overlord who seeks the destruction of all human life, and the enslavement of all goodly demi humans too."

The Marine considers that for a second.

"So what do you want me to do exactly?"

"...Uh. Kill the Demon Lord. In the simplest terms possible. Sir."

He nods, and thinks of a second.

"...Okay. That's the kind of problem and problem solving I can work with at least. This whole thing sounds like some bullshit the PFCs have been watching in the bricks recently, but I'll play along with this cosplay circus. What do I get if I drop this shit head?"

The King sags in visible relief.

"Well whatever you want really, from all the human and demi human nations of the world. You will have quite literally saved every man, woman and child from a terrible fate. For my kingdom's part we were going to offer you the Princess's hand in marriage and land, noble titles, whatever you want really."

"...Is the princess hot?"

"...Yes?"

"Sold. Where's this fuck stick live? And I’m going to need a squad. Any of you got the balls to go with me to fight these fuckers?"

A female knight who’d been blending in with the rest of the troops in the room quickly steps forward, her face is hidden by her helmet, but her voice is clear as crystal.

"No one can be spared from the defense of the realm, we're hard pressed to hold them off as it is, but I, Dame Katerina shall join you!"

“You’ll do. We’ll find back up as we go. Now point me to the armorers in this trash heap, I'm gonna need some gear."

A cute Alfar girl, playing an elven cleric by the holy symbols on her robes, gets to her feet and quickly raises her hand.

"I'll take them to the armorers and show him the way, your majesty! High cleric."

"...I bet you can do healing magic and shit right?"

"Yes? Sir?"

"Fine. What's your name?"

"Amelia."

"Your title is now Doc. So. Doc. Katerina. Where the fuck are we going?”

The King and other court officials share a look like they're trying to figure out who the hell Dame Katerina is, nevermind what else is going on, but they're out the door and heading for the castle blacksmiths before anyone can stop them.

Jerry chuckles. "Calling it now, the female knight is the princess in the worst disguise ever. She's not even pretending to be a guy, which is the standard for this type of thing in a lot of Japanese and even Western media."

Nadi looks up from where she's snuggled up against Jerry's chest.

"Wait they pretend to be a boy?"

"Yep. Men are the warriors, or have been the warriors for most of human history, remember? So women disguising themselves as men to go fight is a common trope. You get the same deal among Cannidor where men cross dressing as women so they can fight on the front lines is a common part of their media."

"...How do human men feel about that?"

"Modernly? It’s pretty popular. It's a counterpart to the type of girl who acts more masculine, and has masculine interests like camping, hiking, or hunting, commonly called a tomboy. Which is a very prized type of female among a lot of men. There's fans of every kind of woman imaginable of course, but for a lot of Marines, soldiers, and sailors, a tomboy girlfriend is considered highly desirable."

"What about you?"

Jerry stretches his neck a bit as he considers.

"I like my women a bit more refined than your average tomboy. Syl, Sharon and Diana are all good examples, with Sharon being the most 'tomboyish' of the three. That said, I can appreciate almost every type of woman who isn't slovenly and takes care of herself. Another reason I consider the galactic relationship standard very good. Near infinite variety and diversity in the galaxy and I can enjoy quite a bit of that diversity in terms of personalities and mindsets."

"You do have a rather varied set of wives to be sure. Speaking of our family though..."

Nadi shifts a bit so she can properly speak to Jerry without disturbing the sleeping Mitrya.

"I hear we have a new daughter."

"Mhmm. Makula asked to be adopted into the family earlier today. I sent her out of the room, discussed it with Syl and Jaruna, and accepted her as Makula Sa'Bridger."

Nadi giggles. "Jaruna must be over the nearest moon, five Cannidor daughters, one Cannidor wife."

"She is rather pleased. She likes Makula too, but she was expecting Makula to strike for the Crimsonhewers eventually. Zraloc's pretty surprised from what Jaruna's texted me. I kinda figured she'd take the Undaunted option personally, but instead she picked the secret third option that even I didn't really consider. So now she'll stay with the family forces in Bridger red, just like her elder sisters have elected to."

Jerry considers for a second.

"Might be a big help actually. There's certain Cannidor honor challenges that require a clan's family forces to take on. Jaruna's eligible as a wife, but until the paladins leave Undaunted service they're technically out of contention. So that leaves us Jaruna, the daughters and Dar'Vok."

"Isn't Dar'Vok working on some recruiting too?"

"Something like that."

Jerry checks his watch. "Shoot, Sharon's coming off of watch soon. I need to pick her up for dinner. Date night tonight."

"Mhmm... but I don't want you to go.~" Nadi's sing-song tone suggests she's only partially teasing. "Though I can't complain too much. This admiral thing has given you a much more fluid schedule with you standing watch less."

"I probably work more overall, but I do have the freedom to choose when I'm working in many cases, and with a little delegation it's amazing what all I can offload. So long lunches or whatever with one or several of you girls are much more possible compared to always being on the clock."

"Command seems to suit Sharon as well."

"Mhmm. She's enjoying herself quite a bit."

Jerry leans down and kisses Cindy on the head before shifting her a bit to the right, then retrieves the still snoozing Mitrya and fields her off to Nadi.

"Someone played super hard today, Miti's out like a light."

"Mhmm. She's very active and very energetic, but when she crashes, she crashes hard and sleeps deep. As long as she gets enough play time she's never been a problem to put to bed. No fussing at all unlike some of her sisters."

Nadi leans up and steals a kiss and Cindy gives Jerry a big hug.

"See you later, handsome."

"Bye Papa!"

"See you soon girls."
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Sharon

It still hadn't quite set in just yet.

Even two months after she'd assumed command of the Crimson Tear, even with her pregnancy finally starting to show, even with the cute little wedding band glinting on her finger, Sharon had trouble processing just how fast her life had changed.

Not that she was at all complaining mind you.

Just.

Married. Admittedly in a group marriage which was pretty wild in its own right.

Pregnant! Something Sharon hadn't even been sure about, and now she was pregnant with twins, and had her adopted daughter Indra to look after.

Indra.

That gave her a little pang. She'd never known the woman that Indra used to be. She only knew her precious, sweet, adorable kit, and her Mommy instincts ached when they were parted, but the bridge of a starship was no place for an infant, and Indra was perfectly safe and happy with her siblings under the watchful eyes of her other Mamas and the nannies.

Still. She wanted to hold her precious little daughter, even if juggling three babies when her boys came in a few months was going to be rather exciting, hell she'd been training with Cascka specifically so she could in fact have extra 'arms' if she needed them, all to be a better mom.

When she wasn't being a starship captain.

That too was its own kind of shock.

She'd never aspired to command, and as a Marine had never really figured she'd be heading toward ship command any way. Even after she'd ejected and damaged her back, then cross decked to the Navy so she could fly on electronic support aircraft, something without an ejection seat, ship command, even squadron command had never been in her career trajectory. 

Here she was, though, the captain of one of the largest human vessels ever to be commissioned in service. Something that made the Ford class carriers she'd flown off of back on Earth look like tinker toys for the sheer scale of it.

Her ship.

Hers to command in action. Hers to watch over 'at sea'. Her husband might own the battle group, but this was her ship. Something Jerry had made very clear to her. He had no intention of back seat driving, and he really did have a lot to do when it came to running the largest single concentration of Undaunted firepower in the galaxy.

They'd even gotten their new war orders.

In the event of a war breaking out they were to make best speed to the fleet anchorage in orbit around the planet Zalwore. Their civilians would go ashore, to take up residence at the Undaunted arcology on the planet, and they'd take on more infantry and other troops, plus another two squadrons of fighters or gunships depending on what was available.

Audacious would remain with the group, and another corvette or similar warship would join them for escort duty, along with any other large warships available not already tasked to the Dauntless's battle group. Those two battle groups would be humanity's left and right fists.

At least until their allies joined them. If they joined them.

Then again, the Apuk would probably be down to scrap, and they had a decent fleet to their name.

Sharon just hoped it never came to that. They had to plan for the worst any way, but there was enough strife among the stars without triggering humanity's first interstellar war.

It would happen eventually, but Sharon prayed she, her family, and the Crimson Tear herself would be out of Undaunted military service long before that day. Even better if they were planet side. That was another somewhat shocking thing. Jerry had discussed it with the girls and preemptively applied for the colonization rights with both the Undaunted and the Galactic Council to the hidden world of Skikkja. 

He’d named the planet for the Norse word for a cloak because the world had a 'cloak' in the form of the nebula the planet was wrapped in. A small Undaunted science station was being posted there for further research, but the Bridgers would likely rule that world for the Undaunted one day. The Synth Ascendancy would be keeping an eye on it in the mean time, and the science team.

It was nice having friends.

A quick check of the clock sees Sharon rising from her chair and straightening her utility uniform a bit as the recently married Lieutenant Manila Hawthorne leads the relief in, coming straight to Sharon.

"Ma'am, I hereby relieve you. Anything to report?"

"Just the post battle usual clean up detail Manila, we're in a geo sync orbit with the capital of yonder mud ball while we wait for the diplomat. Shore leave shuttles are authorized to begin the next ship's day, with the first shuttle leaving late morning planet side. I stand relieved."

An exchange of salutes and Sharon's watch crew starts to filter out... and Sharon catches them saluting right as they leave the bridge. Interesting... she was already here though... which meant... She suppresses a giddy smile. She had known that she had a date night with Jerry tonight, come hell or high water, only to be postponed by active combat operations, but he was here to pick her up!

It might be a bit dumb, but she loved it when he did stuff like that. Little things to remind her she was special. That she was loved and desired. It always made her feel. Warm. So very warm. Even warmer is the sensation when her eyes meet Jerry's.

That damned smile of his as he leans against a bulkhead, looking more like a teenage boy waiting for his girlfriend after class than a fleet admiral waiting for the captain of his flag ship... who was admittedly his wife, but still.

Instead of saluting, she greets her husband with a kiss, risking any complaints about PDA without a care in the galaxy as he offers her his arm, escorting her like a proper gentleman towards the lifts.

"Hello gorgeous."

"Hi yourself, handsome. Where are we going for dinner tonight?"

"Nyri'Jan said she had a little surprise for us worked up next time either of us came in, so I figured we could do Apuk for dinner if you don't mind a trip down to Little Serbow."

"Sounds good to me, I’ve been craving something spicy, but I want to stop by the promenade and get crepes on the way home. I'll need something sweet and fruity to cut all the richness."

"Deal."

Sharon snuggles up a bit closer to Jerry than is strictly proper and resists a nice big sigh. She was in her happy place.

"So how are you holding up? First time in command. A couple months pregnant. You have a lot going on right now."

Sharon rolls it around in her head a bit. She should be stressed out of her mind... and in some ways she was of course. Her hormones and mood had leveled out a bit.

"Well I'm at a good stage with the twins... I'm feeling a lot more sane in that regard."

"You haven't even woken me up to fetch you a banana split, find some spicy pickles, or fix you a bowl of my chili recently."

Sharon flushes with embarrassment for a moment... but Jerry wasn't upset or taunting her. The energy in those lovely gray eyes of his was pure love. It's one of the reasons he refused to let her, or any of his wives ask the Apuk maids for assistance with that sort of thing when he was off duty. Getting up in the middle of the night to make her a sundae and rub her feet might make him grouse a bit, but he did it happily, and then held her till she fell asleep again.

Then... her stomach growls, and her blush gets even deeper.

"Guess I could go for a bowl of your chili right now."

"I'll make a batch of at least the Cannidor strength chili for you tonight and prepare some meal packs for you."

"I'd tell you not to bother, but you'll just do it anyway."

"Glad you're starting to understand how things work around here darling."

Sharon sighs and lets her head rest on Jerry's shoulder for a minute as the lift rolls down into the third mission module, the 'bottom' of the Tear.

"I'm... feeling really good honestly. Confident even about the command thing. I don't think I ever wanted it... and I was worried when you told me you were putting me up for it, but now... I don't know. I just have to do what you do. Look out for everyone. Take care of my people, set the standard, give them the tools they need to succeed, then sit back and watch them get it done in style."

Jerry leans over and plants a gentle kiss on her forehead.

"Yep. Exactly how you do it. I'm not superman despite what some of the crew like to say. I delegated my ass off to even be able to pretend to have time in the day and I could have stood to go even farther. If it has to be you doing something because someone else might fuck it up... you should probably fire the someone else and get someone competent to do the job. Or train your team better."

"I will say, it's a lot of fun sitting in the big chair in combat too. Even if I miss having my favorite piece of eye candy on the bridge."

Sharon offers her husband a devilish grin. Two could play at the teasing game after all.

"I'll make it up to you when we get home. I have some surprises planned for you."

Sharon arches a brow. "Surprises? Like... oh I don't know. A soak in our bath followed by a meticulous massage?"

"You do know me well. It's a formula for pampering that generally does the trick."

"Mhmm. Certainly works for me, do I still get to get fucked cross eyed by my handsome masseuse after? Or is that reserved for wives who aren't swollen up like a blimp?"

Jerry smiles over at her, that damned little smirk of his promising all the trouble Sharon could ask for.

"If you want it. You got it. If you don't we can cuddle and kiss till lights out. Or whatever else you want to do. This is your night."

"Well you're not the only one with a surprise mister... I uhm."

Sharon chuckles. She felt a bit stupid, but she knew Jerry. This was her husband, the father of her children... she could be herself with him completely.

"Before the bath, the massage, and possibly getting my back blown out... would you be up to work on a model kit with me? It's different materials out here, but model kits are still a thing and I got a rather big one for a Starblade fighter I want to give to Masha for the squadron bar once it's done. I'm just. Not quite as mobile... and I thought it'd be fun to do together."

"Sure! Not sure I can do as good a job as you dearest, those model kits you managed to bring from Earth are pretty intricate."

"Don't worry, I'll show you everything you need to know."
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Out of the lift, down the corridor and through an open bulkhead door and they arrive on the mezzanine deck of Little Serbow. The rumble of the crowd, the smell of cooking meat, glasses clinking at the unit bar of the Apuk troops aboard the ship. It was really like a town square on Serbow... right down to some stonework added to some of the walls... and Sharon's favorite thing. It was something she had laughed about nearly endlessly when she'd seen it, but had to be careful about who she mentioned finding it funny too... the Apuk took it very seriously.

It was the little alcove that featured a beautifully carved and shaped statue of Jerry and Aqi, set up more like the presentation of religious figures than an acknowledgment of the royal patrons of the 'town'.

Sharon stops claps three times before bowing from the waist, teasing her husband before doing a double take, the statues were... different? Someone had added some gilded decorations to the statues, starting with tiny representations of their wedding bands, and human style golden laurel wreaths. Someone had planted brilliant blue flowers in the alcove too!

"Well... I see the girls have been busy. What's all this?"

Jerry chuckles. "Ah yes. Aqi and I were decorated by the Empress along with a decent chunk of the Apuk troops who participated in the action on the Pillars of Ascension. Someone decided to represent the victory on our statues, along with a new battle honor ribbon on the involved unit's standards. The flowers are of a type that's hard to pronounce in cinder tongue but would translate to... Victory Lily? Something like that in galactic trade. I'm sure you can take a wild guess as to what the flowers are symbolic of."

"Hmph. I'll have to consult my special book of clues to solve that particular mystery. Still, nice to know their royal highnesses are still popular with their people. Reminds me I need to tell my mom I'm a princess by association in my next video message to be sent back to Earth."

Jerry's arm snakes around Sharon's waist, giving her a loving squeeze.

"You've always been a queen to me, is princess really that much of a step up?"

Sharon playfully pushes Jerry away, then immediately seizes his arm again.

"You stop trying to make me blush in public. I have to maintain the dignity of my office... and so do you for that matter Admiral Bridger. Honestly though, my Mom's gonna really flip. Still haven't heard back from the last video but adding my new husband being a prince on top of everything I told my family in the last video is going to get quite the reaction. More from my sisters than anyone else but I wish I could see mom's face when she hears... well. All of our news. My promotion. We technically filed the paperwork to goddamn buy a planet. I-"

A familiar coat of fur catches Sharon's eye and she spies Purisha Velour walking out of an eatery with a man she doesn't recognize wearing officer's bars on his collar.

"Oh... That's interesting. Jerry, look."

"...Hmmm. That is interesting. I thought Purisha was interested in Sir David, but that sure looks like a date to me."

Sharon nods slowly, watching as Purisha chats with the young man as they walk along. "There's some interesting distance there though. He tried to take her arm, and she dodged it. Possibly unconsciously. She's having fun... but seems unsure."

"Hmmm. Well, Purisha's a big girl, and she's a commando now. She can handle herself with a little boy drama I'm sure. If she can't, I trust her to tag in someone from her chain of command or the family to help. Neysihen if no one else. Speaking of interesting couples though... look over there."

Sharon's eyes follow the jerk of her husband's head as they continue to walk and finds a familiar young Cannidor woman next to an Apuk woman she'd recently had a meeting with.

"...Lursa and Lursa'Tor? Interesting. I can't imagine Lursa's having a meeting with Lursa'Tor professionally, she's hardly the type to seek out a counselor, and if she did she'd go to Jaruna or Zraloc first... then Wichen."

That got a good response from Jerry.

"Wait. Wichen?"

"Mhmm. The chief armorer of a war band holds a major position of responsibility in the band. They're the boss of the support staff and are in charge of the aspirants for everything but their combat training, and a core part of being a Cannidor warrior's being able to maintain and repair your own armor."

"Good point. I suppose I'd be fourth on the list for help as patriarch?"

"Yeah. Though you're in a weird spot as the war chief too, but, Lursa knows you pretty well by now. So I'd wager they're just having a meal and making friends. I'm sure someone pointed out their similar names to one of them."

A quick flight of stairs has them popping out near the Colbert clan's restaurant. Out front Calamity 'Cali' Colbert is still rocking her frilly maid outfit with its skimpy mini skirt and heels, a stark contrast from the well known meathead's usual mode of dress. Joining her however is Michael Colbert, trading his uniform in for a butler's outfit and handing out coupons.

The normally taciturn Marine doing his absolute best to smile and put on a public relations forward face. Cali turns on hearing their footsteps with a big tusky grin before startling and going to salute, then stopping herself as she remembers that not only is she out of uniform, the Promenade and Little Serbow were no salute areas.

"Hey Sir! Ma'am!"

"Sergeant Colbert, Corporal Colbert." Jerry responds cordially with a nod.

"Thanks for the tip to get Michael out here sir! It actually upped the foot traffic! Not that we've ever really had a problem with that I suppose. Everyone on the ships knows we're here now."

Michael rolls his eyes. "Also got me a few proposals from breathy Apuk maidens, among others."

Cali elbows her husband in the ribs lightly. "You married two of them, babe, you don't get to go all woe is me about that. Anyway, Nyri's at the podium tonight! Head on in!"

Sure enough Nyri'Jan is sitting at the podium, now gravid enough that she's not quite happy to stand through an evening shift at her family's eatery. When she sees Sharon and Jerry though she pops to her feet.

"Hey! Admiral! Captain! You came. Quick, follow me!"

Sharon exchanges a look with Jerry, a smile coming to her face. Nyri'Jan's relentless positivity really was infectious.

Nyri takes them to the back of the dining room, where an alcove has been built up, filled with some fairly plush furniture, surrounded by tastefully concealed privacy screens and adorned with a sign reading; 'The Captain's Table'.

"We reserved a table for you! Well. Both of you. Sorta. We started setting it up when Jerry was captain, but I suppose it's your table now as the captain Sharon."

Sharon chuckles and mimes thinking about it for a second.

"I suppose I'll allow the Admiral to use my table. Just on occasion."

"It is a big table, I'm sure we can share."

Nyri grins. "So you both like it then?"

Sharon reaches out and gives Nyri a hug, surprising the pretty blonde.

"I can safely say it's one of the nicest presents I've ever received as the captain of a ship."

"Great! So... you guys are staying for dinner right?"

Sharon nods. "Yep, can't think of a better way to break my new private table in than for date night!"

"Okay! I'll be right back with some menus, fruit juice for the captain and a glass of pyrebreath for the admiral!"

Sharon grins as she shifts in to take a seat at the captain's table, smiling across its expanse of lovingly polished wood to Jerry.

"You know, it's good to be the captain."

"Now you know why I was so reluctant to be 'demoted' to Admiral."

Sharon feels a pang of concern as she takes in a slight wistful look on her husband's face.

"Are you sure you're okay with this? You know. Not being the Tear's skipper?"

Jerry stops for a second, then takes a sip of the freshly delivered glass of pyrebreath as Nyri'Jan trots off again, having delivered drinks and menus in the literal blink of an eye.

"...Yeah actually. I have a good team. I have a reliable partner, in both the marital and the martial sense in you, and my other commanders. It's not going to stop me getting stuck in occasionally, I'll just be mostly going back to what I do best, which is focusing on the ground war when it comes to personal intervention."

"Plus, your war room's straight out of a movie."

"That does help. Watching the holograms on the big table as the girls feed me information and I get to start handing out orders does help soften the blow of no longer getting to command from the bridge."

Sharon gives her husband the closest thing she can get to a sultry smile.

"Well you'll always be the captain of my heart."

"Someone's angling for a very in depth massage tonight I see."

"Just telling the truth my love. Speaking of your war room staff, I hear Nadiri has added herself to the team. What's the story there?"

Jerry thinks for a second. "Officially she's a tactical and cultural consultant. Unofficially she's one of the best intelligence officers Diana's ever met and she's decided to start wearing the family uniform for whatever reason. She is technically in our employ, but as a contractor for the intelligence service. She's been making herself useful though. Nezbet's informed me she wants to join the team too, so that's a pretty solid war planning staff. Nezbet's a gifted strategist with a knack for complex operational planning, and Nadiri is the galactic CIA factbook personified... in ways that just reading the galactic equivalent of wikipedia can't match."

"Hmmm... Think Nadiri is gonna try to 'slip into the shadow of your pants' maybe?"

"Oooh, that was bad." Another sip of wine as Jerry considers the question. "It's always a possibility, I find it hard to get a read on Nadiri, something I think is rather common with Shallaxians."

Sharon chuckles and takes a swig of apple juice, savoring the sweet flavor.

"Speaking of your love life, weird as that is to say to my husband of all people... how are things with Inara?"

"Well we had our third official date."

"Anything racy happen?"

"We held hands as I walked her home after."

Sharon puts on a mock scandalized face. "Holding hands? On the third date? Jesus, I didn't know Inara was such a slut!" She tries to hold the offended look for a second until a giggle slips past her stony faced demeanor. "Honestly that's so wholesome part of me wants to puke."

"It is, but I'm not here to talk about other women, I'm here to talk about the finest starship captain I know."

"Fine in the sense of skill? Or looks?"

"Definitely both."

"I suppose Incerra Palashen's off the market, so you'll just have to make due with your Zombie."

Sharon giggles again wickedly at the odd look that crosses Jerry's face. Some things were a bridge too far for her hubby, and quadrupeds seemed to... confuse him slightly. She suspected Incerra could have made it if she'd had a stronger will and drive like Bari, but if you didn't have the guts to go for the big prize that was your problem.

"Mhmm. Just for that I'm going to remind you tonight that I never just 'make do' with you Zombie. Make sure you know exactly how special you are to me, and how singular you are in this big wide galaxy."

The words were romantic, but Jerry's face was dead serious and Sharon was suddenly getting that warm feeling again... she was going to be in for quite the show tonight it seemed. She just needed to... tease him a bit more. She arches a brow at him, exaggerating as she gives him that little smile she knows he can't resist.

"Oh really... Well. Prove it."

"As you wish."

Sharon's smile just won't go away as their conversation turns to other topics and they actually start looking at their menus.

It was good to be captain... and very good to be Sharon Bridger.
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Purisha 

Purisha wanders along the streets of Little Serbow and is... really enjoying herself if she's honest. She didn't really know her date terribly well, even by reputation, but 1st Lieutenant Eugene Markuson, a charming blonde haired man with enrapturing blue eyes and a roguish smile was... well. Gorgeous! Romantic. Aggressive. Really he was a lot of women's dirtiest dreams come true even back on Earth. 

Liking bad boys wasn't quite as common out in the galaxy as on Earth, but bad boys were certainly popular with pirate lasses like Purisha. Even if the majority of them were only found in x rated material aimed at mercs, pirates and thugs from Horchka or Cannidor space. 

Still, here she was, likely to never even get a date in her life, and she's being swept off her feet! Humans really were built different! 

Yet... even as she chatted with Eugene, talking about all manner of things, part of her wondered if this was the right path for her. He wasn't Sir David that much was for sure, but he seemed to be an attentive, passionate, and most assuredly handsome man with the kind of smile that could set any girl's panties on fire! 

She was happy to get the attention, extremely so but part of her chastised herself for giving up on Sir David so easily. Though was it really giving up if another opportunity presented itself and she took that instead? Besides, it was just a few dates. It's not like she was marrying Eugene or anything. 

Despite her best efforts so far though she'd not really managed to get a lot out of Eugene about the man himself. He redirected things effortlessly much of the time to focus on her, which never failed to give her the shivers. Eugene could make her feel like the only girl in the room. When she did get him talking it was mostly boasting about his accomplishments. 

He was an Undaunted Marine now, but not an Earth Marine like Jerry and a lot of the others. He'd been an officer in the American army, and graduated from a place called West Point, something he was very proud of. He was a decently well regarded officer from what she'd heard on the grape vine, but scraping more than the very surface had proven challenging.

He had just been decorated for the action on the Pillars of Ascension, so that was something at the very least. It was also fairly common knowledge that he had around thirty wives and had no intent on limiting his family any time soon. He was considered a 'refreshing' human by some of the girls because he tended to allegedly be a bit more 'normal' in his behavior by galactic standards. Compared to the Admiral's determined attempt to make romance novelists look like they weren't being nearly ambitious enough with their male leads.  

So in the absence of information, her mission today was a simple one, to pry some more details about the man courting her out of him. 

Well, and have fun. No sense going on a date if she wasn't having a good time, right? 

A dress in a shop window catches her eye, Apuk gowns were very pretty and she'd been considering getting one. It was a bit poofier than anything she'd wear normally, but she could probably conceal an entire arsenal under the skirt!

"Hey, do you mind if we stop for a minute? I want to try that dress on." 

"Sure, I don't mind. Lead on." 

For a moment there was a flash in Eugene's eyes that suggested to Purisha he absolutely did mind, but it was gone in a blink and never made it past that gorgeous smile of his that had her feeling a bit gooey again. 

She eagerly walks inside with Eugene on her tail and the Apuk clerk looks up at the sound of a chime. 

"Oh! Hello! I was just getting ready to close up for the day, but I think I've got time for one more customer! Mirka'Nar at your service. I'm a dressmaker and seamstress if you can't guess." 

"Purisha, and this is Eugene. I'd like to try on the dress in the window please." 

Mirka'Nar nods slowly, sizing up Purisha mentally before activating a drone that races over and begins to take her measurements with a variety of sensors, scanning her in high detail. 

"I think I can work something your size, you're a bit more slender than many Apuk girls... but that pattern... yes." 

Before long Purisha's doing coming out of dressing room and doing a curtsy and a twirl to applause from Eugene and Mirka'Nar. 

A bit of movement draws Purisha's eye to Mirka'Nar's hand as she tucks her communicator away. She seemed a bit... flushed too. Had Eugene hit on her and given her his number while she was changing? Purisha resists frowning or reacting, instead happily chatting with the sales clerk and arranging some changes, which the girl dutifully applies. 

It wasn't a problem per se if he had. The galaxy was all about sharing after all. A bit strange that a man was doing the pursuing of course, and was so aggressive as to pursue a woman while actively engaged with another, but it stuck in her craw, even as he lavishes her with praise, mostly for her curves... which was a bit more... shallow feedback wise than she'd been hoping when dress shopping. Then again, any feedback from a man was nice and did wonderful things to her stomach. 

Purisha takes another twirl and looks over at Eugene. 

"What do you think? Is this my color? Or should I go with something else?" 

"I think it looks good on you. The lines really suit your frame. I suppose a strapless gown is rather bold by Apuk standards, is that right, Mirka'Nar?"

"Oh incredibly, but she's got such lovely grey fur it'd be a shame not to show more of it! I really think that color sets it off." 

Purisha chats a bit more with Mirka'Nar. She was a nice girl and seemed to be extremely forthright with her praise, not holding back from criticism in the name of making a sale if it was required. She was dead set on getting the exact right dress for her customer, something that seemed to be... annoying Eugene just a bit as the fitting dragged on. Not that Purisha knew for sure. She was getting better at reading human emotions, but the lack of ability to sense most of them in the axiom like a normal person was downright infuriating at times. 

Suddenly feeling anxious, she makes an excuse about their dinner reservations and schedules another fitting with Mirka'Nar for tomorrow. She'd have to swing by with the girls. Dar'Vok would be her resident expert on Apuk gowns... though maybe she could ask the princess!

Asking Princess Aquilar for help dress shopping was the kind of starry eyed thought that steers her back to sunshine as she slips back into her far more modern dress, a style Jerry called a 'little black dress' that was apparently human women's preferred feminine weapon of choice in many situations. The assault rifle of women's clothing if you will, with the right cut and coverage it generally suitable for almost any situation you could throw at it, from dinner and drinks, to a board room, to dancing, a diplomatic reception, covert bodyguard detail if the skirt had enough freedom of movement and you accessorized with a purse that could conceal a pistol or SMG. 

A truly versatile piece of clothing... and with Sharon helping her with the cut and dimensions when she'd commissioned it from Mama San, the ship’s gifted Pavorus tailor, to start expanding her civilian clothing arsenal back up after losing what little she had on the Prancing Pavorus she had to admit... it made her feel damn sexy, especially with the heels she'd picked out. 

Now she just needed to work out how to best carry her dress kukri with it and she'd really be ready to knock anyone and anything dead. Instead she'd opted for a little kukri shaped pin that Sergeant Major Gurung had hand made for all his female commandos when they were in civilian attire... that didn't let them carry their war knives if they so desired. 

The little silver bauble had certainly started to be recognized when it came to announcing their status. Amazing how fast an Apuk from the shock infantry company's tune changed when she saw that little bitty pin and realized she could easily get a thrashing. 

Not that many of those girls were trouble in general. A few rough and tumbles early on had led to decent integration, and Purisha's status as a quasi adopted daughter of the Bridger family was well known at this point. One did not make an ass of oneself to one's liege's family, adopted or not. 

She flows through the busy 'streets' of Little Serbow as Eugene leads her to one of the higher end eateries in the area. A joint venture with Chief Noitaka, the ship's best chef, it did Apuk style protein, but focused on exotic meats, especially human meats, and a few other goodies. It was not cheap, preferring fresh material when they weren't in deep space, and only the highest grade of cloned material from the Bridger clan's cloning vats. With only a handful of tables a night, and everything being cooked by hand, it was as exclusive a dining experience as it got on the ship, and Eugene had somehow gotten them a reservation. 

They'd met up a few times while they'd been heading towards Cannidor space, but with one mission or another a full on date had taken time to arrange, and Eugene apparently didn't do things by half measure. He was determined to wine and dine her, and little things aside Purisha was very, very impressed with the charming human's showmanship.

It really made her feel like she was the princess around here, not her adopted mother or her very dangerous close friends. 

The gentle knocking of his West Point class ring against the table draws her fully back to the conversation as he tells her another story about one adventure or another back on Earth. He had a lot of adventures, and Purisha enjoyed hearing about them, the way he related all the little details with a glance over his shoulder, like they were secrets he was sharing with her, billions of miles away from whatever authority might care about one minor act of mischief or wrong doing. It was as if he had invited her into his confidence. Mixed with good food and good wine, the company was certainly having an effect on Purisha. 

She really did feel special. Unique. She was being wooed! Her! A literal no one! She didn't have a good family, or money, or power. Well. Not until the Bridgers more or less adopted her. So she supposed she had a good family now, but her surname? The Velours? She was probably the last of that line.  Now she was here, with a new career, powerful friends, some accomplishments she was damn proud of, and a handsome man doing his best to charm her panties off.

What girl could really ask for more? 
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Elyria

Elyria Sarkin brushes down her dress, checking herself quickly as she walks towards the massive armored door that marks the entrance to the Bridger family's private quarters. She'd never actually been in the Den before, and while she still talked to Erana- Aqi, still talked to Aqi, normally enough via communicator, in person she felt a compulsion to dress up a little bit now that she knew her best friend's secret identity. She couldn't just wear sweatpants to see a princess! Not that she'd leave her own home in sweat pants for anything but the gym.

Even if they were incredibly comfortable.

Elyria presents herself to the security panel and presses the call button.

"Elyria Sarkin, I've come to see Princess Aquilar."

"Madame Sarkin, we've been expecting you. Wait a moment."

The prim and proper voice with the slightly 'sharp' accent on the consonants in galactic trade told Elyria that one of Aqi's household staff had been monitoring security, not a Bridger. The Bridger women were all very identifiable by voice, where the Apuk household staff women were identifiable by the specific way they spoke galactic trade, an artifact of the training that the women had been put through, Elyria was sure.

She didn't know what it took to be a handmaiden or staff member to the Imperial household, but she suspected a charm school that was more analogous to Marine Corps boot camp but in pastel and with lessons on how to host a tea party instead of olive drab with lessons on how to best organize an amphibious assault.

She had gotten the hint that the imperial handmaidens were a bit more than they appeared... but had determined that discretion on asking about that subject was the better part of valor.

The hatch to the Den smoothly retracts, revealing one of the Apuk handmaidens, now dressed in a black and white outfit that Elyria recognized as a maid's outfit from human media. A choice on Admiral Bridger's part? A choice on the woman herself's part? Was it a prank? An attempt to appeal to Jerry?

‘Oooh. Story idea!’

Elyria mentally starts writing down a brief plot sketch of a maid who's fallen in love with her master, a charming and powerful prince, admiral? Admiral would be too obvious in terms of inspiration. Prince was always good. Who didn't want to be the less scary kind of princess? The maid would need to work quite hard to woo such a desirable man of course. 

A very challenging relationship for a more normal kind of prince than Jerry who gave, as Tyler put it, 'zero fucks', about things like social status.

Elyria tenses, realizing she'd been motionless and silent for a few seconds and covers getting distracted by a book idea with a deep curtsy.

"Madame, I can show you to the princess's chambers if you'd like."

"Yes, please, I haven't visited the Den before."

Elyria is shown through the vestibule and a second heavily armored door as the first shuts behind her and she starts to appreciate just how heavily defended this particular part of the ship is to say nothing of the dangerous combatants that actually lived here. The Apuk staff alone were almost certainly very capable, and Elyria swears she can remember a movie where an Apuk imperial nanny went on a warpath that would make a sorcerer proud after one of her charges was kidnapped by some nebulous evil organization. It was just a movie of course... but that didn't mean there wasn't some truth in fiction right?

A brief walk down a long corridor has Elyria doing her best to not gawk like a tourist as all four of her eyes process the world around her, taking in the family's taste in art, rugs, concealed defenses that could likely drop a starfighter. All the usual furnishings for a lovingly maintained home. Which the Den clearly was. Firi Bridger had clearly pumped a lot of love into this place.

At the far end of the hall, a young Volpiri woman that Elyria doesn't recognize emerges from her room and turns to the right, and her brow furrows momentarily. Who could that be?

They turn the corner and Elyria sees the young mystery vixen heading through another heavily armored door that had markings for the 'nursery' and Elyria manages to put two and two together. The mystery vixen was almost certainly Sylindra's mother, Inara. She'd heard that she'd been reduced in age significantly following the terrorist attack on the ship, but she was really young.

Considering rumors also said that she was allegedly courting Jerry now... well. Being back to the peak of youthful good health probably wasn't the worst thing in the world, even if it did dampen her near legendary mom energy somewhat.

Elyria suppresses a giggle. Inara and Firi both had mega mom energy on a scale barely comprehensible by many mortals. The whole crew agreed that Jerry had dad energy in the terawatt range... and his alleged acquisition of a fifth Cannidor daughter after yesterday's orbital assault only added to the storied ability of the admiral to make even wild animals and inanimate objects see him as a father figure.

Finally the handmaiden stops at a door and curtsies again. "Just knock, I'm sure her highness is eagerly awaiting you. If you need anything please don't hesitate to call. I'll fetch some tea and snacks!"

With a rustle of her skirts, she's gone and Elyria reaches out and knocks softly on Aqi's door.

"Just a second!"

The door slides open and reveals the princess herself... dressed in sweats, her hair up in a messy ponytail, wearing glasses that Elyria instantly recognized as a tool to ease eye strain when working with certain kinds of computer interface.

"Elyria! I-"

Aqi stops mid sentence, looking her friend up and down, then looking at herself.

"...One second."

The door shuts and there's silence for approximately a minute before the door opens again, revealing the princess in a regal and beautiful gown, just a touch of makeup, hair perfect, crowns shining like they're under a spotlight.

"...How in the goddess's name did you do that?"

She might be Aqi, but the mischievous grin she gives Elyria is all Erana as far as the Seramali woman's concerned.

"Princess secret, please, come in!"

Aqi shows Elyria into her chambers and she finds herself in essentially a decent sized one bedroom apartment without a kitchenette. There's a decent sized space for entertaining and Aqi's writing desk dominates the corner, along with a holo projector and a stack of video games in the opposite corner revealing another nerdy hobby for the powerful princess. The desk's... not quite a wreck, but it's the kind of organized chaos that Elyria's entirely familiar with. A mix of data pads, hand scrawled notes on paper or flimsy, a type of metamaterial that's a reusable 'paper', charts, even posters covering things like weapon design and armor tolerance under impact from those same weapons.

"I'm sorry Aqi I didn't mean to catch you in the middle of working."

"Oh no, it's my fault. I lost track of time and I ah... admit I wasn't expecting to be dressed quite that casually but I was going to be dressing a bit more casually than normal."

Elyria giggles. "And here's me dressing up because I'm worried about being too casual while spending time with a princess!"

Aqi waves the concern off with a delicate motion of her hand. "Oh please. Think nothing of that. Not when it's just us. You're one of my oldest friends that I'm not blood related to... and you know my secret. Not that it's much of a secret anymore. Not among select groups of people anyway. My sister wives and my closest blade sisters all know about my secret identity now after all. It's simply not spoken of frequently, but that doesn't mandate formality for everything. You're just meeting me for hanging out, not being summoned by my mother for an official appearance before the court."

Elyria opens all four of her eyes wide and spreads her wings a bit, feigning shock.

"I don't think I have anything in my wardrobe for an event like that..."

"I shall be sure to shield you from mother's official curiosity to spare you what would no doubt be a very arduous shopping process."

Both women break into giggles, the tension dispelled instantly by the mutual joke.

Elyria gestures to Aqi's desk with a wing.

"So what are you working on? Did you finish the rewrites to the book recasting Vernon Shay and Princess Miro'Noir as Apuk fantasy characters?"

"Ah yes, about a month and a half back. I'll have a proof copy sent to you so you can have a read. My publisher's quite pleased, and the director of the movie's even more pleased with the final result. I'm a little involved with adapting the screenplay but mostly oversight and answering questions, so light work. No, I've started on my new project!"

"Another of your romances?" Elyria spots a prime opportunity to tease her friend a bit. "Perhaps have some ideas on how to spice up scenes now that you have a husband of your own to do 'research' with?"

Aqi blushes but quickly regains control of herself.

"Ah no. Nothing like that. A slightly more serious piece, though it certainly has a romance. It's a historical tale, the story of Princess Mira'Tok, sometimes called the Crownborn. She was the first imperial battle princess. The concept had existed before of course, but Mira'Tok's ascension was the formalization of it as it was brought under the wing of the imperial house."

The name immediately connects with another Apuk Elyria knew of. "Any relation to Princess Miri'Tok?"

"Her direct bloodline ancestor. The Tok family have been bound to the imperial house for a very long time, and are much beloved vassals. Miri'Tok of course being my closest friend besides you, and until recently one of the only people who knew my secret."

"So all the notes...?"

"Some of them are from Miri of course. She asked me personally to write a book, and hopefully a movie, telling Mira'Tok's story, she's become a bit forgotten in modern Apuk society and the Tok clan would dearly like to change that. At the same time they're very protective of that story and their ancestor's legacy."

"As you would expect from a noble Apuk household with such a storied past. So what's all the charts and what have you?"

"I took advantage of my position and requested data from the imperial archives and the imperial armory. The types of armor being used during Mira'Tok's era, how the weapons she used would interact with those armors. I like a good battle scene as much as the next Apuk girl, and for a historical drama I want to ensure that they're authentic."

"Not accurate?"

"For history I maintain authenticity is more important to accuracy. Some will care about exactly how many buttons were on Mira'Tok's blouse, but they are but a few. More however will be taken out of the story if I can't authentically portray Mira'Tok's Serbow as she knew it. What people ate. How they talked. Apuk cuisine has changed quite a bit since Mira'Tok's day. How the weapons and tactics of the time functioned together. It's involved but well worth it for the sake of immersing my audience in a time long past."

"Well you certainly seem like the woman for the job. Miri'Tok must be excited."

"Oh she is. Very much so. I. In fact." Aqi stops for a second and taps her chin. "You could ask her about it yourself if you like. The other princesses and I try to take tea together for enjoyment and companionship instead of business at least once a week. We've recently had a few guests. Would you be interested in attending?"

"...Did you just invite me to a tea party with a bunch of battle princesses?"

Aqi gives her a weak, slightly nervous smile.

"Yes?"

"I'd love to!"

The Apuk warrior's more confident smile returns. "Excellent, I'm sure you'll enjoy your time, and you won't be the only uncrowned head in the room. We've recently started inviting Dar'Vok and Masha'Nelindra to our little girl's club."

"That's going to be a very interesting group of people to be around."

"Of course! Can't have anyone thinking my mother's elite warriors are boring, can we?"

"I suppose not. Still enough about work... shall we... order something unhealthy for us and play some video games perhaps?"

"I know just the thing!"

Elyria grins as she settles back more comfortably in her seat. Perhaps being best friends with a princess was easier than she thought.
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Tyler

It was a somewhat odd feeling, being outnumbered. Outnumbered significantly too. It made him appreciate how women sometimes felt back on Earth in male dominated spaces. Thankfully he was getting proper respect from everyone present at this particular staff meeting. Extra important because he was the man in charge.

Still, it was kinda... weird. Not having a single man in his command team that is. His deputy as the aerospace group commander was a woman, and she was one of his squadron commanders, all of his squadron commanders in point of fact were women. His senior maintainers, one from the Apuk side and one from the Undaunted side, were both women of long experience. His senior enlisted flight crew member was a woman. Hell. His damn aircraft was a woman now!

Maybe that had already been true in a sense, considering the tendency of many human cultures to refer to things like aircraft and ships by female pronouns, but now his aircraft could walk around, drink beer and ask one of his wives to go clothes shopping with her.

That was also an interesting situation that still needed to play out.

He considers the visage of one Marian ‘GLAMOUR’ Le Fae, who lived up to her call sign unironically these days. It had been a sarcastic joke back on Earth, but a little axiom in Marian's diet had left the tomboy Marine staggeringly beautiful and charming. No makeup needed or desired. Her rich amber hair was long and wavy, and it was always perfect when she took her flight helmet off... and yet, Tyler had a hard time appreciating her looks because when they looked at each other he saw straight through the bravado and swagger to a woman who was... very, very confused by her current situation.

Not about being a fighter pilot, but about suddenly being a mother, or something... to a grown young woman. Who was also Tyler's starfighter.

He jots some notes down on his tablet, considering that sort of thing sounded like a solid premise for a galactic soap opera if everyone involved wasn't generally a mature adult and a professional, then clears his throat to call the meeting to order after taking a quick head count mentally.

"Alright ladies, let's get started."

The room quiets instantly... only to have the silence broken by the doors sliding open to reveal an Apuk woman in a black flight suit. Black hair, purple eyes, dark caramel skin, and actually an Undaunted naval officer despite her more 'imperial' taste in flight suit colors.

Commander Sha'Ress could convincingly play a sibling to Princess Aquilar, though the facial structure and their skin tones couldn't have been more different. She was the skipper of the Kandahar Province, the Tear's primary heavy lift transport, and the commander of the 1st Orbital Assault Squadron (1st ORASLTRON).

Squadron in the naval sense that is, which is why it was rather odd to have her turn up to a meeting for the aerospace group.

"Commander, this is an unexpected surprise."

Sha'Ress chuckles and grabs a chair.

"Well we're sort of related to the CAG so I figured I should be here. I was just finishing my staff meeting for the squadron."

"Well far be it from me to turn someone away if they're willing to subject themselves to more meetings. I guess we'll start with you then. Any news to share with us? Kandahar Province in okay shape?"

Sha'Ress nods. "The squadron’s craft are all up and ready for action. Kandahar Province took a few hits in the landing, Old One Eye took minor damage during the initial skirmish. Also her passengers did NOT enjoy that experience even with the inertial compensators. Apparently Cora really threw that tub around and had the grunts a bit nervous."

"Well we shouldn't need to do things that way again with any luck. The Admiral didn't like the plan as is, but he didn't want to take Cora out of her chair to play pirate with an assault about to happen."

"I know sir, just stating for the record. I'm sure the admiral's heard it from Colonel Bridger too. My other reason for coming to the meeting is I want to change some of our landing coordination with the rest of the CAG. We did alright this time around, and the Valkyries and eventually the Shieldmaidens provided excellent CAS and kept the skies clear for us, but I think we can do a lot better. I think if we upgrade the sensors on the leading landing ships, and place ANGLICO controllers, not just in forward contingents like JSOC, but on our ships in the Combat Information Center with those powerful sensors, we can be making more precise strikes, more often. Throw in a group controller as part of the landing signals team to essentially act as a local AWACS officer and I think we'd be in business. Kandahar Province can accommodate that set up without issue. Old One Eye would be a bit harder to retrofit, but it should be possible."

Tyler drums his fingers on the table for a second. That did sound fairly easy to execute... and fairly easy modifications for the mechanics to make. Most ships were modular, so adding components generally wasn't much of an issue mechanically. Tying in the software was more difficult, but that could be smoothed over by buying Babydoll and her hackers pizza a couple days in a row.

"...Unless anyone has any objections I'm going to cut orders to execute, those modifications to our assault ship's CICs just makes sense. I'm sure Admiral Bridger will approve it... but he'll also probably want a quantum entangled transmitter so he can get the local AWACS and ANGLICO data piped directly to that supercomputer of his in the War Room."

"Already in the budget!" 

Sha'Ress calls, clearly pleased she'd successfully made her case.

"Okay, next order of business then." Tyler turns to Masha. "Any issues with the Valkyries I need to hear about Gaucha?"

"None that I can think of. Aircraft 104 had its paint scratched by ground fire, but the problem was dealt with before anything actually bad could happen. Rocket got another two stars on her ace pin, so Tex will be throwing the ACE a cookout while we're in orbit to celebrate. Beef and pork ribs all around, and he's working on something for vegetarians too."

That got a light smattering of applause from around the table. Most of the CAG were omnivores and carnivores, and Tex's cooking was out of this or any other world.

Masha grins, tipping her hat back a bit. "Varya'Nelkn, 'Gyaru', and Narsa'Lorish, 'Lucky' both scored double aces as well, suffice to say we're pretty pleased with the girls. Lots of kills to go around though. There were a lot of those damn stealth fighters they tried to ambush Rowdy and her girls and boys with."

Colleen 'Rowdy' Rowly chuckles and shifts her own Stetson around, the golden cavalry sabers shining in the light. 

“Thanks for the assist there again, we had it, but it was a lot damn easier with fighter cover. Those little fuckers had... not optical camouflage per se, but something of a chameleon module? Made them damn hard to pick up on visual sensors without using things like thermals. Our turret gunners got really annoyed before we figured out we could link other sensor systems into the targeting sensors for the guns with a little hot wiring. Never thought we'd really need thermals but here we are. I'm making that particular modification permanent and mandatory across the squadron. I'd suggest if your fighters or ships don't have thermals that can tie into your targeting computers, you make those modifications yourselves."

Tyler nods and dutifully takes some notes, including setting reminders to forward a report on his Apuk fliers to their parent military. He suspected Rocket, Lucky and Gyaru would be getting some Apuk decorations to go with the chest candy the Undaunted had been giving them. He turns now to Marian.

"Glamour, anything to share with the class?"

Marian shakes her head, letting her glorious mane of red shimmer. Honestly, for as aggressive as the woman was, all she needed was a set of horns and a tail and you'd think she was a particularly slender Apuk.

"Not much boss man, I think the Shieldmaidens did damn fine for our combat debut as a squadron, I've got a couple ace pins to hand out, another star for me, and we even got a chance to rotate in and help the ground pounders after we confirmed we had orbital supremacy. Nice little full spectrum test for my girls and one boy. A few deficiencies in communication, flying, and so on, but all minor and I'm letting my flight leads handle them. They shouldn't need to cross my desk officially."

"Alright Glamour, whatever you feel like you need to do, but don't be afraid of doing paperwork, it's not the career killer it was back home. We can track things like grown people while still treating our pilots like grown people."

Tyler goes around the table, talking with the maintenance team, chief ordnance tech, everything was coming back green, which pleased him greatly. He had a well drilled team and everyone was taking care of everything properly. So properly he didn't have time to get to a second cup of coffee before the meeting adjourns and he steps out into the hallway to find Avia waiting for him.

"Hey Tyler. Err. Sir."

He can't help but chuckle. "I think we're a bit more relaxed than that... in the squadron's spaces anyway, Mako. What's up? Something come up in your daily and turnaround inspections?"

Avia shakes her head. "Nope, Angel asked me to get you for lunch."

Before Tyler can respond, Marian steps out in his wake. "Oh! Hey Avia!"

"Marian!"

Tyler suppresses a frown as Avia stiffens up and the two women exchange stilted pleasantries... that was odd. He'd thought Avia and Marian had been getting along. Not quite family yet, but friendly enough to each other, and working on growing their relationship. They had a pleasant brief exchange in the dogfight the other day. So what was this distance on the ground?

Avia suddenly turns on a heel and mechanically starts to walk away.

"Uhm. Anyway, gotta go! Come on sir, we don't want to make Angel wait!"

A quick glance at Marian grants Tyler a glimpse of a sad expression on the woman's face. Something had happened there clearly, and as he follows in Avia's wake, he determines that, not as Avia and Marian's boss, but as Avia's friend, he's going to need to see about doing something about it.
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Jerry

"Ah look at you! My sweet little warlady!"

Jaruna hoists Hippolyta out of her crib in her quarters and rocks her lovingly in her arms, her eyes bright and shining as she gently dances around her room in a way that Jerry suspected that no one who didn't know the intimate face of a Cannidor would ever believe was possible. Jaruna was certainly more graceful than anyone would expect from a ten foot Amazon who could only be described as 'a beast of a woman'.

Of course that was just bias and not understanding Cannidor. They were large, and generally in charge. In your face was a common description used by humans. Aggressive and scary was more common among galactic citizens, and even within their family units they didn't reveal their private faces to any but their most intimate friends.

Yet, that didn't make them love their children less. Didn't make silly little games with an infant happen any less. Or goofy baby talk. Or just having moments where parental joy wanted to rip out of your chest like a sun rising in the sky. Cannidor were still people, and Cannidor mothers were still, on the whole, loving moms.

Of course, the Cannidor were societally proponents of 'tough love', but tough love was for your daughters as they aged and set the course for their lives. Tough love was for helping a child grow into a man or a woman. Children however, should be allowed to be children. Even Cannidor children.

Admittedly, bladed weapons were considered excellent gifts for young Cannidor children, but considering their fur protected them from a lot of damage, it was a bit less scary than handing a sword to a human child and letting them go nuts.

Besides... Considering all the blades in their own mouths, their incredible strength, a standard sword with no frills or a first ax... was a training tool as far as the Cannidor were concerned.

Hippolyta on the other hand was quite a few years from even that age, leaving Jerry to simply lay back on Jaruna's bed and watch his wife play with their daughter with a big smile on his face. Hippolyta had taken her sweet time coming, but his fourth Cannidor daughter was very much a welcome addition to the family.

The little 'pup' had the same shock of bright red hair as her mother and a downy coat of white fur that would eventually transition to the far less plush fur of a growing young Cannidor, and finally into the hardy coat of an adult. Unique for a Cannidor, Hippolyta had gray eyes. Her father's eyes.

It was little bits of cross over like that that really let Jerry enjoy the wonder in the galaxy. There was an alien race in a video game series some of his Marines had loved back on Earth that could mate with any species, but their reproductive method wasn't the messy way. They basically linked their nervous system with their partner and used their genes to 'shuffle the deck' for their child... but in a sense it wasn't a direct merging of the two parents.

Nurture of course would change that, but Jerry preferred the real world's direct hybridization all the same. Not that he needed to see himself literally in one of his children to love them, he had six adopted daughters after all, but something about catching his eye color or a feature from him in one of his children always made him smile.

"You smile any bigger than that and people will start asking if you're half Cannidor." Jaruna rumbles, giving Jerry a sly grin. "Actually, check that. They already do. Favorite fan theory on the forums if our first date comes up. There's at least a few people out there that are convinced you're a Tret with a Cannidor mother."

"Well they're gonna have a hell of a shock when word starts getting around about humans in Cannidor space."

"True that. Hell maybe we should do a signing or something. Bet the company that made the Cannidor special edition tri vid release would love it."

"Let's not. We have enough on our plate without doing private PR events. I'm not sure what this Cannidor khan we're meeting tomorrow's plan is, but I'm anticipating we're gonna have a lot of hoops to jump through."

"Mhmm."

Jaruna settles on the bed, letting Hippolyta down to eagerly crawl over to her Papa where she immediately snuggles up with a bit of a purring growl.

"Big old cuddle bug, just like her Mama." Jerry says, stroking his daughter's back. She was a big damn baby by Human standards, and she'd been growing like a weed since Jaruna had popped her out. She was just shy of sixty pounds and she'd been over thirty at birth!

"Big eater like her Mama too."

"Gotta be. A healthy mature Cannidor can top out at well over six or seven hundred pounds at maturity, ain't putting a build like this on without doing some serious growing. I imagine she'll not be too different from those dire wolf pups you and Blondie have."

"Heh. Great, I fathered a tiger cub."

Jaruna arches an eyebrow. "Damn right you did, and you're gonna father a whole bunch of her siblings on me before we're done. Still... five Cannidor daughters already. Five and a half if we want to count Lursa, gods know she's around often enough... and only one Cannidor wife. You're just the biggest stud of a bull around aintcha?"

Jaruna barks with laughter, prompting Hippolyta to try and mimic her mother, before the sweet, if large, infant yawns, displaying her gums to her parents before Jaruna picks her up and tucks her comfortably into her crib.

"Someone's ready for bed I see." Jerry notes.

"Her n'me both." 

Jaruna snorts, before activating the crib's privacy field. No noise in, save for some pre-selected white noise to help Hippolyta settle down, but if she fusses or cries or something goes wrong Jerry and Jaruna will be able to hear it, or for something medically related they'll get an alert. It was a slightly paranoid level of sensors for an infant's crib to most galactic citizens, but no one could accuse Jaruna of not being a slightly overprotective first time mother.

The big warrior woman pads over to her bed and flops down next to her husband.

"Can't say she ain't runnin me ragged though! Between her and combat, combat's way easier. Don't have to mind my strength for one. Good thing she sleeps a whole bunch though, or I'd get no peace at all... never mind 'personal' time."

Jerry immediately picks up on what Jaruna's hinting at there... and reaches out to caress her neck, signaling he's happy to fool around if she is... but, he does have something he feels like he needs to address first.

"Hey... before we start on anything, do you think adopting Makula's going to cause us any trouble in Cannidor space? We haven't heard much about her background."

"Mhmm... Well. From what the kid's said to me, she's the daughter of an exile. Her mother was a warrior. A true Cannidor warrior, not just some punk or an ordinary merc... and she did something truly stupid, and got tossed out on her ass and was made clanless at the same time. So whatever she did, and Makula didn't seem to know, she fucked up bad. I imagine that's why she was so hard on Makula. Trying to raise her to not fuck up like she did. It's not unheard of for kids of those types of people being taken back into their parent clan, not wanting to put the sins of the mother on the child or anything."

"Fair enough I guess, is it really that different for clanless Cannidor?"

Jaruna shrugs. "Kinda? I mean I was clanless for a bit there, still am in a way. Clans are more complicated than what you Humies like to call galactic marriages. Clans are organizations of families. Guess you could call the families sub clans. Family names are patrilineal... one of the ways we keep an eye on who's related to who right? Clan names on the other hand... well. Only the Khan and her blade sisters carry the full clan name. Next up, anyone can join a clan. Cannidor without surnames are born into clans all the time, just means their mothers gave up on finding a husband and hit a fertility clinic. As to what being clanless means... things have changed. It used to basically be a death sentence on our home world. Now... I'd say most Cannidor are clanless in the old sense. Society's been changing. Being born into one of the crafting clans doesn't really mean much when you can go get a job for Cannid Solutions or something and skip the old school apprenticeship process."

"Makes sense I suppose, it is a very old school way to do things. So what's it mean modernly?"

"Well for the warrior clans they basically form a Khan's military. She'll have however many clans pledged to her banner, with subordinate khans beneath her ruling fiefs, usually worlds, in her name, if she's got a big enough domain under her banner. Becoming a real deal, true blue Cannidor warrior's a big deal. Each clan will open a handful of slots a year, call it two hundred. At least a thousand girls will show up for every slot. Girls born in the clan get a leg up of course, but plenty don't make it the first time if they even choose to attempt. My older sister only made the cut on her second go! The training only gets more brutal after that, including learning how to be an armor tech to manage your power armor."

"So if being part of a clan and meeting their standards is part of what makes a Cannidor warrior, what's that mean for merc groups like the Crimsonhewers and Blue Blades?"

"Ah they're a bit different. They've been around for a long time, and their standards are well regarded even if their recruiting practices cast a wider net than the clans. The Golden Khan gave them official status a few thousand years ago, so they're the clanless clans, or 'free clans'. They do cast that wider net, but all the clans have programs to ensure they capture as much talent as they can. Girls with a gift who aren't quite there for the tests yet can be taken into what amounts to a cadet program for example. Girls with a sharp mind and good spirit might be offered technical jobs within the clan, or introduced to the warrior clan's supporting craft clan. Those are to tradeswomen what warrior clans are to warriors. Produce some of the finest kit money can't buy. You gotta be a friend of the clan."

"Makes sense. I assume they have their own crazy selection process."

"Yep, they sniff around for talent all sorts of ways though, and they poach girls for their apprenticeship programs wherever they can, competing with Canis Solutions and other corps... gets bloody sometimes too."

"Over recruits?"




"Yep. We're not unlike the Apuk in that regard. Only a small part of the population are warriors, but we're fighters as a people, and a quick brawl's as good a way as any to hash things out when someone's got a problem with someone else. I mean really most people will resist if you tread on them or ignore their rules or conventions, so in one sense we're not unlike most of the galaxy really, except it's far more direct and to the point and generally involves a fist fight and a little blood on the floor instead of making a formal protest in writing or whatever. Make a Cannidor feel like you're steppin on her tail and don't be surprised if you get a face full of teeth. Something to keep in mind, and some Cannidor are more sensitive to that sort of thing than others, though as both a man, and a 'small, cute thing', you'll have a lot more social leeway with a lot of the girls who haven't figured humans out yet. That said, I imagine we'll be meeting all sorts of interesting people in the next few weeks."

"Yeah whatever the diplomats have in store for us, I can guarantee that."

Jaruna rolls over and up onto her shoulder, her voice dropping to a low, throaty rumble. "Hey. I'm all recovered. I was serious about that earlier... wanna. Y'know?"

"...Yeah. Actually."

"Mhmm. Come give Mama some sugar."
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Jerry leans up and kisses Jaruna hard on the mouth, the soft fur around her lips tickling slightly. He avoids going for a particularly deep kiss, tongue kissing with a Cannidor was a skill that took practice, and having your head firmly in the game of what you were doing. Or at least minding your axiom reinforcement. It only took cutting your tongue once during a make out session to learn that particular lesson. 

Besides, he had other plans in mind for tonight. His tongue does dart into her mouth, teasing her just a bit and making sure she gets a fresh dose of his potent pheromones, making the behemoth of a woman shudder for him as she goes from aroused to down right needy.

One benefit of being human. It wasn't hard to get your wives revved all the way up with a little help from mutual biochemistry. Which also could leave the bigger girls just a hair... distracted.

Which left Jerry with an opening to pump axiom into his body and get Jaruna on her back, then slip out of her grasp, down her body and between her legs.

While the women of the galaxy were generally described as 'fertility goddesses' by poetically minded humans, Jerry had once dissented on the subject of Cannidor. To his mind, they were goddesses of the harvest, because where Cannidor women went, there was a great abundance. He's reminded of just why he thought that as Jaruna settles into the sheets with a big toothy grin on her face. 

It was quite the scene to take in. Her mountainous breasts settling a bit as their weight succumbed to gravity, the 'road' created by her rock hard eight pack down to her dripping slit and her muscular, powerful thighs. She'd been a bit chubby post pregnancy, but Jaruna had been determined to get back into her fighting shape and had succeeded beautifully. The only fat on her body was in all the right places, leaving her surprisingly lean for how curvy she was.

All several hundred pounds of her. She was a big girl after all. Jerry had worried about that at one point, but apparently axiom had long worked that out between species. Beyond applying axiom to allow the sex act to occur at all, say if an overly ambitious Kohb had scored herself a Cannidor bull or a Lopen for a husband that is. 

The internal structure of a woman could easily adjust to her mate, a very different style of musculature to what humans had evolved. It made questions about size somewhat elementary, because as long as you had decent endurance and knew how to use it, even a Lydris could be putty in your hands.

Jerry certainly knew how to make Jaruna purr for him like an oversized Feli. Something common to the more warrior specific girls of the Bridger family. They tended to be a bit touch starved, and desperate for affection.

Well.

They had been.

Jerry had been putting paid to those years of neglect for quite some time now with all the enthusiasm he could muster... and being fairly touch starved himself prior to getting out into the galaxy and meeting Syl and the girls he had enthusiasm to spare.

Jaruna laying before him, moistening with her need really did make him feel like a stud. Sure the smaller women in his marriage were no less eager, Nadi alone could give Jaruna a run for her money when she was really in the mood, but there was something about getting on top of this absolute monster of a woman and making her scream with pleasure that tickled a very strange part of his brain. He had control of all ten feet of this proud warrior woman. He could manipulate and control her... and when it was her turn to be on top, well. That was yet another kind of desire.




He'd been admiring the view for too long though, with Jaruna reminding him about his duty with a growl as her white fur ripples a bit across her body. He can tell at a glance just how ready she is from how she's leaking, and from the amount of blood rushing to her nethers. Cannidor are one of the least subtle species in the galaxy. Only those with a Cannidor wife know just how far that utter lack of subtlety goes. 

Jerry pumps reinforcement into his body and plunges himself hard into the shark-like alien's eager body. He doesn't stop, and doesn't let her tight sex stop him either, his hips slam against hers with a muffled clap as skin meets fur, and Jaruna's back arches ever so slightly as she lets out a low, pleasured moan that turns the heat up in the room a few degrees.

He starts to thrust, even as Jaruna's body automatically clamps down on him. Sexual encounters were fairly quick affairs for the Cannidor prior to them becoming civilized. Their homeworld was a brutal one so coupling needed to be fast, quick and hard for safety's sake. 

Once they'd established civilization, their sexual culture had flourished much like humanity's had, but the general desire for liking things very rough by most species standards remained, and with as powerful as Jaruna's body was there wasn't any need to even vaguely hold back, letting Jerry pummel her hips with his.

The one downside of laboring between Jaruna's thighs was that he couldn't really get up there for kisses till after the deed was done. Just too much real estate between her waist and her head even for a human on the tall side like Jerry. There were other ways to put his mouth to work though, even as he feels the clenching in Jaruna's velvet-like snatch getting tighter and tighter on his cock.

If he didn't have the endurance training program of the gods in the form of his entire twenty one woman family, he'd have popped already... and there was absolutely no shame in that at all. As it was, he was biting his lip and using a little axiom to keep himself in the game as he rolls Jaruna's hips up and begins to pound harder still.

With her abs contracted he can reach one of her massive breasts. Even by galactic standards Cannidor were an all new dimension of busty just on the sheer scale of the women in question, and Jerry helps himself to a grope of Jaruna's magnificent bust before starting to tease her pink, surprisingly delicate, nipple.

"F-fuck, don't s-sensitive from- Gonna-"

Jaruna leaks a little milk and Jerry resists smacking himself, Jaruna was still breastfeeding Hippolyta. Of course she'd still be milky. How easy it is to forget details like that in the heat of the moment. Not that that's going to stop him, an axiom hand setting to work on Jaruna's other breast as he continues to push into her, making her back arch and letting him feel her powerful tail thrashing beneath his legs as he shifted his axiom to keep her mighty appendage from sweeping his legs or unbalancing him.

Her chest is leaking a steady stream of milk now, mussing her fur as Jaruna starts to really get into it, getting more and more vocal with every thrust into her greedy, clenching pussy. She's had a few small orgasms from what Jerry's tracking, but he wants a big one, and he's not letting himself cum until Jaruna looks like she's having a damn seizure. So he does the only thing he can do, focuses all his energy on thrusting his hips like a pump jack going for oil in Oklahoma.




He drives as deep as he can get, as hard as he can get as fast as he can get there and Jaruna responds like a fireworks display. This was exactly the kind of rough treatment that she craved and her legs hooking over his back to do her best to keep him not just from pulling out, but deep inside her was all the communication she needed to make as her body starts to tense towards an orgasm like a pressure tank reaching its absolute limits before a blowout.

Jaruna props herself up a bit, her eyes slightly wild as she gives him the kind of heated eye contact that could get a dead man hard as she breathily demands;

"F-Fucking, breed me! Knock me the fuck up with our second! I want a sixth daughter out of you damn it! Or seven! Yeah! Pump every drop of cum you can in me and give me damn twins!"

Well. Fuck.

Since she put it like that.

Jerry wasn't sure how fast Cannidor could get pregnant after delivering, and he knew twins were a tall order for the Cannidor species but she wanted him to try? He was damn well going to give his wife what she wanted!

He shifts his grip down to her hips and hurls himself forward with every ounce of strength he could generate naturally and a little axiom juice besides, earning himself a roar of approval from Jaruna, the wet sounds of aggressive, passionate breeding sex quickly filling the room as things get messy in a hurry before Jaruna locks down on him like a vice, forcing him to fight his way against her body to hilt into her one final time before collapsing against her abs, his head resting in the valley of her breasts as he surrenders to her tight, milking snatch and gives her body what it's demanding from him, triggering a second orgasm in Jaruna that has her entire body shivering and quaking underneath him.

They lay there like that in silence for a good thirty minutes, lightly stroking each other and enjoying each other's presence as they savor of the afterglow, until Jerry finally rolls off of Jaruna and starts to make his way up the bed to give her some long, deep kisses as she pulls him into her Amazonian embrace.

"Damn." Jaruna says, chuckling a bit.

"Customer service standards still up to your specifications?"

"Mmmph, and then some. I'll be surprised if that didn't actually knock me up!"

Jaruna grins over at Jerry before planting another big wet kiss on his lips.

"Speaking of which... let's get cleaned up, stud. We can grab a shower, clean the sheets with axiom... then we can get Hippolyta out of her crib, take a nap, just the three of us?"

"Sounds good to me, gorgeous."

"It would, ya big sap."

"Second biggest sap in this room by volume."

"Heh. Don't tell no one, people will think I went soft."

Jerry gives Jaruna's chest an appreciative squeeze, massaging the massive mammary as Jaruna's soft fur and supple, warm flesh threatens to swallow his hand, moving just right to draw a low groan from the shark-like alien.

"Oh but you are soft, in all the best places."

"Hmmm... maybe a second round in the shower then."

"Just to make sure you're pregnant?"

"Nah. Just for the joy of it."

"You're on. Got the notifications for Hippolyta's crib set?"

"Of course, she's dead asleep, we got time, and we'll only be in the next room. Even a Cannidor isn't escaping that crib if she does wake up, and we'll hear her if she needs us."

"Alright. Hot water and more of your kisses sounds pretty nice."

"I just bet... Hmmm. I think it's my turn on top too."

"Oh boy, your hips and the tile flooring means I better be in tip top shape for my reinforcement."

"You're a tough guy. You'll live."

"Heh. Didn't say I was worried about it. Even if I was out of commission for a day or two, for you, it'd still be totally worth it."
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The next day finds the military part of the Bridger family waiting in one of the larger cargo bays. Paladin company and Shark Platoon are on hand, all in full power armor except for Makula, with the exception of Jaruna who's standing next to Jerry in a family uniform with her shotgun and sword slung over her back. 

Jerry had also elected for a dress uniform today, though he'd paired it with a 'ceremonial' cuirass that could still take a hit from a plasma cannon or two... and concealed a small shield generator. Mixed with his cloak and the Crimsonhewer war ax on his belt, Jerry thought he looked every bit the barbarian warlord... if a bit too clean cut for a Hollywood depiction of such.

The situation reminded Jerry of a similar reception back on Serbow... but this one was a bit less ceremonial and a bit more... dynamic. They didn't have any formal bonds with Clan Karchara, or their Khan, Komugai. So as a meeting of two new to each other factions, things could get... exciting. Which considering they were talking about Cannidor meant that things could potentially get very violent, very quickly.

They usually didn't. Not any more. Yet... it never helped to play it safe, even with a clan that had a decent reputation like the Karchara. More cut throat clans had been heard to disguise themselves for meetings like this so they could ambush their targets after all. Plus as always, there was tradition to observe and satisfy. Tradition which could be best summarized as 'Offer one hand, but arm the other.'

The Cannidor were ready to fight a war naked among any people but their own. They were beyond dangerous. So an armed society wasn't so much a polite society as the unarmed were likely mentally infirm, and to be politely left to their own devices.

A sharp whistle from the 1MC draws Jerry from his thoughts.

"Now hear this! The Clan Karchara envoy is arriving!"

The Karchara drop ship slides into view out of the black and makes its way towards the docking day with all the leisurely grace of a terrestrial shark swimming towards a coral reef. Whoever's piloting it is clearly a hot hand on the stick because the ship moves as smooth as anything Jerry had ever seen out of Cruel Space, extending it's landing gear and coming to a halt with nary a hint of a bounce in its suspension and shock absorbing gear.

"Hmmm. The Karchara..." Jaruna rumbles. "An interesting contact in Cannidor space to be sure. So to recap what we talked about, they're somewhat on and off again allies of my old clan. Decent types for the most part. No idea who the Khan is now, and a little searching online didn't turn anything up. Don't think the intelligence weasels had anything either. Save that they've been having some internal structural changes. Seized a new planet too, lighting raid, unconventional tactics, whatever that means. Gives them complete control of... ten decently populated and industrialized star systems I think. They're firmly in the middle of the power band for the Khans by that measurement; their exact position depends on the number of warriors under arms they can bring to the Golden Khan's muster."

"Right. Well. Guess we'll have to see what Khan Karchara wants to chat about, and hear about this plan of hers."

The Karchara drop ship settles onto its landing gear, and its flight crew leaves the engines running. Tradition. You never knew if a reception was actually friendly after all, and it was also a mark of respect for the hosts. You might be asked to fuck off unceremoniously and complying expeditiously was the best way to not get asked a second time at muzzle velocity.

The forward assault ramp drops, and the honor guard warriors of the Khan march out, in power armor, but with their helmets off, fanning out to cover their leader. The lack of helmets was very much a declaration of intent, the human equivalent of open palms for a Cannidor in power armor.

Jaruna's brow instantly furrows as she scans the faces of the honor guard.

"...Wait. I know some of those girls. One of my aunts, Norkath, is there on the left, and that's... but that."

Jerry can hear Jaruna's brain crunching that information.

"...Komugai. You said the Khan's name was Komugai? Not Jelvuna?"

"Definitely Komugai."

"...Unless she changed her name... but then would Aunt Norkath join the Karchara proper without her...?"

Jaruna mutters to herself, clearly trying to puzzle whatever's eating at her out, when the sound of heavy boots on the assault ramp sound, and an utterly massive Cannidor woman starts to come into view. She cuts an imposing presence. Her uniform wasn’t too far off from Jerry's, a mix of barbarian warlord and modern dress uniform. The massive war ax over her shoulder tipping the scales on the barbarian - modern officer scale towards barbarian. It was easy to miss her other various weapons in the sheer scale of her. Her stark white fur, the three brutal scars across her muzzle, and another two over her left eye, which had a cybernetic replacement.

Khan Karchara stands for a moment, surveying the room silently... and before anyone can say anything, Jaruna breaks the silence;

"...Mom?"

Khan Karchara cuts loose with a booming laugh that reminds Jerry of Khan Isuras, and if this is indeed Jaruna's mother, he can immediately see exactly why the two women cut palms and swore sisterhood. He wouldn't be hard pressed to believe they were actual sisters.

"Heh. Glad to see all that time on Centris hasn't dulled your powers of observation! Always said you were a sharp one."

There's no sarcasm there, a little maternal teasing perhaps, but she's not mocking Jaruna. Anyone with eyes can tell Khan Karchara is damn proud of her child.

"And this'd be my son in law... bit small but hell just from your first date with my little girl I know you're a first class head kicker, plus you already gave me four grandbabies to spoil! Hahah. I suppose these bigguns here are the older girls? I... say. I thought there were three of you."

Karchara points at Makula.

"You're a bit old to be Hippolyta considering she was born a couple weeks ago. Who are you, girl?"

"Makula Sa'Bridger, I was adopted a few days ago. Honored Matron."

Karchara grins, her numerous teeth gleaming in the light of the hangar.

"Matron? Not Khan?"

"You are my mother's mother, standing in my family's clan hold. To refer to your title by right of blood is most appropriate."

Another bark of laughter.

"Well drilled and whip smart I see. You know the ways of our kind well, granddaughter." Karchara smirks, looking smug as can be before turning to her honor guard.

"See girls? Five now! Haha! What a stud of a bull!"

Khan Karchara turns back to Jerry and Jaruna.

"Ah but I'm getting ahead of myself. Let's get the formal bit done so we can go jaw a bit and then hopefully I can visit with my eldest daughter, my son in law and these fine young ladies."

She quickly shifts her body a bit, drawing herself up to her full, imposing twelve foot height.

"I am Komugai, Khan of Karchara. I come to broker peace and fellowship between our clans, to join them in a bond of steel that will stand the sword storm for all time."

Jerry nods slowly. More than they'd expected actually. That was laying out intent to conduct some very, very serious negotiations.

"I, Jeremiah, Khan of Bridger, Admiral of this fleet, lord of these proud warriors before you, bid you welcome, Komugai of Karchara, bring your banner among ours, that they might rest together while we discuss the business of peace, and of wars yet to come."

"Well spoken indeed... and the steel in your eyes." Komugai nods slowly. "Yes, I see what you see in him, Jaruna, well past his considerable combat skills. All the better my dear son-in-law that you have already begun working on my grand design... but come, let us dismiss our warriors that they might go and eat, drink and enjoy themselves. We need only you, Jaruna, and perhaps my granddaughters for this business, so that they might learn the ways of leadership."

"I think we can accommodate that." Jerry says before turning and pulling the ax off of his belt and raising it high, an ancient Cannidor signal for attention from the leader of a warband to their warriors.

"Warriors, we walk with friends, show them to the promenade, that they might share our table while we discuss business."

Jerry and Jaruna guide Komugai to the conference room they'd prepared, while Joan and the girls quickly hustle to get their armor stowed and get their tails to the same spot. None of them wanted to miss a minute of this!

Still, the tension in the room's fairly heavy when the door closes, and Jaruna turns on her mother.

"Alright. We got a couple minutes till the girls get up here. What the hell, mom? You changed your name? Took over the Karchara? What the heck is going on?"

Komugai settles herself in a Cannidor scale chair, grinning all the while.

"You should be happier, daughter. This was inspired by you after all. When you left our band. Left the old clan... I knew you were right. We won't speak of that business, but we were obligated... and I should have been brave enough to refuse, but I lacked the standing... and perhaps the courage. So I did what any good Khan worth her blades would do and crammed it down their throats. Broke that clan, took them in, then subsumed the Karchara with my new band. They've got the older name, so I became Khan Karchara instead of remaining Khan Jormuntide. Your Aunt's got the title now. I'd offer it to you, but you've got your own clan now."

"So Jormuntide remains at least." Jaruna shuts her eyes for a second and lets out a slow breath. "You really did all this because of my idealistic and childish temper tantrum nearly a century ago?"

"Hardly childish. Idealistic? Absolutely. There's something to be said for actually trying to live up to our own ideals though. Especially as warriors. However, that is personal business, and we have business to discuss for the Undaunted first."

Komugai turns to face Jerry square on.

"Admiral Bridger, I'm prepared to offer two things to the Undaunted. One. I want to ally myself and my clan formally with the Undaunted. Second, I am prepared to gift an entire star system to the same from my holdings. It is populated, but sparsely across three habitable worlds. Ripe for ongoing colonization and industrialization. To keep things fair, people within my clans will be given a chance to move to or from as they please if for some reason they don't wish for Undaunted citizenship. The Undaunted will then have the standing to select a Khan for your Cannidor population, both in Cannidor space, and Undaunted wide. A non voting position at first, but as the clan grows you will achieve that status quickly I believe."

Jerry stops dead. "...Did you just offer us a star system with three habitable worlds?"

"Yes."

"...Okay, I'm on board, but why?"

"Simply put, the worlds are marginal. They need investment. They need settlers. You need worlds. A strong alliance with humanity... and being the first Cannidor clan to extend that hand formally, even having your realm within my space... only benefits me. As I grow my own territory I might even cede another system to the Undaunted. If the Undaunted Khan helps me in those battles I damn sure will." Komugai chuckles. "We'll see how many Khans are stupid enough to try to fight me in the next few decades of course. The other thing I'm trading on is Undaunted naval power. As you just learned, we don't really do navies. I want a professional navy, the Undaunted have agreed to help me get it... and help secure my space once we secure them my end of the bargain, that, Admiral, is where you come in."

Jerry arches an eyebrow and gestures for Komugai to continue.

"Simply put, you need to do what you just did with that border bandit Khan Irgalas, but across Cannidor space. This isn't a done deal. It's up to the Grand Council and I'm but one vote. You already have an in with some of the other Khans, and the Undaunted are doing business with Cannid Solutions. That's an excellent start, and you just made a stellar formal introduction of yourself to Cannidor space. A flawless orbital and ground fight like that'll make sure word gets around that the Undaunted are here... and as dangerous as their rep says they are. I got a little list of the other movers and shakers you need to press the flesh with to win over key parts of the council. You make the rounds, and I'll be doing the same on my end. We meet on Canis Prime for the council meeting, and then we either have a huge brawl to make our point or toast victory with some top quality booze."

"You make it sound pretty simple." Jerry says, clearly not believing there's all there is to it.

Komugai shrugs. "It is simple in its concept. Pressing the flesh and winning the various Khans over won't be. They'll all have their little tests and challenges for you to get the measure of both humans and the Undaunted. We've seen a lot on the trivid as a species. A lot of us have heard stuff in the news or from kin. This is your chance to just straight up show people who you are and what you're about. Because now you're here, and therefore 'real'. If that makes any sense. Cannidor don't really care much about shit happening on the other half of the galactic disk. Undaunted, Humans, being here? Now? Now people will really start paying attention besides idly seeing if there's some interesting amateur porn or more combat footage available."

The Khan points over at Joan, Boudicca, Khutulun and Makula. "These four will likely be very critical to the warrior houses’ opinion of you... your next generation of warriors, your daughters. How are they treated? How are they trained? What's their mettle like? If they're strong, and worthy, you will impress the khans in a very good way. If my granddaughters are found wanting, they'd question a great many things... and could cause trouble when the Grand Council meets to discuss my little proposal, among other orders of business."

Jerry looks over at Joan and the girls, all four of them are suddenly looking very tense, especially Makula. "I have every confidence in all of my daughters to deal with anything the Khans can throw at them. Even Hippolyta if a trial suited for an infant is on hand."

That gets a chuckle from the girls, relaxing them a hair.

"Still. We'll burn that bridge when we get there. No sense borrowing trouble that hasn't come yet."

Komugai nods. "Wise words. Your diplomats have already approved this plan on their end, they'll send you the itinerary and all the fussy details shortly. Unless you have other questions for me?"

"I've heard there's a grand council of patriarchs too. Would getting in good with them help?"

That gets a full on shrug from the massive warrior woman. "Yes? I mean. Probably. No good way to arrange that though beyond asking my hubby, and I have. He said their council will handle things if it's deemed appropriate, and I don't need to fuss about it too much, and I know a polite way to be asked to fuck off when I hear one... so keep your head on a swivel on that one Jerry, I'm sure the patriarchs are well aware of the Undaunted... and are looking at a possible way to make warriors out of their sons without making their wives piss their frilly panties."

The khan's brilliant white teeth glitter in the room. "Back when we were the more traditional kind of savages on our homeworld, the bulls did a lot of the leading and the fighting on an individual basis. Women however have always fought the wars. As we grew as a species, developed power armor, space travel, had our population bloom, a bull fighting another in single combat became less practical, and the other traditional male roles of shaman, guide, and brain trust came to the forefront. The council of patriarchs is an old body Jerry. Pre space flight. One of our first forms of international diplomacy between the khans. The matriarchs hold all the power... but when the council of patriarchs speaks, people know to shut up and pay attention."

Jerry nods slowly. Seemed like he'd just have to wait and see... and make sure he made a good impression when the opportunity presented itself.

"Well. I think that concludes everything we need to talk about professionally. Unless you have something else Khan Karchara?"

"Aww, just call me Mama like my big fuzz ball over here used to when we're not working! I've heard a bit about this little fortress of yours, could you all give me the tour? I'd like a chance to talk to all my new granddaughters after all."

Jerry shrugs. "Sure, we'll head up to the Den for a bit, then head down to the promenade to join the girls for some drinks and skewers. Our Cannidor eatery's got the best skewers in wild space whenever we're there."

"Don't I believe it, get to try some more Earth meats too! Bought a little sampler pack from a friend and good goddess, if you start exporting that bacon stuff in bulk, I'm going to invest in a chain of gyms, because there's going to be a lot of girls fighting to keep their girlish figures!"
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Jerry admittedly felt damn short at the moment. With Komugai and Jaruna on his left and right respectively and his four Cannidor daughters behind him, he was a man among giants and while he didn't generally feel like that around Jaruna and the girls, the twelve foot tall Komugai certainly added to the sensation as they passed through the armored doors of the vestibule into the Den proper. The halls were deserted at the moment, a lot of the Bridger women were at their day jobs, and Jerry suspected it was close to nap time for the ravening horde in the nursery.

Komugai looks around, inspecting the doors and picking out a few concealed defensive systems with her experienced eye before letting out a low whistle.

"Hey! These are damn nice digs! Not quite my fortress back home, but this bad girl can move and probably has a similar amount of heavy guns if we count the rest of the ship this Den of yours is a part of."

Jerry chuckles at Komugai's comment.

"Oh you haven't even seen the fun toys we have hidden away on the ship. We don't just pack lasers and plasma."

"Yeah I hear you humans love your kinetics and missile weapons." Komugai chuckles again. "Smart. Nice to run into a sensible species on that account. Shit's way too useful to discount completely even if they're expensive and take up space. Rail guns at the very least for the more modern form of a kinetic weapon. If you're not using every available tool, you're gonna end up hammering a nail in with a wrench or some shit, and while it'll probably work... well. Warfare's a game of efficiency first and foremost. Use the right tool, for the right job."

"Always fascinating to see some of the more sensible opinions on how to fight a war coming from the girls who tend to play barbarians."

Komugai reaches over and slaps her son in law on the back.

"Hah. Yeah. Well. You know as well as anyone by now we ain't barbarians. We just like to play rough and have a scrap now and then. We act like barbarians to honor our culture and heritage, but we're one of the few species in the galaxy that achieved FTL all on our damn lonesome. We had advanced tech and weapons when we met the council, and we did meet them, not the other way around. We found one of their inhabited worlds before they found us."

"I didn't know that part, very impressive."

It's Jaruna's turn to chuckle. "Mom left out the part where the colony fleet that found the world immediately invaded and conquered the world. Led to a brief war with the council... They had a slight edge on us in naval power but they couldn't dislodge us on the ground, so the stalemate led to a treaty and the Cannidor joining up with some... minor restrictions on our colonization and expansion in our neck of the woods."

Komugai grins. "Still got to keep that world though. Civvies took a vote and decided they liked being under Cannidor rule. Nicer than the last group of folks who ran the joint. Just goes to show you that the barbarian might be a friendlier face than some of the 'civilized' people in the galaxy. Has other benefits too, ones you'd do well to keep in mind. Our politics are nice and straight forward for the most part, and intrigue tends to involve trying to get kids hitched up together. No need to knife someone in the back when you can just knife them in the front in public in a regulated bout. Assassinations are rare in Cannidor space. Because literally everyone will come down on whoever paid for the hit like a sack of bricks, and if they survive that they'll get their heads cut off by an honor court."

"I do appreciate how straightforward Cannidor are. A lot of humans do."

"I think every single girl in Cannidor space has heard that by now, if not on the grape vine, then from one of your Undaunted trivid shows. Hope your boys are ready to be beating off horny bachelorettes left and right with a particularly big stick."

Jerry arches an eyebrow. "What makes you think those girls aren't getting welcomed with open arms? The Apuk certainly found a receptive audience among my troops."

"Fair point. Figure we're in the same boat as the Apuk, we tend to keep it within our own species for a variety of reasons, but we also get out and about more than the Apuk do, so you get Cannidor married to Tret men or whatever more commonly, by one way or another, but men who are down right eager for Cannidor brides? Hah. Hot damn that's not something we run into every day! Even a lot of other Apex species find Cannidor women to be a bit too much woman to handle."

"Well the only way my Marines respond to something like that is 'challenge accepted'."

Another laugh from Komugai. "Hah! I just fuckin' bet. Hell from what Jaruna tells me, a few of your boys married a passel of Crimsonhewers and you don't get much more in your face than those girls by Cannidor standards. Now... To more important matters, where's this adorable newborn granddaughter of mine? I want to spoil her a bit before I spoil the bigguns."

Jerry nods, then turns and looks back at Joan and the girls. "Tell you girls what, get the dining room set up as a lounge and maybe drag a keg of Cannidor beer out of Jaruna's stash and get it chilling, the seven of us and any of your mothers who want to join will have a jaw after Komugai finishes greeting your little sister. Sound good?"

Joan visibly resists saluting, and eagerly leads the other girls off to get to work. It didn't take a psychic to take a guess as to what the girls were thinking. Beers with Mom, Dad and Grandma? Now that sounded like a grand old time!

"Come on Mom, nursery is this way." Jaruna gestures with a nod of her head and pads off down the hallway with Komugai and Jerry trailing in her wake.

Before they can make it down the hallway Fenrir and Hel come racing by, coming to a hard stop as soon as they realize someone new is in the den, the two wolf pups coming over and cautiously sniffing Komugai as she crouches down and gives them a few light scritches.

"What are these adorable little things? Lopen puppies? No. They'd be able to talk by now."

Komugai looks up. "Seriously what are these? I ain't seen a critter like this before. Decent size on'em."

"They're called Dire Wolves, and those are puppies, infants, not even juveniles yet technically." Jerry says. "We believe Fenrir, the male, the slightly larger one with the darker coat and the yellow eyes, will hit around five hundred pounds, maybe more. The rest of his litter mates like Hel here, will probably hit about four hundred, four hundred and fifty pounds. They're a genetic manipulation of a highly intelligent pack hunter humans domesticated back on Earth."

That got a raise of an eyebrow from Komugai.

"...You domesticated a large, intelligent, carnivorous pack hunter back on your planet? Without axiom?"

"Nothing but raw human stubbornness and time. Wolves are a bit smaller than these sweeties will be of course, but one of the great human maxims is 'Not if I befriend it first!'. We have examples of humans befriending pretty much every dangerous thing on our planet... and plenty of examples of idiots trying to befriend pretty much every dangerous thing on our planet and failing spectacularly."

"Huh. Next you'll tell me those tasty cow things started off dangerous too."

Jerry smirks. "What eventually became the modern cow was on the lower end of dangerous for bovine animals on Earth, but a pissed off bull can do plenty of damage if he wants to. One of their wild cousins, the Bison, can be a literal ton of bad attitude and anger management issues. We didn't manage to ranch those critters till much later on with the help of technology. Great tasting meat."

"Well sign me up for a bison steak once we get to dinner then!"

Firi is waiting for them in front of the nursery door when they round the corner, looking quite... tall actually, for her diminutive height. Maybe it was just that she was looming large in spirit, because she had her arms crossed and was doing her best to look stern.

"The children are napping. I can't let anyone in the nursery right now."

Komugai glances down at Firi. "You're not honestly trying to keep you from my granddaughter are you little one?"

The petite vulpine alien bristles, looking Komugai square in the eye.

"Your granddaughter, my daughter, is napping, along with the rest of her siblings. There will be plenty of time to meet her, and the rest of the children besides, but I will not risk waking up our family's entire brood simply because you haven't figured out patience at your age!"

Jaruna and Jerry's eyes both widen, and they look over at Komugai. Surely a Cannidor warlady wouldn't respond well to that, would she? Jerry can feel himself tensing as he looks for some sort of negative response from Komugai that would require him to step in forcefully... but doesn't step in immediately. Firi can handle herself, and Jerry trusts his wife. She wouldn't draw a hard line like that if she didn't mean it.

Instead of getting angry however, Komugai laughs, long and hard. "Hah. So you're Firi then. My apologies little mother, I will wait for them to finish their rest."

Firi nods curtly. "Wait in the dining room, I'll make sure one of the nannies brings Hippolyta out for some family time with her parents, grandma and big sisters as soon as she wakes up."

Komugai sketches a bit of a bow, and the trio are heading back up the hallway. "Heh. I like that one. Didn't flinch a hair when it came to the best interests of the children. Good to know your sisters have some spine, wouldn't expect it from such a cute little thing like Firi."

"I did warn you Mom. Tiny, but fierce."

"Well I damn sure believe you now! Tiny but fierce indeed."

The elder Cannidor daughters have just finished getting the lounge in order when they walk in, having set up an appropriately large chair for someone of Komugai's... 'dimensions' and had a keg of Cannidor beer and mugs prepared as bidden, the four girls clearly eagerly waiting for their elders.

Adults seated, drinks served all around, Komugai takes a deep swig and sighs.

"Damn, haven't had an audience of granddaughters like this in awhile! Alright. I know girls your age are brimming with questions and ever hungry for stories, I was a pup too once upon a time after all... so what stories do you girls want to hear first?"

Makula raises a hand, looking a touch awkward for a second.

"Actually honored Matron, I uh. I have a question for Father first."

Jerry chuckles. "Oh really? Well go ahead Makula."

Makula nods slowly. "Mother Jaruna was telling me about the name of the new assault ship we have aboard, the Kandahar Province. Apparently American Marines, like you, conducted an amphibious invasion of a landlocked country. How the heck does that even work?"

Jerry lets out a bark of laughter. He'd been anticipating all sorts of questions from Makula but he hadn't been expecting that one!

"Well let's see... so it was an operation early on in my homeland's invasion of a country called Afghanistan. Marines of the 15th Marine Expeditionary Unit conducted an amphibious assault from their landing ships by air, about four hundred miles inland to a region of Afghanistan called Kandahar. They had a strength of around a thousand Marines and faced a battle hardened enemy that had more weapons than a lot of light infantry troops can normally counter. Fifteen armored vehicles attacked the forward operating base those Marines established within a day or two, and Marine attack helicopters neutralized them. That forward operating base was named Camp Rhino, and the Marines were the first concentration of conventional forces in Afghanistan. A few days later with help from our allies, we moved North and secured Kandahar International Airport, bringing a major airport under friendly control and setting up the second major operations center in Afghanistan. Those bases would remain in operational use until the US withdrew from the country around twenty years later."

Makula sticks her hand up again. "Holy crap, what kind of fighting takes twenty years!?"

Jerry shrugs. "Fighting a well entrenched local insurgency is always the most brutal, grinding kind of warfare. They know the local terrain, they know the people, because they are the people... we were invaders in the end, and we ignored a lot of our own play book on counterinsurgency operations in favor of letting politicians run the show. An unfortunate trend in my homeland's military. Not to say there shouldn't be civilian control over the military, but prior to a war called Vietnam, politicians generally kept their hands on the pocket book, and gave us objectives. They didn't tell the generals how to achieve those objectives or tie their hands behind their backs."

"That seems complicated, and not nearly as exciting as the assault."

"It's not, but it's just how things go in a society at times. Opinions change and shift. Things happen. Some good. Some bad. Sometimes we learn from them. Other times we get a beating and the lessons still don't sink in. Others take yet different lessons than the ones that seem most obvious to us. It's the nature of trying to find consensus between sometimes very different people with wildly different points of view."

Jerry sits back and takes a long pull from his tankard, letting the beer quench his growing thirst.

"In the end girls, you just need to remember the world doesn't always see things the way we do. Perspective's a hard thing to understand, but people having very different experiences aren't any less valid than ours... even if they might still be wrong."

"...Isn't that contradictory?"

"Somewhat, but it's the nature of the beast. In the end if people have a different answer to a question or a problem, or draw different conclusions from a result, it behooves you as a leader to not just smack them into submission, but to investigate why. You might decide you were wrong in your own initial judgment. Or they'll be convinced by your point of view. Or you won't be able to find common ground, but at least you'll have an understanding of why they're thinking the way they are, and knowledge is never something to discard. Especially if it can leave you with a blind spot."

Jaruna chuckles. "Yep. Couldn't have said it better myself. Blind spots get you killed. Be it in your knowledge, your perception or more practically, in your defenses or scouts when you're settling in for the night or establishing a forward operating base of your own. Doesn't mean you shouldn't trust your own judgment mind you. Just don't be afraid to learn or get more information."

"Heh. My oh my." Komugai grins down at the proceedings before taking a big swig of her beer. "With instruction like this, I just can't wait to see what kind of war ladies you girls grow into in a few decades. I can't help but think you're going to be something special by the time my girl and her hubby are done with you! Now, who wants to hear about the time I dropped on a battalion of infantry with just four girls and routed them in under ten minutes?"
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Elyria

"Are you absolutely sure it's okay for me to attend?"

Aquilar chuckles. "Oh come now Elyria, of course it's okay! I invited you after all, and I'm the senior princess in these parts. Besides, it's just afternoon tea. Hardly anything to get too excited about."

Elyria looks herself up and down. She'd sourced a more 'casual' Apuk style dress specifically for the event and while she felt she looked good, part of her was still desperately confused by how she'd ended up regularly hobnobbing with not only royalty, but members of the Apuk battle royalty as well. The Apuk and Seramali as a species had relations that were considered 'distant, but cordial' and Seramali space was far from Serbow and her colonies, so Apuk were mostly seen in movies and the like, and now she'd found herself thrust in the middle of the elite of the elite, literal story book heroines all.

They enter the lounge near Little Serbow that had been renovated into a tea room, regularly reserved by all sorts of mostly Apuk groups, not just the battle royalty out on the town, and immediately a redhead that Elyria recognizes as Princess Miri'Tok hoists her teacup more like a tankard of beer than a fine china cup filled with what had to be a delicate Apuk bone marrow tea.

"Ladies, to her highness!"

The toast is echoed immediately, and the slight tavern edge to proceedings put Elyria at ease a degree even if it confused her a bit as she made her way into the room, settling at a seat next to Aquilar at the large round table. Though the more rough behavior that she expected out of soldiers in the Apuk troops aboard, or indeed the Marines of the Undaunted battalion was somewhat at odds from the tiaras glittering throughout the room, when she actually thought about it, it made sense.

These particular princesses were different from their battle royalty blade sisters back on Serbow. All battle princesses were incredible fighters and gifted warriors, not all battle princesses were soldiers, and these battle princesses were all soldiers, and acted the part.

Even when taking tea with their commander apparently, converting a refined tea party into a hybrid of a tea party and an officer's ward room.

A quick sweep around the table reveals a now somewhat familiar face immediately to Elyria's right. Dar'Vok, a soldier of the Bridger family's personal armed forces had met with and consulted with Nara more than a few times about modern combat as an Apuk warrior, and had been invited to stay for dinner a few times. 

Elyria wasn't quite friends with the Apuk woman, but friendly at the very least, and she'd gotten the sense that Dar'Vok wasn't standoffish or anything, just very, very busy. If this was the kind of company that Dar'Vok was keeping, Elyria felt she could take a guess as to why.

Another exceptional young lady in the Bridger family it seemed.

If she was going to ascribe any trait to Admiral Bridger in her near a year of observing the man in action, beyond his own gifts and well honed skills, he seemed to have an unmatched eye for talent, and the ability to encourage and cajole to bring that talent out of people.

"Dar'Vok, it's so nice to see you again, you should come to dinner again soon! Nara and Miu have been feeding us more Apuk home cooking."

The pretty blonde does her best to keep her face measured... but her stomach growling gives her away a bit.

"Elyria, lovely to see you... and I would like that. As much Apuk everything as I can get on this ship, some actual home cooking instead of heading to the Jan clan's establishment would be divine."

"I'd say Miu'Kin's got Ros'Lin on the run at the very least for best Apuk cook on the ship too."

Another growl from Dar'Vok's stomach and she blushes faintly. "Yes... I look forward to it then."

"...Why are you here by the way? Did one of the princesses bring you?"

Aqi joins the conversation with a polite cough. "I can answer that. Dar'Vok was trained by Miri'Tok and her commandos up to a princess level. With a little more polish we have no doubt she'd win a crown if she desired one... but more to the point, she is essentially a battle princess in the service to the Bridger family. All she needs is a tiara and for her sovereigns, that is to say me, and my husband, to grant her a title. Which I'd be honored to do if my mother wouldn't have my hide for boots if I started minting my own battle princesses."

There's a rumble of laughter throughout the room, and Miri'Tok swivels in her seat.

"Well said highness. No need to upset her majesty with the idea that other people might be snatching up some of the top quality talent, though especially considering the circumstances, I doubt her majesty would mind. Dar'Vok is in service to the Imperial household after all. Just once removed."

Dar'Vok is blushing hot enough to raise the air temperature around her a few degrees.

"Please... I'm not. That good. Yet."

Miri'Tok shakes her head. "You'd not have survived my training course if you weren't that good, and if you are lacking somewhere I have no doubt your lord and his warrior brides will make short work of it. Speaking of, ladies, we do have some announcements. Grand news for two members of our august company! Lady Dar'Vok has been tasked with training her first three subordinates. She has asked for my assistance, which I shall eagerly provide. The three ladies in question may one day attend these meetings with us, so let us hope for their success. Fresh blood in our company will hopefully mean we get some new jokes to listen to instead of hearing Princess Natra'Selken's jokes for the thousandth time."

Polite chuckles round the room, and Princess Captain Natra'Saken, the Imperial Marine platoon leader if Elyria recalled, throws a wadded up napkin playfully at Miri'Tok, who zaps it out of the air with a pinpoint burst of green warfire before she continues;

"The other news is for our dear associate Princess Xal'Kemsa, as of the eve before we went into battle against the foul band of pirates we just crushed alongside our allies, the Princess proposed to Gunnery Sergeant David Chesed, of the Undaunted Commandos, and he accepted. She will be his first wife."

That got some proper applause, from Elyria too. Being first, and in Xal'Kemsa's case, only, wife to as talented and desirable a catch as an Undaunted commando was a laudable feat indeed.

Xal'Kemsa rises from her seat and curtsies to the applause. "I'd like to thank my dear daughter Dar'Vok for her assistance with gathering information on David so I could make a proper proposal. Though I admit I know less about his culture, and the faith of his people than I'd like. It also turns out such preparation was overkill. David had been planning to propose to me shortly after I ended up making my move. He told me that he'd been waiting for a truly exceptional woman to join his hand and heart with."

The princess blushes, clearly very, very happy.

"Well the man's got excellent taste, few women are more exceptional than an Apuk Battle Princess." Opines Miri'Tok, to a chorus of 'Hear, hear!' from the princesses.

Xal'Kemsa nods. "He did like that. Liked that I'm professional military too."

Aquilar taps her mug for attention. "So, shall you be seeking out new sisters to join you both? Or are you going to be joining our honored associate Princess Miro'Noir in human style monogamy?"

"Mhmm." Xal'Kemsa tilts her head, thinking for a moment. "David and I have discussed it a bit. It seems that was part of what he was waiting on, figuring out how he felt about such things. He figured if he was single and stayed that way, then he could make himself out of reach to a degree, by taking one wife he believes he'll 'open the flood gates' in terms of people seeking him out. Which I think is a reasonable enough tactical assessment."

Elyria cocks her head for a second. "Could make for a good novel actually. You have a high status man, on the run in the literal or metaphorical sense because staying single gives him a degree of freedom by giving himself a mystique of being unobtainable. Finally of course our lead heroine catches up with him and proves she can keep pace, and maybe a few other girls take the opportunity to prove they can run along too, not weighing our hero down, but indeed chasing freedom together."

Xal'Kemsa chuckles. "Ah that's right, you're a romance novelist like dear Aqi. Well if you want to run with that idea, you have my blessing. That said, I believe we've settled on being a bit more proactive. David and I are considering adding an artisan or two to our family. Cannidor space, for all their wealth of warriors, has some incredibly talented weapon and armor smiths, and both David and I admire those with such skills, with David himself being an amateur gunsmith."

"I suppose marrying a trade master's an easy way to get free lessons." notes Dar'Vok before taking a sip of her tea.

The room returns to their individual conversations and Elyria turns to Aqi. "I didn't know anyone else knew about. You know. You. Besides your sister wives anyway."

Aqi nods slowly. "That was true until very recently, thanks, in part to you my dear friend."

"Me? What did I do?"

"Well, being able to actually see my alter ego's best friend in person has allowed me to... rationalize the two sides of my life a bit. Seek something of a proper balance, instead of hiding a part of myself away. I don't have to be just Aqi, just the Princess, or indeed, just Erana. All of those are the same woman, and I'm getting a bit more confident at being her. Prior to this however, only three people knew for sure. My agent and long time editor back on Serbow, you, and Miri'Tok, my other closest friend. Ah, with friends like the two of you, sisters such as I have now, and a husband like Jerry I must say that I truly am wealthy. Wealthy in ways that no mere currency can ever replicate or indeed bring about. Perhaps that's why I've been so diligent in my prayers as of late..." Aqi's hand drops to her stomach, starting to visibly dome with her clutch of eleven. "Then again, this is probably helping. I suppose it could be the feeling of magical peace with the universe many expecting mothers report. Unfortunately I mostly just feel like a wallowing leviathan sow."

Elyria giggles. "Well it does get better, and at least we get to lay our clutches. Those who birth live young are 'in it' to the end."

"Mhmm. Yes. I worry for my sister Diana, four children on board is quite a lot for a human, and can pose significant health risks. Even two is starting to prove a significant burden on Sharon, though she takes great pains to ensure the crew notices nothing. Opening her connection to axiom further and some training with Cascka has apparently helped, and I'm sure Diana will take similar steps when the time comes. Speaking of though, your clutch is due to hatch soon enough isn't it? Are you the first in your family?"

"Oh Lady Cascade and I laid our clutches around the same time, as did Nara, but it seems like Matroika will be first though, Rabbis have such a fast gestation time, it's a marvel!

As Elyria settles into a normal conversation with Aqi, joined occasionally by one princess or another, she reflects that, perhaps it really is this easy to be best friends with a princess.
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Dar'Vok

It was a very strange feeling. 

It wasn't all that long ago that Dar'Vok had been the shave tailed recruit, submitted to Miri'Tok's tender mercies, but now here she was on the other end of the metaphorical whip, her utility uniform crisp and drill instructor perfect after a few tips from Isabella Ramos to ensure she had proper military bearing while training her new troops. 

That was interesting too. She had troops. Subordinates. People who look to her for leadership, guidance and training to ensure they succeed. 

For someone who'd been stuck doing scut work for literal decades, that too was a heady experience, and had some with a promotion to Staff Sergeant. If she was successful in her three new soldiers earning their cloaks, she'd be promoted to the rank of Gunnery Sergeant, and more opportunities would be made available to her. 

She was being groomed. For command most likely. Not just a knight, but a leader of knights. One of her lord's war banners in the truest sense. 

That too, was a very strange feeling. Yet, this time, she wasn't scared. Wasn't anxious. She was calm. Determined. She'd meet every challenge, and give all she could to live up to Fathe- to Jerry's expectations. 

Expectations that were beyond high. 

A touch of axiom keeps her cheeks from flushing as she remembers Princess Aquilar calling her the Bridger family's first battle princess in waiting. Implying that if she went home, she could easily win a crown, or at least would do so with a bit more polish on her fighting skills. 

A heady compliment to be sure. Yet the call of the Shellcracker tournament, something that she had fantasized about as a way to escape Countess Vynn's clutches, held no allure to her. Her place was here. Her destiny was here. She willed it. So would it be. Her lord willed it. So would it be. Besides, She could always convince Lady Sylindra to introduce titles equivalent to knighthoods eventually. Dame Gunnery Sergeant Dar'Vok had a nice flow to it in her mind.

With a little breath of flame, Dar’Vok refocuses on her three trainees, and mentally reviews their profiles. 

They'd selected three rather interesting candidates from the entire 87th Expeditionary Legion. The Imperial Household agency and Apuk high command had agreed to allow the transfer to Princess Aquilar's family forces of three soldiers to start, and Aquilar, Jerry and Dar'Vok had poured through profiles to find suitable candidates for something more than mere foot soldiers. They could get regulars easily enough. Cloak bearers were supposed to be something special.

Amusingly they'd gotten their best leads from disciplinary reports. Girls who were gifted combatants but not necessarily model soldiers, a bit more independent in ways that likely would have eventually seen them poached for the imperial marines or similar groups.

The first of the three was Nek'Var, and actually Dar'Vok's distant cousin on her grandfather's family line. A tan skinned redhead with burning purple eyes, she had a scar from the base of her left horn down her neck that made her really stand out, a souvenir from staring too close to the Dark Forest as a girl. She was a gifted soldier in the traditional Apuk war arts, namely tearing things up with her bare hands and throwing warfire around. Blue tinged with green in her case. 

What made her stand out is how passionately she'd embraced human style firearms since joining the ship, something that apparently exasperated her platoon commander to no end. She carried a Tiger pistol, a larger version of the PSD or Field Pistol that most of the Bridger clan carried in 15mm Cannidor, and refused to be parted from it even in uniform, and allegedly had quite the gun collection. She was also noted in her disciplinary records for being 'spirited' and not exactly insubordinate... but more than willing to break the mold and think outside the box. A challenge sometimes for the tradition bound Apuk military, even as Princess Aquilar and the Empress continued to implement their reforms. 

Next on the list was Melodi'Sek, a very rare Apuk adept. A pale redhead who's hair looked like a living flame and moved accordingly. Her blue eyes sparked with electricity when Dar'Vok had met her. To say she's non-traditional is a massive understatement. Most Apuk focused on their natural axiom related inclinations. Strength, speed and warfire. Melodi on the other hand had apprenticed herself to Cascka Bridger and was more than happy to throw a miniature black hole at someone instead of a ball of her vibrant green warfire. She'd leapt at the chance to join the family more formally, and Dar'Vok suspected she'd likely end up adopted sooner or later by Cascka's request. 

Which left the last woman.

Drah'Muk. It was hard to exaggerate about Drah'Muk, a pale skinned blonde with red eyes, she stood at eight feet tall and worked out constantly to build a powerful, rippling physique with no self shaping with axiom. She simply wanted to be a chiseled war goddess and did her best to look the part. She was the reigning hand to hand champion of the Capital Military District and now the Crimson Tear, and was a melee weapons expert, as well as a noted blacksmith, forging warswords that were considered to be masterpieces. Her conformity issues were a problem for the Imperial military, but among elite troops, her eccentricities simply weren't an issue. 

A touch of her mind opens a comm channel. 

"Neysihen, Purisha. Status?"

"In position. Ready when you are." Comes Neysihen's voice. 

"Good, hit them hard. No holding back. However you want to do it. No limits on gear."

"This is gonna be fun. Out." 

Dar'Vok clears her head and steps into the simulator where her trainees wait... and their test for the day. They were keeping things in the family, and today's lesson was more about observation and protecting VIPs than anything. To show them exactly the kinds of threats they'd be facing in their new possible roles... and just how lethal some of their blade sisters were. Non-traditional they might be, but they were Apuk warriors, they had blind spots, just as Dar'Vok had blind spots when she was in their boots. 

She comes to a halt in front of the three candidates, all are in unmarked fatigues in the same cut as Dar'Vok. All are calm. Relaxed. Not impatient or anything. They're simply ready and waiting enjoying the quiet day in the woods that's presently being simulated as they engage with one thing or another mentally. 

"Good morning ladies. You all know me, so I will skip the introductions. This is not boot camp. You are finished soldiers and will be treated as such... but I am going to push you and test you in every possible way I can, and our seniors, the paladins, can, because to do less would put my lord and his family at risk, and I'd rather die than allow that to happen. So. Today's exercise... we're going to go for a little walk in the woods. You three will be protecting..." 

A hard light construct jogs up, and Dar'Vok manipulates a control with her neural interlink and a hologram transforms it to a decent approximation of Jerry Bridger in his full imperial prince regalia, complete with his billowing blue cloak. 

"His highness, the Prince. You must take this as seriously as possible, or I promise you that you will regret it. Not for any retribution from me, but if I put obstacles in your path as part of your training, they will take advantage of even the slightest complacency." 

Three serious nods. Good. She liked the look in their eyes. 

"Enjoy your walk ladies. I'll be nearby." 

Without another word, Dar'Vok vanishes in an invisibility technique she'd learned from Eymali and Nadiri Shadowhisper. A bit dramatic? Perhaps, but it got the point across, and she moved to her observation position as the girls formed up around the 'prince', with Drah'Muk taking point, which certainly made sense to a degree. She had plenty of bulk to intercept weapons fire and the like, but... Drah'Muk's same bulk might limit the vision of her fellows... and attacks likely wouldn't come from the front. 

Still they work out a decent march order easily enough, with Nek'Var escorting the 'prince' directly, and Melodi'Sek taking up the rear... but more importantly actively covering the Prince with axiom, both with defensive shielding but more importantly she's expanding out her senses in very significant ways. 

Smart. 

They'd actually organized themselves pretty decently for having no training in this task and not really knowing each other all that well. 

It almost certainly wasn't going to help, but it was a positive sign all the same if they could have a clear and quick discussion and organize themselves on their perceived and known strengths in under a minute or two. 

The walk down the forest path winds around into a narrow point between a chunk of rock and a somewhat narrow edge out near a cliff, and Drah'Muk immediately calls a halt. A point like that would be an excellent place to touch off an ambush, or if the route was known in advance, detonate an explosive and trigger a rock slide. 

How they'd get around the obstacle was part of the test, but Drah'Muk doesn't hesitate for a second, she simply gathers energy into her fist and punches a path further back into the stone in the blink of an eye as Melodi and Nek'Var tighten up around 'Jerry', keeping the principle safe while their counterpart did the heavy lifting to clear the obstacle in the most Apuk way possible that didn't involve leaping or fire.

Still with one member of the group fully distracted, it was the perfect time to strike and Neyishen and Purisha didn't miss it. A disruption needle, a potent anti-adept tool that had joined Dar'Vok's needle dagger in her hair after she'd gotten her hands on one, lances out the the brush and slams home into Melodi'Sek's side, it's tines that so easily let it pierce clothing and flesh making it hard to remove, and very painful to pull out, further distracting her as she lost control of her powers completely, neutralizing the adept. 

She'd just pull it out eventually, a little damage to her flesh wasn't going to stop an Apuk warmaiden worthy of the title, but it was precious seconds that Melodi's massive capabilities were out of the fight and even one second was a very long time without your primary weapon in combat. 

Nek'Var puts her body between 'Jerry' and where the needle had come from and shouts a warning to Drah'Muk before she conjures her warfire and shapes it into a dome over herself, Melodi'Sek and Jerry. An impressive display of control even if she hadn't quite figured out the trick for green flames just yet. 

It gave Drah'Muk a chance to move to engage from the direction of the attack, looking with her eyes... before the Apuk warrior woman actually stops, focuses and tries to use her axiom senses instead, earning herself a nod of approval. Not using axiom's many gifts in favor of the gifts their species favored was one of the consistent blind spots of Apuk warriors. A blind spot that Drah'Muk was aware of, even if she didn't quite have the ability to eliminate that blind spot.

Unfortunately it wouldn't help in this case. Neyishen and Purisha haul themselves over the cliff side and immediately neutralize Drah'Muk in a hail of pistol fire before she even has a chance to detect their presence, the axiom signal nullifiers in their armor and extensive training to purge themselves of axiom like their human comrades giving them an energy signature more comparable to a small animal than a moving, fighting person. 

That still left the two commandos a massive fire shield to deal with. They could wait, but by the time Nek'Var ran out of steam, Melodi'Sek would almost certainly be back in action. Instead of giving her that chance Purisha casually tosses a simulated null grenade towards the two women and their 'VIP', and the training units on their clothing ring out with the 'neutralized' sound, prompting Nek'Var to drop her flames with a disappointed look on her face. 

By the time Dar'Vok gets down to them, Purisah and Neysihen have extracted the disruption needle from Melodi'Sek, and gotten her patched up, just in time for Dar'Vok to approach with her data slate out as she reviews the extensive notes she's taken. 

"Well. Shit. That could've gone better." Drah'Muk mutters, clearly a bit sore from the training rounds riddling her broad back. 

Dar'Vok looks over. "Possibly, but this is training ladies, and your opponents are very skilled commandos, a threat we as Apuk warriors are ill equipped to fight in most senses if the commandos in question have any chance at all to prepare. Which is of course what they do best. It is also what you will be very good at by the time you finish training with myself, Princess Miri'Tok, Neysihen and Purisha here, and the Undaunted Intelligence troops." 

She hoists her data pad up. 

"I have plenty of things to work on with you girls... but let me be clear. Considering you had just about zero prep time and to my knowledge have never worked together before? You girls did a good job. Come. Let's go see the prince... I see no problem having you swear your initial oaths. Work hard and I have no doubt you'll be swearing a full oath soon." 
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Jerry

"Good morning ladies and gentlemen, let's get right down to business."

Jerry triggers the holo projector with a brush of will from his neural implant,  first showing the ship's location on a galactic star map.

 "We made our first jump towards our next destination this morning and are maneuvering to our next jump point as we speak. Khan Karchara has fully briefed me on our plan, and now it's time for me to brief you."

The image switches to the view of a surprisingly Earth-like planet with large oceans and very aggressive mountain ranges.

"This is Coburnia's Rest, named for a saint in one of the Cannidor religions who's said to have settled the world shortly after the Cannidor developed faster than light travel. It is the seat of the Hammerhands clan, based out of their fortress city, The Crucible. As you might guess from the names, the Hammerhands are less a clan or khannate in the martial sense and more the old school Cannidor trade guilds. They're off again, on again frenemies with Cannid Solutions and other Cannidor corporations, but their interests don't overlap that much since Cannid Solutions in particular is mostly export focused, or sell to the common citizen, as opposed to the trade guilds which tend to have tight connections to various warrior clans."

Diana raises two fingers. "So to clarify, you have to know the right people to buy a plasma pistol in Cannidor space?"

"Not quite, but if you want the top shelf gear you have to be part of a clan, or know the right people. Don't get me wrong, there's lots of non-clan folks that can and do buy from the guilds, it's just a more involved process than going to your nearest vending machine for a five credit laser pistol."

Diana nods and returns her attention to the display as Jerry continues his briefing.

"So I suspect, and Khan Karchara suspects, that to win the Hammerhands over we're going to have to show off our appreciation for craftsmanship and weaponry, and general support for the trades. I think our connection to the Apuk Imperial house will actually help us here. As we know, the Empress is a great patron of the traditional arts on Serbow, and Aqi and I left with some handcrafted statues, one of which is going to be a gift to the Khan. I hate to part with it, but I can always ask my mother in law to put the sculptor in touch with us for a custom piece."

There's a few chuckles at the slight absurdity of contacting the empress of a large star empire and asking about a particular artisan in her space... but at the same time most of Jerry's command team knew that the Empress would absolutely pick up the phone for that kind of call.

"Wichen and some of her top weaponsmiths and armortechs are going to be part of the contact team for this stage of the mission, which as Khan Karchara described is announcing ourselves and making friends Cannidor style. Winning over Khan Hammerhand will be a major political win in that regard, as most of the trades clans will come with their big boss, and they will influence their warrior clans, or at least spread the word."

Sharon signals for attention this time.

"Alright so that's first up to bat, who else are we going to see?"

Jerry nods. "Cannid Solutions for one. They're already friendly with the Undaunted and we've got existing trade deals with them, but being friendly and being neighbors are different animals, so we'll stop by and say hi. More pressing are visiting with the senior leadership of the Crimsonhewers and Blue Blades 'free' clans. We have friendly relations with both groups just on this ship, and with other major parts of the Undaunted for the Crimsonhewers. More challenging will be Clan Kopekin, one of the larger Khannates, and the 'conservative' faction of the Cannidor people, and Clan Charocan which is the powerhouse of the Cannidor military with five hundred thousand power armored warriors across their sub clans. They control around four dozen star systems. They have notoriously high standards and we're expecting not quite resistance... but spirited challenges to our efforts to negotiate."

Diana smirks. "We'll just have to show them how we do business. No surprise the diplomats are giving us the hard jobs though."

A chuckle echoes throughout the room, before Jerry continues;

"That's exactly what's happening. A lot of the clans are just fine for being approached by the diplomatic corps, and Khan Karchara and a team from the Dauntless are doing the rounds there. We've been given the hard cases. We also need to contact the council of patriarchs if possible. They're a somewhat secretive part of Cannidor culture in terms of who and how they interact, so the general assumption is we're on a 'Don't call us, we'll call you' basis with them. Khan Karchara suspects they will call though, one way or another. In the meantime, we need to stress to all departments that every man and woman on this ship is an ambassador while we're on this trip. Now that doesn't mean they can't rough house or cause trouble. If anything encourage it, these are Cannidor after all... though if they do rough house a bit too hard, the men better be prepared to be up a wife or two at the end of shore leave on a given world."

Al Gray nods thoughtfully from where he's seated next to Sharon. "Makes sense to me Admiral, this isn't just diplomacy after all, we want the Cannidor to know us and like us, and you can't really do that with strict manners in the way, and that kind of behavior would be rather alien to the Cannidor, they're a passionate species to say the least, and have a tendency towards cutting through the bullshit to get to the meat and bone of a matter."

Sir David smirks, stroking his mustache as he considers the challenge at hand. "Better hope the lads don't get too enthusiastic about making friends with the locals, we have plenty of space left, but I'm not sure anywhere has room for five hundred Cannidor."

"Probably not." Jerry agrees. "That said, we want everyone on the lookout for opportunities. It never hurts to make friends just about anywhere after all, and friendships between men and women are more common among Cannidor, and men are more common in public. Cannidor bulls are generally larger than their female counterparts and have a degree of autonomy socially that men in many galactic cultures do not. The other major faction we want to track down is the so-called Sisterhood of the Void. They're the Cannidor's unofficial species-wide navy."

Sharon sits up a bit. "Don't the Cannidor generally disdain naval combat?"

"Yep, so as you can imagine the girls in the Sisterhood have a reputation for having a bit of a chip on their shoulder. Should be pretty easy to make friends there. Diana, I want Nadiri and some other intelligence agents to put out feelers to see if we can get in touch while we're in orbit around Coburnia's Rest. I-"

A sharp whistle cuts Jerry off as a message comes in through the room’s comm panel.

"Admiral, a Cannidor civilian lighter has approached our sensor pickets and is requesting clearance to dock. They've apparently got refugees aboard. The leader wants to speak with you personally, and says it’s sensitive. Too sensitive for a comm line."

Jerry arches an eyebrow. "Well. Seems we've found one of those opportunities to make a friend I was just talking about. Control, clear them into an isolated docking bay, and have some security on hand nearby... discreetly."

"Aye aye sir. Clearing them in and making the arrangements."

The trip down to the hangar bay's a brief one, and as requested a security detail is waiting nearby with a few of the Crimsonhewers joining them 'just in case'. Jaruna was quietly briefing them and there’s a chorus of “Yes ma’ams.” before she walks over and joins Jerry.

"Glad you got here in time, gorgeous."

Jaruna nods.

"Ain't about to let you walk into a potential trap alone."

"Glad I wasn't the only one wondering. I would have come down here with Sharon if I knew it was entirely safe, but the scenario is an odd one. Cannidor refugees? And why us?"

"Could be a billion and one reasons. Maybe our reputation's spread a little bit already? Refugees happen to all people, if we've got a good rep for kicking ass and being kind in equal measure there's lots of people who probably wouldn't mind signing up. Most of them wouldn't be quite this bold however. Only one way to find out for sure though."

Jaruna nods her head at the door, where a shift to a blue light signals the bay doors have closed and are pressure tight. They slide open to reveal a worn down lighter of... questionable safety to say the least. This was a spacecraft suitable for only the truly desperate.

"What a hunk of junk. Even pirates wouldn't drag something like this around." Jerry says.

"Yeah no kidding, surprised this thing made it from wherever they came from in one piece. Certainly makes me believe the refugee story, this thing stands out too much for a hit squad or something and..."

Jaruna stops talking as the lighter's boarding ramp drops in jagged movements that suggest the mechanism was on its last legs. First out is a Cannidor bull, a large, proud looking man with what Jerry can see from here is a deep sadness in his eyes.

"Hey I recognize him. He's from the pirate base. One of the slaves." Jaruna strokes her chin for a second. "Yeah, he was the one the head slaver was holding hostage before Neysihen cut her head off... wonder what he's doing here? His family would be part of Khan Irgalas' domain I think."

"Guess we'll just have to talk to him. I bet he's itching to tell us."

Jerry and Jaruna meet the Cannidor man and what was likely his family about midway from the entrance to the hangar bay. Standing before them were some thirty five adult females, and another thirty odd children of varying ages.

The older children were all Cannidor, and stood nervously, clearly keeping close together for a sense of comfort and safety. There was a dullness to the color of their eyes that suggested incredible hardship at the hands of the pirates to Jerry. He'd seen eyes like that before. All too often in some of the harsher places to live back on Earth.

Interesting too was the small knot of non-Canndior children. A Snict, a Rabbis or two, a Phosa kit that was, for all the pain around her, an unstoppably cheerful creature, her big eyes taking in the details of her new environment eagerly as she made soft cooing noises from the hover cradle she was in.

For all the nervousness of the older girls, for all the pain in their eyes, they still were actively looking after and protecting what were probably their younger siblings... though the lack of mothers evident for them suggested a dark and painful origin for these innocent little darlings. Be they the children of slaves who didn't survive... or worse.

Before Jerry can say anything, the bull bows low... below Jerry's head level, which is just about getting on his hands and knees for someone who's probably just shy of eleven feet tall. Jerry exchanges a look with Jaruna. That type of submissive posture was extremely rare among the Cannidor... and suggested again just how much this man and his family had been through. By human standards he was literally coming begging on his hands and knees.

"Khan Bridger, I am Bonrak Makua of clan Bonrak. Your men and women when they rescued me and my family were most kind, and proved themselves to be noble and compassionate as well as skilled warriors. Some of the human men among your Marines nicknamed me Boone, and it would please me to continue to go by that name when I am among humans."

A very formal introduction. This was clearly going somewhere interesting but damned if Jerry could figure out exactly where.

"Raise your head and be welcome among us, Boone of Bonrak, as we welcomed you when we broke your chains."

Jerry starts. He had to take this nice and slow. Nice and formal. As formal as Boone had started this little chat.

"While I am pleased my warriors rescued you and your kin, and made a good impression upon you, what brings you to us? Did your Khan have some sort of message to deliver?"

Boone shakes his head slowly. "We are here on our own. Irgalas invited that evil into her domain and abandoned us to years of captivity until the pirates finally bit the hand that fed them, and even then she did not send her own warriors to our aid, the warriors our taxes allegedly paid to arm and armor in our defense. She instead called for foreigners. I... cannot forget my time in captivity, nor do I wish to. I was humiliated, broken, but I was able to resist in my way, and I learned... a great many things. Thankfully I was also able to rescue a few of my... daughters... at the end."

The way Boone said that particular word cottoned Jerry onto its meaning immediately, and he suppresses a wince as his stomach turns slightly, even as he increases his respect for Boone's character. It takes a lot for a man to not abandon children he fathered as a result of what had to be fairly violent and regular rape. It took even more to love them, as a glance their way to check on the well-being of the gaggle of infants and toddlers suggested Boone did. The way he'd said the word 'broken' too, told a story all on its own. This was a man who'd been through the ringer... but for all that, for all he said he'd been broken, Jerry saw a man who might have submitted, but break? Never.

A broken man wouldn't have gone to find his daughters born of the cruelty of his captors on being freed.

"We cannot remain on our world, and I have determined we cannot remain in the domain of Irgalas. I would put my fate and fealty in the hands of the man who led the warriors who affected our rescue. We have four warriors among my wives, and my eldest daughter made the cut a few seasons back... we were taken before she could leave us to report for her apprenticeship. We have a further five of my wives who are skilled soldiers, if not warriors."

Jerry nods slowly, starting to fully piece the situation together. "...I see. How were you taken, with warriors among your family?"

Boone's head drops and his voice cracks ever so slightly, far more emotion than the stoic Cannidor would usually display to a stranger.

"I used to have fifty wives, Khan Bridger. A further ten of them were skilled women at arms or warriors. We... lost them, and the rest of us were subdued with null."

"...I see. I am sorry for their passing, for your loss, and what you have endured. Please know... if your wives and daughter no longer wish to take up arms, as some do not after suffering the unthinkable, they do not need to if they do not want to. I am the leader of the Bridger clan, this is true. I am the admiral in command of this fleet, but I am not a Cannidor Khan, and I measure the value of lives in very different ways than the strength of a sword arm."

"Your wisdom and kindness do you great credit. I admire the will and philosophy of your Undaunted as well, but I wish to pledge my fealty, and the fealty of my family, to you and your clan personally, as if you were indeed a Cannidor Khan. You have given us our lives back, given us our freedom. Those lives are yours by right, you have more than earned the efforts of my family on your behalf."

Jerry nods slowly... that was really going in directions he hadn't expected, but he did have 'families' in his service already, and they could still aid the Undaunted and the ship... plus... his mind skips back to the shrouded world in wild space. They wouldn't be aboard the ship forever, and a healthy Cannidor clan would be a blessing to a new colony that would make Boone and his wives an unmatched boon all on their own.

He'd never have turned them away of course, but taking in refugees and accepting a pledge of fealty from a minor Cannidor clan was another animal entirely.

"I accept your pledge, Boone, and welcome you around our fire... we will wander for a time among the stars, but know this, I have a world in mind to settle on one day, and I would like you, and your family by my side when I do."

"We shall be there my Khan. Through thick and thin. Fire and blood."

Boone hesitates for a second, even as Jerry offers him a handshake.

"Though, you should know, this defection might anger Khan Irgalas."

Jerry smirks as Boone's massive hand dwarfs his own and they 'shake' as much as they can with that size disparity.

"Then the Khan should have been more upset when you were captured and abused for years. Welcome aboard Boone, ladies. You leave worrying about Irgalas to me. She wants to raise a fuss we'll deal with it Khan to Khan, and if she wants to scrap over it, I'll be glad to turn this ship around and face off with her in the squared circle personally on your behalf."

Boone's eyes widen slightly. "That would be..."

"Perfectly reasonable as the leader of the band your family's joining. You're my people now. Besides, spanking one bitch in power armor, or even going at it unaugmented is going to be a lot easier than fighting an Apuk battle princess, even in a regulated bout."

"...That rumor was true?"

"I think you'll find a lot of the stories about the Undaunted are true. Now, let's get you and your family and your goods situated. It might take a few days to see about permanent quarters, and I don't think we can get everyone in a single facility, but a decent sized central home with nearby quarters for everyone else? Easily."

"Whatever you give us will be luxurious compared to what we have endured."

"All the more reason to ensure you have actual comfort and what luxury can be spared on a deep space vessel, but please, no sense standing around in a landing bay when we can see about getting everyone housed and fed instead."
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Boone

It had been a very busy seventy two hours. Boone had underestimated just how industrious and efficient human led organizations could be. These Undaunted were prompt and effective in seemingly every task they took on.

He now had a home. A proper family home. Complete with some very sturdy walls, an armored door and some concealed defenses that would make anyone short of a warrior in power armor think twice before trying to enter uninvited.

Rooms for himself and nine of his spouses, plus a large nursery with rooms split off from that would potentially see to the housing of his younger daughters till their maturity if they didn't choose to enter the nearby barracks where their other mothers and older sisters were residing earlier. A large common room, and a 'dining room' that could actually seat his entire family and a kitchen that could feed the same. 

It was a downright luxurious amount of space even planet side, and his new Khan had apologized that he couldn't work out getting more of his wives attached quarters to the family home.

Outrageous. Madness.

It all made Boone feel very... humble.

To be welcomed so freely, to be provided for generously. It almost made him want to weep. To be warm and safe again after long, cold, miserable days that seemed to never end... he stifles a sniffle. He was very emotional these days. More so than normal. A Cannidor showing his or her innermost emotions and thoughts to the world was simply not done for social reasons, but Boone felt like he had his heart affixed to his sleeve. 

His old stoic self would return, he was sure, but now he just felt... peace, and even as that made him want to weep for what his family had lost, the joy of safety and survival was not to be discounted.

Light of the guides he'd even been put in touch with a counselor, a psychiatrist and the ship's chaplain, a lovely Drin woman who'd wanted to check on his family's spiritual well being, and organize a memorial for his murdered wives and daughters to place in the ship's memorial hall.

It was too much. Simply too much.

Through it all though, Jerry Bridger had made himself available to Boone and his family. Hell he'd played with his children and instructed his daughter Mellek in swordsmanship at one point, leading his daughter to declare herself as Jerry's apprentice, which he had accepted. Karina, his Phosa daughter, snuggled up to him like she'd known the man her entire life. Khan Bridger moved with a poise and confidence that seemed to be infectious. Boone's wives were holding their heads up higher again, and so was Boone if he admitted it.

Perhaps that's what it really meant to be a leader. To be confident in yourself and in your people. To believe in them so much that they couldn't help but believe in themselves. If that was the case then his new Khan was an exceptional role model in that regard, and he hoped his daughters who aspired to the warrior's path would learn everything they could from the khan.

His wives had been given a variety of options for employment as had Boone, with his fighting spouses and one daughter electing to continue the trade of arms. They'd put on the Bridger family colors and serve with Bridger Jaruna's unit of Cannidor warriors. Jerry had even said they'd look into replacing his wives' power armor, and swore that his daughter Enrika would have her chance to earn power armor of her own one day.

Sure they were benefitting largely from structures that were already in place, but again, to be offered so much, to be trusted and welcomed into the fold so readily. Once again, Boone felt very, very humble for all that he'd received, and after finding out they were heading to Coburnia's Rest, he believed he finally had a way to start doing his part at making good on Khan Bridger's investment in his family. 

He was, for all his own talents, a house husband much of the time. He enjoyed rearing and educating children... but he had something rather rare among the men of the galaxy that might just be of more immediate value than Boone's teaching certificate.

Boone had a brother. A brother who lived on Coburnia's Rest.

A brother who had the connections Jerry was almost certainly looking for.

So Boone waits patiently in the outer office, sipping on a very large mug of a strong herbal tea that was mild for human cuisine, but probably a kick in the teeth to the weaker palates of the galaxy.

That had been a more mundane interesting thing to confirm. He'd heard humans knew how to eat properly, and he was damned sure that was true now!

Another sip of tea, and a few people Boone didn't recognize are striding out of the Khan's office, talking quietly among themselves. From the scent at least a few of them were women of the Bridger household... but some were on the younger side. Too old to be daughters, but almost certainly not wives from how they carried themselves and showed deference to women of the household who most certainly were wives of the Khan.

Adopted daughters perhaps? Boone suppresses a small chuckle. Perhaps Khan Bridger and his family had a habit of taking in strays, and Boone's branch of the Bonraks were simply the latest strays to find a home with the Bridgers.

"Ahem."

Boone looks up as the young lady who served as the Khan's secretary clears her throat.

"Uh... Mister Bonrak? The Admiral will see you now."

"Thank you, miss."

Boone rumbles as he rises and enters Jerry's office, exploring it visually to see if he can glean some more insight into his new Khan's character... and he's... intrigued by all there is to see, from the banners behind his desk, the rack of weapons, trinkets, trophies and mementos, the Khan's battle history was long indeed... but what stood out to Boone was the photos on the wall to the immediate left of the Khan's desk, out of view, he suspected of the lens of the holo comm unit built into the desk.

Just a glance made it clear to Boone at least, that of all the things in this office that Jerry Bridger might prize, his family was what mattered most, and in that, he and Boone were very much of the same mind.

Perhaps that unspoken kinship and understanding between them was what made Boone trust Jerry so implicitly. They shared values on a very deep level, and Jerry clearly fought to live his values in every waking moment of his day.

The Khan rises from his desk and gestures Boone to a seat that had clearly just been enlarged to fit his frame properly.

"Boone, welcome, have a chair... you didn't give Yeoman Chalis much of an explanation so I'm afraid I don't know what we're meeting about today, but I have an open door policy for my people."

Boone arches an eyebrow. "All of your people?"

Jerry nods. "Every last man, woman and child on this ship, or on our escort corvette, the Audacious, can come to me personally and I'll damn well work them into my schedule. Had a meeting with a five year old girl and her Mama the other day. Kid just wanted to give me a present."

Jerry points to the wall of photos towards the bottom, and sure enough, there was a child's drawing of presumably the little girl's family and what Boone figures is a depiction of the Crimson Tear itself with the word 'home' scrawled on it.

"To be so accessible to one's people is something I think Cannidor Khans could learn from you. Despite us being a very direct people, our long lived nature means that the mighty can frequently become isolated in the course of centuries of rule if they don't pay close attention to the realities of life outside their fortress. Many more of them don't seek to 'dirty' themselves with non-martial affairs."

"More fools they, one does not rule via a sword arm alone."

"Quite, my khan. That is in fact what I hope to assist your Undaunted with today. I believe you seek to reach out to the council of Patriarchs. No doubt they are aware of your visit, if your diplomats are worth their pay, but direct contact can be... difficult."

"So I've heard. Were you a member of the council yourself, Boone?"

Boone shakes his head. "No my Khan. Save that every male is a tertiary member of the council and can be called to conclave. In that sense, the council is less a governing body and fundamental part of the Cannidor court system and more a social club for men across Cannidor space. With special attention being paid to boys born without fathers of their own, to ensure they receive appropriate instruction in the ways of the Cannidor. Membership for non-Cannidor men is rare, but not unheard of. Usually only other apex species have the appropriate temperament."

"Right, that lines up with what I've heard more or less, save the social aspect and the focus on providing instruction to boys. That's new."

"Because you have been hearing about the council from women. I also ask you to keep these details... quiet. If not secret. Much of the council's activities are kept behind a veil of mysticism... this is not to say they neglect their religious and political functions, not in the slightest, but it does provide cover for other activities that allow us certain benefits. Fellowship being chief among them. I have lived outside of Cannidor space... and it is a very isolated life for a man. Even a Cannidor. We do not have that problem in our own space, but allow me to cut to the chase."

Boone takes a slow breath.

"I am just a teacher. Just a father."

"There's nothing 'just' about either of those things, Boone." Jerry interrupts, as serious as the rasp of a blade on leather.

"As you say my Khan. I did not mean to diminish those things, merely compare myself to my blood brother, Karnak. He always aspired to greater things... and heard the call of the old gods. He is a shaman, and a member of the council, and he lives on Coburnia's Rest."

Jerry leans in, ensuring Boone knows he has his complete attention in his posture. Even if he had to work a bit to make eye contact with the much taller man, something Boone found amusing, though he would never say that to his Khan's face.

"I don't suppose you're offering to put in a good word for us?"

"One better. We had to flee Irgalas' domain almost immediately. I need to call my brother and inform him of my survival, and my impending visit. I will introduce you to him initially, and see if an audience with the council on Coburnia's Rest can be arranged. It is not the Grand Council, but as the head world of a khanate, the council of patriarchs here has influence throughout the worlds of the Hammerhands, and all the men of their allied and subordinate clans."

"...And they in turn send representatives to the Grand Council of Patriarchs on Canis Prime? Just like the Grand Council of Matriarchs?"

"Precisely."

The Khan grins, displaying what Boone had been told are called the canine teeth.

"Perfect. Well. Let's give your brother a call, if you need to have a longer chat with him, I can always step out, then we can see to business."

"A proper reunion will have to wait till we're in person any way. Karnak's never liked holo or electronic communication in general. Doesn't consider it trustworthy, but I shall log into your holo comm terminal, and we shall see if my brother will take a call from a ghost."

Boone fiddles with the small controls for a moment before successfully inputting his own comm code and connecting to his brother's device. It rings once and Karnak picks up immediately.

"If this is an attempt to ransom my brother or some sort of prank with a dead man's communicator I swear to your gods that you will- Makua!"

Rage to relief in the blink of an eye... it was good to be missed by those you loved.

"Well met brother."

Karnak's emotional state yo-yo's again, and he shouts into the holo comm;

"Where in the seven hells of Kalinara have you been, you son of a bitch?"

"Don't call our Mother that, she's still more than capable of tanning both our hides."

The two brothers break into chuckles as some of the tension bleeds out.

"As to where I've been... We... were taken as slaves by pirates. Irgalas ignored it if not outright allowed it. I have left her camp, and joined my family to clan Bridger, the head clan of the group that rescued us."

Karnak nods slowly, taking that on board. "...Harika and the others?"

Boone feels a sharp pang in his chest. Harika had been his first wife, a childhood friend that he had loved dearly.

"Harika, Mekarn and a few of the others dine with our ancestors. It's been a few years now... and thankfully they have at last been avenged. It does not give my heart peace, but at the very least there is some sort of justice for them. One of my khan's warriors cut the vile bitch who murdered Harika's head off right in front of me."

Karnak nods slowly. "This is good. I hope you had a chance to rend the corpse to paste and deny them a decent burial."

Jerry takes that as his cue to step in, literally as he moves into frame of the camera. "Boone and his family weren't in any condition to do that at the time, but the corpses of the pirates were tossed in a ravine near the settlement and eradicated via an orbital strike. There's nothing left of them to even fantasize about burying."

"...This too is good. Boone though? Not Makua?"

The question is clearly directed at Boone, and he answers;

"It is the name I'm going by now. You know why."

Karnak nods slowly. Of course he knew exactly why a Cannidor might take a new name, and being dishonored significantly was more than a good enough reason.

"...Tragically I do, Boone, my dear brother." Karnak looks down at Jerry. "I assume you are Khan Bridger then?"

"That's me."

"A human. How interesting."

Jerry arches a brow.

"How'd you guess?"

"If there's a Tret man alive who can stand not just with Cannidor but as a Khan to Cannidor, I want to meet him. Maybe see about arranging a marriage for one of my daughters."

Karnak chuckles, a deep and abiding rage is still in the man's eyes, but Boone can tell his brother is calming down.

"You've rendered my kin and I a great service, Khan Bridger."

"Taking care of one's people is a Khan's duty."

"They weren't your people when you performed it."

Jerry shrugs. "Maybe I'm not picky about who I help. Besides, I have a personal bone to pick with slavers, and the Undaunted as a whole are happy to put every slaver we run into against a wall."

"Such luxury to get put against a wall instead of being shot dead without ceremony like the rabid animals they are." Karnak snarls, his emotions getting the better of him for a moment before he takes a slow breath. "My apologies... my emotions are... compromised. I have always hated slavers, and now, knowing my own brother suffered at their hands I am... very upset."

A mild understatement, Boone thought to himself.

"I don't blame you in the slightest, if I had a brother and he ended up in a similar situation while I actually thought he was dead, I'd be all over the place emotionally too."

Karnak nods slowly and takes another slow breath, purging himself of wild and untamed emotions the way he and Boone had been taught as boys.

"I take it this isn't just a social call though? One doesn't normally reunite with kin in the presence of their new Khan."

"Boone tells me that you're a member of the council of patriarchs on Coburnia's Rest. That's our next stop as it happens. So I want to invite you and your family up to the ship so you can see Boone and his family..."

"...And you'd like to see about getting an invitation to meet with the council. Of course." Karnak nods slowly. "I can do this for you. Gladly. Happily. Once word of this deed got around I have no doubt you'd have been invited anyway. I'll see about making the arrangements for you and some of the senior men on your staff. I imagine there's a great many men who'd like to speak to you. Boys too. I don't need to tell you that your Undaunted have been causing quite a stir among the Cannidor, and not just winding up the women about another potential source for worthy warrior husbands."

"I imagine a strongly male positive environment where men can excel in any way that they so choose without bias and with lots of male companionship would be even more appealing to Cannidor than it is to many other men in the galaxy."

"To say the very, very least. Should I be blessed enough to have a son I would encourage him to take a tour when he hit maturity myself. Hell, if I didn't have responsibilities of my own and a family to look after I'd likely be packing my bags for Centris. No need to talk through this damned holo though. Brother. Khan. I imagine I will see you very soon."

"You can count on it my brother."

Karnak smiles at Boone through the link. "I am. Karnak out."

Boone chuckles. "Karnak hasn't changed. Well, there you have it my Khan."

Jerry nods. "Well that promises to make our stay on Coburnia's Rest all sorts of interesting. Thank you Boone. That's a big help... Also, Just so you know. You don't have to call me khan. You're a civilian, so you don't even have to call me admiral. I'm fine just being Jerry."

"...Perhaps. In private."


24

Jerry

Another week of travel sees the Crimson Tear making her orbital insertion around Coburnia's Rest with a graceful ease that only comes with a steady and experienced hand at the tiller, and Ian McCoy was truly coming into his own as the Tear's senior helmsman.

Jerry would have enjoyed watching from the bridge, but instead he was watching from a screen aboard the Olympia, loaded up with his contact team for the Hammerhands. He looks over to Masha.

"Time to go, gorgeous."

"You got it, stud."

"I believe that's 'sir' while we're working."

Masha gives Jerry a mischievous grin.

"Stud, sir."

She flips through a few comm channels, getting their clearance and throttling up the Olympia and slipping out of the landing bay near the Den, right as Audacious comes in for her choreographed docking maneuver that they'd first shown off making orbit around Serbow.

In a few moments the Tear and Audacious fall away and Jerry gets his first proper look at Coburnia's Rest. It really was a pretty world. Earth-like in many senses except there were aggressive mountain ranges just about everywhere, which had left the Cannidor two options once the readily available space had been taken up during the initial colonization. Start knocking mountains down, or start burrowing into them.

Being Cannidor, they'd actually done both, knocking down mountains where practical and digging in deep where it wasn't. Which led to the rather fascinating capital of Coburnia's Rest, and the seat of Clan Hammerhand, The Crucible.

“Well I can certainly see why they named it the Crucible.”

Jerry says, pointing at the features from the seat next to Masha.

“It really looks like one with the city ringed on all sides… those are some serious mountains too.”

“You can say that again, they’d fit right in with the Himalayas back on Earth.”

There was only one break in the ring of mountains round the massive city, where a path had been battered to the sea.

“Hmmm… going to take a wild guess without looking at the galactic fact book, this was once a glacial valley, a big one, and the Hammerhands massively expanded till we get this big city of theirs.”

Masha nods. “Where’s all the industrial stuff though? I wasn’t really in for the briefing since I was prepping for the flight, but I was expecting more factories and stuff.”

“Well that’s the trick, the mountains are the factories, forges, fortresses and other less aesthetically pleasing, but critical facilities.”

“Oooh.” Masha’s eyes widen slightly. “Damn. That’s clever. The stuff an enemy would target first for their value are outright hidden away, and more importantly, protected, by many tons of stone.”

“Yep. Leaves a fairly pretty city behind too, all things considered.”

“Hmm. Can’t say I’m a fan of modern Cannidor architecture compared to Apuk architecture. The whole place needs more spiral staircases and towers for charming princes to compose elegant couplets about the fair lady knights seeking their hand.”

The couple dissolve into chuckles until the radio crackles to life with automated instructions for them to check into approach control. Masha flips a few switches, then looks over to Jerry.

"You got the comms, stud, sir?"

"Yeah I got'em."

Jerry dials in the channel for approach control for the Crucible.

"Crucible space flight control, this is the Undaunted starship Olympia, here for an official diplomatic meeting with Khan Hammerhand."

"Olympia, we've been expecting you. Head for docking platform 1-1B, following the beacon I'm pushing to your nav system now."

Jerry checks the appropriate system and ties the beacon into the nav computer.

"We've got the beacon, proceeding to 1-1B, Olympia out."

Jerry's HUD and integrated network node lets him quickly dial in the beacon to a map and consider where exactly they were landing.

"Looks like they've got us on the surface, somewhat near the beach... the Khan's fortress palace is on the other end of the city."

Masha frowns. "Think they're fucking with us?"

"Hmm..." Jerry engages a nav program to route them on foot from the landing pad to the Khan's fortress, and finds it goes straight through a fair bit of the city. "I think Khan Hammerhand is introducing us to her people and the city in a more organic way. We'll likely be told to explore at our leisure to allow us to 'rest and recover' from our journey, which we will of course spend walking through the city, maybe having a meal."

Masha looks over her shoulder at Jerry for a second, arching an eyebrow.

"Damn, that's pretty slick."

"Khan Hammerhand has been Khan for a very long time from what Komugai told me. You don't keep a bunch of trade guilds and families together without being a fairly deft hand politically. It's also a good sign. If she wasn't sure about us in some way I doubt she'd be introducing her people like this."

"Yeah. Well, guess we'll have to see exactly what they're up to... I'm just glad we get to wear civvies for this."

Jerry looks down at himself. He felt a bit odd out of uniform, but the Apuk garb his wives had picked out for him still looked just as slick on him as it had on Serbow, and was damn comfortable. Mixed with his Crimsonhewer war ax, kukri and field pistol and he looked like something out of a fantasy tabletop game that had transitioned to scifi at some point.

"Yeah, the khan's not military, and she specified wanting a 'relaxed' meeting. Guess we'll just have to see exactly what that means, Komugai was damn certain she'd have some sort of test for us."

"Guess we'll find out! On the ground in five!"

Masha was wrong. She had the Olympia touching down in approximately four minutes from starting reentry.

“Alright, I’ll get the Olympia put up, and head for your beacon when I’m done.”

Jerry and Masha exchange another kiss and he walks into the back, where the rest of the contact team for the Hammerhands is waiting. Wichen had brought along Senior Chief Gunner's Mate John Halsey, her able right hand man and looming just behind them was Chief Gunner's Mate Yura Ironside, the Jorgua arms dealer that Jerry and his team had met on the Pillars of Ascension a few months back. Carolatta Bisen was another familiar face. A loud mouth, but she was coming along as an expert power armor technician even if she couldn't keep a secret in a bucket.

Jaruna herself is waiting by the door leading to Olympia's passenger ramp, and has Vera, Sheryen, Vilka and Meela with her, the usual security detail augmented by Dar'Vok and her new trainees. Sheryen and the girls would actually be backing off as a ‘covert’ detail, letting Dar’Vok and her new trainees handle close protection along with Makula, who was picking at her new clothes a bit, as if she wasn't used to clothing that didn't fit under armor properly.

Jaruna greets Jerry with a kiss as he joins them by the door.

"Just finished a little briefing on Cannidor culture hubby, should be good to go."

Jerry nods. "Good. Alright folks, if this goes like I'm anticipating we're going to have a bit of time to walk around and explore as we make our way to the Khan's fortress. I want everyone to stay mostly within eyesight of the rest of the team, and always have a buddy with you. No wandering off solo, we'll accept some hospitality if it's offered but we are here to work. Do this right and I'm sure we can explore on R&R ourselves later on if we want."

Jerry smacks the button to open the hatch, and steps out on the ramp, getting a lungful of the cool sea breeze coming up from the south that just managed to cover over the slightly acrid smell of starship operations and takes a brief look around before heading down the ramp.

The architecture of the place seemed to be very much in the Cannidor style, which Jerry considered a mix of brutalism and what he thought of as 'heroic' architecture. Not the attempt to rebrand brutalism, but rather brutalism's pragmatism and raw materials crossed with the type of things you'd expect from a modern warrior culture.

For example, Jerry spied a tower nearby that just from a glance almost certainly held a couple anti-aircraft batteries, part of the space port's defenses. It was an armored, functional piece, but it had a large sculpture of a Cannidor war goddess shaped around it, elevating a practical object in a way that just screamed 'Cannidor' to Jerry. Every home is a bunker or fortress, every office a barracks in time of war. Every rooftop is an opportunity for a concealed turret or a small garden in equal measure.

If there was a species in the galaxy that could make concertina wire artistic in some way, Jerry knew it was the Cannidor, and while some people might find such an environment almost oppressive, the layering to build up defenses, the space between buildings to ensure clear firing lines between defensive points all contributed to making The Crucible feel very open and comfortable... for a Marine anyway. The actual 'violence' concealed within the airy open spaces even around their landing pad would probably make a lot of civilians just a bit nervous.

For a fighting man though? Paradise.

Jerry resists throwing his arms out to embrace the Crucible symbolically and settles for exchanging salutes with the uniformed guardswomen and the clan dignitary waiting for them.

The woman offers a bit of a bow before straightening up, showing off her heavy duty leather smock. This was ritual gear to a degree, but it was very clear these were the clothes of a hard working woman.

"Forgemistress Kalak, Admiral Bridger, I presume?"

"That's me. A pleasure to meet you, Forgemistress."

Kalak grunts in acknowledgment.

"The Khan bids you to relax and enjoy the city as you make your way to the fortress... we're not in any rush and you've had a decent journey since your victory at the edge of Cannidor space."

"Heard about that little skirmish did you?"

The forgemistress lets out an amused snort.

"You have no idea you're all over the news do you? Got everything a good news story for the Cannidor needs, an exotic new species of mostly men, violence in every domain imaginable including a proper drop by Cannidor shock troopers, hell I'll be surprised if the combat footage your people released doesn't get recut as a movie!"

Jerry arches an eyebrow, he did have Nyri'Jan release a super cut of footage from the engagement with the pirates, with a lot of the Undaunted special weapons carefully omitted, but he hadn't expected widespread interest outside Irgalas' domain.

"Well if everyone's enjoying the show I don't think I can complain too much."

"Uh huh." Kalak clearly doesn't buy the humble routine, but she's not going to press it either. "Anyway. Welcome to Coburnia's Rest, the laws are no killing without cause, and keep your hands to your own shit. No customs or anything, you're here or you aren't and taxes are paid on each sale of goods except for exempted stuff like food. There's guards around and they'll keep an eye out for non-Cannidor and men, but don't expect too many favors, especially if you pick a fight you can't win... though for you Undaunted types I can't imagine you do that often. Enjoy the city, and feel free to drop into my family store, we can always use some business."

Masha looks up, clearly eager. "What does your family specialize in Mistress Kalak?"

"Blades of all kinds mostly, the only stuff we sell directly are results from apprentices we've deemed fit for sale. Most of our work's custom and goes straight to the intended owner or clan. You gotta be a clan friend to get that kinda work though, but you manage to pull that off with the Khan and I'll give you Undaunted a discount, heard you like a decent bit of fighting metal... and from the big war knife and that 'Hewer ax on the Admiral's belt I'd say that rumor's true. Anyway, I got shit to do, so I'll shove off."

Kalak strides off without ceremony, leaving an amused Jerry, a laughing Jaruna and a somewhat confused everyone else in their wake.

Jaruna chuckles again and composes herself. "Yep, proper Cannidor hospitality right there. You're not gonna get a warmer welcome than that anywhere in Cannidor space I suspect. Just about threw the doors open and embraced you like a long lost member of the family if we translate Cannidor to the rest of the galaxy."

Wichen cocks her head. "That's what the Cannidor call hospitality!?"

It's Jerry's turn to chuckle. "Extreme hospitality actually. They're letting us past their defensive lines, into their city, with no escort and we've got the run of the place until we get to the palace in more or less our own time. Would you let a stranger into our home with that kind of freedom?"

"...Oooh." Wichen nods. "Right, got it now. That is interesting!"

"It is, but let's not stop ourselves from getting some rest somewhere pleasant instead of standing around on a landing pad."

Jerry waves a hand forward, and leads the Undaunted into the city proper.
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"So the city actually isn't named The Crucible?"

Jerry looks up at Jaruna as they walk side by side down a well paved city street, making their way into the Crucible's central market.

Jaruna shakes her head, sending her river of red hair shimmering and shifting in the sunlight.

"Nah. A lot of the older Cannidor languages don't play nice with Galactic Trade linguistically, and most of the stuff that's been around awhile was named in the old tongues. You still get the general meaning but you lose more poetic meaning, and since we generally don't want to bother explaining ourselves as a species, especially on some minor detail when there's more important matters at hand, place names inevitably get shortened."

Masha tags in, clearly intrigued; "So what do the names of the city and planet actually mean? Roughly of course."

Jaruna taps her chin with a finger, thinking for a second. "Hmm. The city would be... Flaming Heart of the Steel Mothers? Something like that. Flame Heart is a Cannidor poetic term for a clan's primary forge, or more specifically the crucible for armor steel at the heart of that forge. Which could also be called a Steel Mother. Lots of meaning there. Steel being the mother of all Cannidor and a gift from the great goddess and so on. It goes back all the way to making our first suits of plate armor back on the world now called Canis Prime. Coburnia's Rest... eh. It's about the same. Just more flowery. Common enough for the religious types out there in just about every species. Not sure how Chaplain Danzia's managed to make code flowery but by the goddess the woman managed somehow."

The ring of industrial buildings things out quickly, leaving them in the residential area that clearly makes up the majority of the city. Everything is well laid out and planned... and takes into account line of sight, and defensive positions. Some of which would be improvised and others of which are clearly concealed and ready to slide out into position if the city needed to defend itself.

Nothing quite like a surprise armored nest with a couple laser repeaters in it to encourage raiders or whoever's coming in for a scrap that leaving might be a better idea.

The other thing Jerry noticed though, was the the Cannidor seemed pretty aggressive about green space, there being a small park or public garden that was clearly maintained with loving care every few blocks or so, which contrasted interestingly with the very utilitarian designs of their homes and apartment blocks, all of which had armored panels artfully hidden away that could transform even the most humble abode into a tiny fortress, armed with whatever the inhabitants might have to hand, which could probably make a Texan envious if what Jerry knew of the Cannidor who lived in the wider galaxy lived up to their cousins in the motherland.

One oddity that he noticed however was that every few buildings, be they blocks of residences or occasional shopping areas there were open square shaped areas that were relatively unadorned, just smooth and flat with some wall art or decorations ranging from carvings by skilled artists to the occasional graffiti that someone hadn't managed to remove with an axiom fueled snap of the fingers yet. They were clearly separate from the parks, but Jerry couldn't figure out their function for the life of him.

"Jaruna, do you know what these little clearings are for? They seem to be a regular feature but they don't fit the city's defensive plan or anything that I can see unless there's teleport runes built into the floor or something."

Jaruna rumbles with a restrained chuckle again, clearly laughing softly to herself. "You'll see soon enough I'm sure, and it'll be more fun if I don't spoil it."

"Fine, keep your secrets." Jerry puts a little axiom into a hop to bounce up and punch Jaruna lightly in the shoulder, making the big woman laugh even harder as they turn into a plaza.

It was... perfectly normal for this kind of street market back on Earth, just bigger in scale, of the space, of the furniture, of the goods and of the people walking through shopping.

Most Earth markets didn't feature apprentices from local trade guilds selling plasma cannons either. Well. Not yet anyway.

He looks around, just following his eyes, movement, color, and taking in one of the rarer sights in the known galaxy.

Cannidor civilians.

They were... just folks in the end, if Jerry were to quote his father. Sure the folks in question were eight to twelve foot tall shark people, and everyone in eye shot that wasn't human was a woman, but past those particular features of the galaxy, there were just... normal people. An older Cannidor woman with some gray in her fur was arguing with another woman at a stall over the price of some sort of giant melon. Another pair of Cannidor were haggling over a plasma pistol. Next to them another merchant was selling jewelry and another woman had beautiful tapestries depicting various martial feats of valor from Cannidor history.

Unsurprisingly the last ones featured a fair bit of red in their weaving.

There were Cannidor of every color and shape imaginable if you could imagine terribly many shapes for 'Outrageously busty amazonian lion-shark aliens'. Fur colors across the color spectrum abounded, and then you got into dye jobs that could literally be blinding in the right lighting. 

Food stalls were hawking roast meat on skewers, another was selling a dish Jerry recognized from his dinner with the Crimsonhewers back on Awauynis, cubes of meat with a glaze made from honey and spicy Cannidor peppers. 

There were a few children running around playing, and the occasional much younger girl not straying too far from her mother as they looked around. There was even a shady looking girl in a leather jacket quietly hustling what Jerry figured were probably cigarette equivalents and the like. Not so much black market goods like actual narcotics as the kind of gray market goods that could conveniently fall off the back of a loading dock and be sold with little ability to track them.

The outfits were almost as colorful as the women wearing them. Every type of clothing that could fit a bipedal form with a large tail seemed to be in easy eyeshot just in this market. From what appeared to be an equivalent to form fitting jeans and a shirt, to a straight up micro bikini and heels, to a colorful ensemble that somewhat resembled an Indian sari that seemed popular with the merchants and older women. Leather clothes that wouldn't be out of place in a Conan the Barbarian comic that appeared to be a hit with the young women and those who fancied themselves as tough, and at least one suit of power armor on a guard who was escorting a very wealthy looking woman in a very elaborate outfit that screamed 'expensive' to Jerry's eye, who was going about her business with a small entourage of followers.

It was a riot of people... and if you'd ever been to a market in parts of Asia or the Middle East, or even the more transient kinds you could find in more rural parts of America, well. Just folks made sense. Normal people going about their normal days. One thing however did stand out to Jerry.

"Not a lot of aliens around here besides Masha, Senior Chief Halsey and I..."

Jaruna nods. "Yeah that's pretty normal for our core worlds that are held by the more 'traditional' powers that be. You get more migrants to worlds like Kelaris, where Cannid Solutions has its headquarters and primary manufacturing facilities. They're a bit more galactic in how they do business, and a lot of folks don't go out of their way to live among Cannidor. Not that they aren't welcome, just don't see it a lot outside specialists. I bet you'd see more off worlders if we went down near the hospital district, you'll have decent populations of Deep Craig Nagasha, Kohbs and so forth. Same deal if you get into the factories. Less so with the Hammerhands since their whole thing is tradition, but they still hire experts to ensure they're selling the best product they can."

Masha considers that for a moment. "What type of specialists would the Hammerhands hire for their forges?"

"Depends, especially distinguished combat veterans might get a short term consulting contract to ensure they're keeping abreast of the modern way of war and they're not falling behind the curve in terms of what they're providing their warriors. Metallurgists or similar folks might be hired as a firm or individuals to work on new armor materials. We like doing things our way, but if Cannidor culture has a guiding virtue it's pragmatism. Another place we line up well with the Undaunted actually. If someone does it better, when it comes to technology standing on tradition is idiocy at best and suicide at worst. We invented our own FTL drives before the Council made first contact, but that didn't stop us incorporating galactic safety features and upgrades in our next gen drive cores after we had access to all that data."

"So you would stand on tradition for other things then? I've always thought of Cannidor as having a strong attachment to their traditional culture." Asks Jerry, looking up at Jaruna as they continue to move through the market, stopping here and there to browse or let someone in the group buy a souvenir or gift.

"Well yeah, but why change what works for us? Better when it comes to organizing a society socially than optimal construction of heat exchange units in a plasma cannon where you can measure efficiency and the impact on other systems to find the best solution. Socially speaking, what works for us won't work for everyone else. What works for a lot of other people may or may not work for us... but if it ain't broke, why fix it? Some people don't understand our ways, but it's not like we understand them any better than they understand us. Take dueling. Some people call it barbaric, but your average Cannidor who was raised properly will tell you it's going behind people's back and whispering poison in people's ear that's barbaric. Better to address your issue to the other person directly, and if you're really upset you can take it to the ring and vent the emotions the hard way."

"Sounds familiar." 

Jerry can't suppress a chuckle. He'd had to go the mat once or twice in his time in the Marine Corps to settle differences, and much like the infamous human male ritual of beating each other up in a bar parking lot then going inside to have a beer together, it genuinely did help clear the air for all but the most grievous of personal differences. 

"We do similar things back on Earth, especially among men."

"Like I've always said, humans get Cannidor better than a lot of species do. Y'all do some of the things we do, kind of a halfway point between where a lot of the galaxy is and where we are."

They step off the first market and turn a corner when the peace of the day is broken by a loud and echoing roar as they walk past another of the strange squares, and a black and white shape comes hurtling Jerry's way!

Jerry takes a step back as the Cannidor woman who had just been thrown by her opponent comes to a stop at his feet as he finally solves the 'mystery' of the squares and resists smacking his forehead. Of course they were for duels or sparring. Why wouldn't they have dedicated spaces that afforded aggrieved parties safe areas to throw down if they needed to?

The black and white furred Cannidor woman at Jerry's feet looks up, her bright blue eyes and the color pattern of her coat making her look like someone had given a bipedal shark the coat of a Siberian Husky, she smiles brightly, showing off the Cannidor white and pearlies at mega watt strength.

"Well hey there, short and good lookin. Do you come here often?"

Jerry arches an eyebrow as he looks down at the Canndior.

"Aren't you in the middle of something?"

"Oh, right, her! Almost forgot! One minute, I'll be right back. In fact, watch this, either it's gonna be awesome or it'll probably be funny."

The Cannidor kips up to her feet and is immediately launches herself across the courtyard, slamming her shoulder into the other woman's sternum before she shoots her opponent's leg and instead of going for a take down like Jerry was thinking, gets her up on her shoulders in a fireman's carry, shifts her grip, then lifts her over her head and throws the other woman against the wall where she falls to the ground in a little pile of stone shards.

Jerry looks over at Jaruna, Masha and Wichen. "Well whoever is she, she certainly knows how to make an entrance."
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The black and white Cannidor flexes in triumph with her back to Jerry, showing off some scars and brands on her back that appeared to be ritualistic in nature, before shrugging on a shoulder holster with a heavy plasma pistol. The leather straps double as a way to highlight her muscular build and her gifted chest, tamping down her shirt to make sure the definition in her broad shoulders and bulging biceps was visible.

She pauses for a minute, flexing a bit like a bodybuilder before she gives a little twirl that seemed almost dainty compared to the rest of her, the motion making a chest that could almost give Zraloc Stone a run for her money bounce enticingly... and confirm that she clearly didn't feel like a bra was a necessary part of her daily ensemble.

Though considering their obvious natural perk and the power of axiom, maybe she was right in that regard.

The Cannidor winks at Jerry before bending over to get her coat, her tail lifting ever so casually to display her beautifully sculpted backside, her pants straining as red straps from the kind of thong that could certainly make Jerry weak rides up over her hips... a whale tail under her actual tail. 

She gives her tush a wiggle or two as she retrieves a leather coat that completes the rough and tumble look. As she pulls it on, the way it moves suggests to Jerry that the coat probably had concealed armor plates. With her knee length leather boots and pants that resembled combat fatigues she certainly looks the part of a tough customer.

Albeit a very attractive tough customer, but then, what woman wasn't gorgeous in this wacky galaxy?

She peeks his way to make sure he's looking, then lets her dark blue hair out of the hasty bun she'd tied it into, putting a little axiom and a slight neck motion into it to really make it shimmer and shine as it cascades down to her back, the swaying motion she'd put into it revealing little trinkets and charms woven into the strands.

Jerry does his best to look as unimpressed as possible, trying to conjure up memories of cheerleaders in high school before he'd gone off to the Marine Corps as a kinda chubby kid and come back as... Well. A lean, green, fighting machine. Sure, he could gamely applaud her, but looking unimpressed would yank her tail a bit, and teasing this level of showboat struck him as highly entertaining, if slightly high threat in the marital sense.

Then again, he was pretty sure he could take her.

So to speak.

Not that looking unimpressed slows the Cannidor woman's roll in the slightest. Just looking at her, Jerry can tell she's on the younger side of Cannidor adulthood, say, forty- or fifty-years senior to his adopted daughters if he was going to take a guess at it.

That being in your seventies could constitute being a young adult still told you just how long lived the Cannidor were, the complications of casual immortality and eternal youth in most of the galaxy notwithstanding.

She swaggers over, less like a soldier, less like a confident mature adult, and more like a cocky... gangster maybe? That was the impression Jerry got just looking at her. Someone with criminal connections who was used to violence, but street violence, not the kind of violence Jerry was intimate with. She understood herself. What she could do. How to harness her natural gifts and talent, but she hadn't ever really honed those gifts. She was raw material... from his perspective. He'd have to ask Jaruna about those back markings when they had time.

"Damn, you really are good looking, and I'm not just sayin that because that bitch got me upside the head once or twice. Bit short, but hey not everyone can be Cannidor sized... and since your wife there..." She points at Jaruna. "Doesn't look like any Crimsonhewer I've ever seen, I gotta assume that the axe on your belt is yours, which means you're a regular badass. Takes a lot to impress those girls. So... care for a local guide? Show you all around? You're clearly not from around here, and I know this city better than I know my own tail!"

Jerry arches an eyebrow and exchanges a look with Jaruna, both of them mentally shrugging to each other. She was more or less harmless, and trying to walk them into an ambush would just be a complicated form of suicide... that would also be a wonderful introduction to the local guards. Nothing to lose, and they might gain something... though clearly the woman was looking to 'gain' some things herself.

"Sure, why not? What do we call you?"

The Cannidor beams, clearly pleased. "Sounds aces, I know a couple decent places to grab some local street food. Everyone looks like carnivore or omnivore and the skewers Malita hands out are second to none. Fresh hunted too! Call me Jab."

"Just Jab?" Jerry asks, hoping to draw some information out of her.

"Just Jab. Never really had a mom or anything and y'know... you take what life gives you, so I ended up as Jab."

A slight flick of the eyes made it clear that was at least a partial lie. Interesting. Reinvented herself after falling on hard times perhaps? The brief moment of analysis falls by the wayside though, as Jab drops a hand on Jerry's shoulder, trying to pull him a step forward.

Dar'Vok, and Jaruna are both reacting immediately... but Makula beats them to the punch, smoothly stepping into place and jabbing her freshly battle proven Tiger PSD into Jab's ribs, approximately level with her heart.

"You'll remove your hand from my father's shoulder, or I shall remove your heart from your chest and eat what's left of it."

Jab quickly raises both hands and takes a step back.

"Whoa. Easy. Just being friendly that's all, didn't mean anything by it."

From the look in her eyes, she'd actually been surprised... and hadn't picked up that she hadn't moved Jerry an inch. He puts his age estimate down a few years. Give or take what the level of competence of the average Cannidor punk happened to be. 

She could fight, but subtle things weren't quite where she was at yet. Good instincts though, she shifted smoothly to somewhat clear the pistol before her brain had even clicked. Makula hadn't let her escape of course, but Makula was eating up every ounce of training she could get like it was the sole thing sustaining her.

"Relax Makula, I'm sure Jab was just being friendly. She knows better than to do anything silly like try her luck with a man in broad daylight."

Jab keeps her hands up as Makula holsters her pistol.

"Yep, Ms. Manners, that's me. Regular stand-up citizen of the land and all-around gentlewoman."

No one was buying it, but Jerry follows as she steps off anyway, Jab clearly striding right past the awkward moment by diving right in to talking about something else. They weave through a few back streets, fueled primarily by Jerry's curiosity as Jab points out a few hidden gems for shopping as they go and other local landmarks.

"Cora's is a local watering hole. Nice place for drinks, don't mind the plasma scoring or occasional laser burn, just part of the ambiance really. Cora's hubby runs the place, tough old bastard. Men come and go as they please without issue... not that Cannidor bulls really worry about that sorta thing. Oh, hey so that fountain over there..."

For all of Jab's swagger she actually made for an effective and enthusiastic tour guide and knew the city about as well as she said she did from what Jerry could tell. It didn't hurt that the skewers were as good as she'd said too.

Jab had also mostly minded her manners and kept her hands to herself, only earning herself a growl from Makula one and Dar'Vok twice... and one of those was just putting Jab on notice as far as Jerry could tell.

Not that she wasn't flirting with him, and shamelessly at that, but she wasn't getting handsy or aggressive, just making her interest clear enough it was visible from orbit.

Heading towards midday after meeting up with Masha for lunch, Jerry checks his communicator and figures they'd spent enough time exploring the city. Taking too much time may actually insult Khan Hammerhand and he wasn't sure 'fashionably late' was a thing for Cannidor.

"Say Jab, can you guide us to the Khan's palace next?"

"To the Khan's palace?" Jab thinks for a second. "Well no reason not to swing by I guess. Can't get us in there, but it's got some neat stonework on the outside!"

JR> No one say a word. I want it to be a surprise.

A few glances around rewards Jerry with nods as Jab leads the way closer to the Khan's palace. Once they're in sight of the main doors Jab turns around presents the place with a show hostess's flourish

"Annnnd the last stop on our abbreviated tour of The Crucible, Khan Hammerhand's fortress palace. She rules quite a bit from here, beyond the Hammerhands own turf having almost every crafting clan in Cannidor space as part of her extended family means if she wants to wave that hammer of hers around people take not-"

She continues to tell them a few interesting facts about the palace and the people who live there, seemingly not noticing the power armored guard approaching behind her until a heavy armored hand drops on her shoulder. Jab stops mid-sentence, looking up and over her shoulder.

"Heeeeey. Sergeant Nrala! Long time no see! I was just giving these lovely folks from off world a little tour. I-"

"Stow it Jab. If you've been bothering the khan's guests she's going to put your tail in a sling. Even if human men are made of slightly sterner stuff than most males."

Jab's eyes go wide, and Jerry has to fight to suppress a grin.

"Oh shit. Uh. No! Not at all! Never! Just being helpful! Super helpful."

Jab glances over at them a slight pleading look on her face, clearly she felt like she'd just stepped in it deep if personal attention from the khan might be on the table.

"I was uh. Helpful. Right?"

He might have been looking forward to yanking Jab's chain a bit, but he wasn't about to let her get roughed up. Especially not when Jab had actually been legitimately helpful.

"Not to worry Sergeant, Ms. Jab's been quite the help and proved to be an effective guide to the Crucible."

The skepticism is obvious in even the slightest movement of Sergeant Nrala's arm as she takes her hand off Jab's shoulder.

"Well. Never mind then. Now scram Jab. You've guided them. We'll take it from here."

Jerry pulls a five hundred credit coin out of his pocket and flips it to Jab.

"For the tour."

"What?"

Even if her brain wasn't quite processing her reflexes had her snatch the credit coin with ease, the money vanishing into a concealed pocket in a blink, even as Jab stands there slightly stunned by everything that had just happened.

"...Well. Guess I'll see you guys around?"

"Sure Jab, we'll be here for a while."




Jab

She watches till they're out of sight, entering through the great doors to the literal halls of power on Coburnia's Rest. Running into Sergeant Nrala had been some bad luck, but she wasn't about to let her district's least favorite former cop make her knuckle under. She'd caught enough beatings from Nrala over the years and handed enough back that she knew the other woman decently... Nrala had even saved her bacon a few times. Enough that Jab knew Nrala had been dead serious about giving her an ass kicking and dragging her to the Khan. 

Getting tuned up by someone in power armor sounded like a pretty bad time. She didn't have a lot of rules, but when power armor got involved, Jab got while the getting was good, and she does her best to casually walk off.

"Jab."

Nrala's tone is a bit softer now, which actually holds Jab up a bit, and she turns to face her not quite antagonist.

"Keep well clear of them. I'm serious. I know what kind of bullshit you get up to. You have no idea who that is, do you?"

"Just some handsome guy and his family right? Humans clearly, just from the lack of security. Trade delegation from the Un- Undaunted maybe? Yeah Undaunted. Not sure about the men, but that big redheaded woman the really handsome guy was married to looked like she could kick serious ass. Same with the Apuk wife who turned up later. One of their daughters had stupid fast reflexes and those Apuk girls looked pretty damn dangerous too. I guess they were more daughters?"

Jab scratches her chin as something clicks into place. Humans had barely been out in the galaxy a year, adult daughters didn't make sense... and the blonde Jerry had called Dar'Vok really did have a striking resemblance to Jab's pick for handsomest stud in Cannidor space under seven feet tall.

"...Wait, that's weird. Daughters. The one Cannidor girl called him father, and the blonde leading that group of Apuk girls kinda looked like him... they all seemed like they'd be hell for leather in a fight too."

Nrala rolls her eyes. "Coburnia's tits, I'd think you of all people would watch more trivid. Look up the Bridger plaza shoot out. The man you were no doubt hitting on? Was the most lethal person in the entire lot of them, probably by an order of magnitude. His rank's admiral or something, but the khan told us all for all intents and purposes he's a khan himself and should be treated as such. Married himself an Apuk princess out of all of that too. Seems like he's got a habit of adopting girls, but I'd guess some of those girls were his honor guard. Now look, I don't know the details but what they're cooking up in there? Could be big. Real big. You fuck this up for the over clan and Khan Hammerhand will literally have your hide for boots."

"He's just one bull, and a short one at that. How dangerous can he be?"

"Go watch the video. You're a big girl. Figure it out. Now make yourself scarce before the captain comes and I actually have to punt your ass over the bridge."

"Fine, fine I'm going."

So, Jab left, heading back to her home and wondering if slipping her number into the charming and handsome human's pocket earlier had been a step too far as she eats a light meal and settles down on her couch to look up the video that Nrala had mentioned.

She watches... and watches... and in the blink of an eye she's bought every piece of combat footage available of one Jeremiah Bridger and is so deeply in at least lust that she's not quite sure what to do with herself. Or how to do it and avoid getting killed by either Jeremiah, his wives or worse, Khan Hammerhand and her troops. If what she found on the net was right, he'd be leaving soon too, which meant her time was very limited. She needed to act fast, and that probably meant calling in a few favors.

In a blink Jab's out of her apartment and heading down into the streets as night falls over the Crucible, the glow of molten metal finally showing from some of the mountain forges as she follows a few subtle signs and a little neon into a seedy looking bar. Normally she'd grab her usual chair and a drink, but this time she's going right into the back. She doesn't have to show her scars. They know her well here.

Khan Hammerhand might rule the planet, and the other Khans plenty of others, but the Black Khans ruled the underworld, and that was where Jab's clan lived.

Nrala probably wouldn't have let her go if she knew everything Jab got up to, but a girl had to eat, and growing up hard meant getting hard and staying hard. A talent for violence and a sharp, creative mind had taken Jab far... and now she was trying to find a way to get her the kind of score most girls couldn't dream of. First thing's first though, she needed an excuse to get on said score's ship.

The guard at the door snorts at her in greeting. Big Biri had gotten her throat cut in a fight and hadn't bothered to get it fixed. She didn't tend to have a lot to say any way. She was just a power armored monster that guarded the boss.

"Boss lady in, Biri?"

An affirmative grunt.

"Can I see her?"

Biri steps aside, and Jab briefly remembers stepping into this room for the first time after stealing from the wrong person. She'd stood her ground... and Big Mama had offered her a job. Offered her a home. Respect. Money... a family. Jab had caved... and she had the scars from fights and the markings of joining the sisterhood to prove it. Still not her full markings, a lieutenant's markings, but Big Mama said she was grooming her for bigger, better things.

Everything would come in time. Jab just had to be patient.

It was hard to be patient.

Big Mama still cut an imposing figure, even if Jab's a lot taller than the first time she'd met the other woman near forty years ago. She was one of the largest Cannidor Jab had ever seen. Big Mama had more stories about her past than a library had books. No one knew the truth and Big Mama wasn't telling... and she's in a very good mood today. Her feet are up on her desk and Jab can smell the booze on her breath from here. Impressive considering she's smoking one of her usual Quali leaf cigars.

Expensive stuff, Quali leaf. Extremely illegal stuff. Jab had smuggled it a few times, including a case of cigars for Big Mama. The things were downright dangerous for most species. Big Mama just didn't give a fuck, and probably regenerated her lungs regularly to avoid the outright horrendous medical complications of the mild narcotic.

Jab had heard one of the more ‘unpleasant’ effects described as 'like breathing superheated microscopic glass shards'.

The woman swings her booted feet off her desk and leans forward.

"Jab! There's my favorite little street shark."

"...Mama, you're in a good mood."

"Oh, but I am my girl, I really am, see I just got a holo vid call. Friend of a friend. My friend was hoping I can get a girl on the Crimson Tear, the human ship in orbit... and then I hear my little Jab is showing Admiral Bridger and his group through the city like some sort of brain-dead tour guide. Now normally I'd chew you out for chasing some dick around like a clit brained moron when you should be making me credits, but I hope you made a good impression, because I want you on that ship. I want you to get as close to this human 'khan' as possible. I'm getting some kit put together for you to smuggle aboard with your stuff, but you get your ass on that ship... and if you can get close to this Bridger... well you snuggle up as close as you can get, and wait for orders. You do this right, and we'll have some very powerful friends in our pocket."

Jab resists cheering and uses every ounce of control to keep the smile off her face. Seems she wasn’t going to be calling in a few favors from Big Mama after all.

"...What's the actual job?"

"Already told you what I know. I'll send you orders when I hear from the client. Seems like this human really pissed the Hag off, and she’s got a fortune on the offer like I said. The credits on this are enough that you can buy yourself a human and a planet to keep him on if you don't manage to trip over some dick while you're up there... and when I say that I mean you can do that with your cut alone, not mine.”

“...Well shit.”

Jab grins. A giant pile of money for shipping out on a ship full of men certainly didn’t sound like a bad time at all.

“Really though Mama. What’s the job? Intimidation? Just keeping tabs on him? I’m not much for assassinations.”

“If the Hag wants him dead, she ain’t said nothing to me about it. For now, figure out what they’re doing here, and get your ass on that ship! Now beat it! I got some new stock to break in down at one of the bath houses.”

Jab robotically walks out of Big Mama's office, her mind already whirling. She had a mission. Permission. She'd be getting resources. Now she just needed to figure out how she was going to pull this off. Who knows, if she was really lucky, maybe she could really move up in the world instead of just getting another link up the food chain... and if that particular move meant leaving the Black Khans behind, then Big Mama will just have to console herself with the giant pile of money Jab would leave behind.
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Jerry

The introduction to the Hammerhands had gone smoothly and they were now moving into a conference room near the throne room to actually talk business. The interior of the Khan's palace was honestly more impressive than the exterior. Like the outside the interior stone work was epic in it's proportions and masterful in it's details, concealed reinforcement runes and the like ensuring the beautiful reliefs, statues and other pieces, be they stone, metal or some other material, had stood the centuries just as beautifully as the day they'd been carved.

Jerry makes a mental note to put Khan Hammerhand in contact with his Apuk mother in law. The Empress of Serbow was mostly focused on the Apuk arts for her patronage, but perhaps some cultural exchange between the two elite groups of craftswomen was in order.

Khan Hammerhand eases herself into a far more comfortable conference chair than her massive throne and sighs before she appraises Jerry for a second. Just. Really looking at him. As if trying to discern his nature like she was evaluating materials for a forge.

"Hmm. Well I suppose we can speak freely now. I gotta say, you humans really are dangerous. Small. Cute. One of my daughters got the signed special edition of you and Bridger Jaruna's little rumble on Centris, then got more of your work. Skilled, fierce, Cannidor grade for sure. That ax on your belt is well earned, of that I am sure... and yet, your looks want to lure me into a false sense of security."

"As opposed to my sex?" Jerry asks, curious as to where the Khan's going with this.

The Khan laughs and slaps her knee.

"Hah! No. Not here. Not in Cannidor space. We respect our menfolk a little more than some of the women of the galaxy. Our women do the majority of the fighting, but take it down to the brass tacks and the bulls are more dangerous setting aside factors like experience, or weapons. Our history is full of young bulls disguising themselves as women so they can go off and have a proper fight with their clans or a warrior sisterhood. Some of it's myth, but it's historical enough. Recent too. My own son tried to pull that off if you can believe it! Pulled ten combat drops before he was found out. Was a relief to his squad mates. They all thought they were losing their shit because of how attractive they found their 'blade sister'. Instead my boy got himself a fifteen woman marriage of girls who know just what a bad ass he is."

Another deep chuckle from the Khan.

"Damn proud of him. To business though. Before we proceed any further admiral, I have one question for you. How you answer it will tell me a lot about you, your people, and if the Hammerhands want to consider doing business with the Undaunted as if they were a full warrior clan. What's the most important factor in warfare?"

Jerry doesn't even hesitate. He knew the proper answer, and he suspected it was exactly what the khan of a mix of clan and trade union was looking for.

"Logistics of course. It doesn't matter how tough your warriors or soldiers are if you can't get them where they need to be, or enough beans, bullets and band aids for them to do whatever they're there to do."

She arches an eyebrow, a grin creeping across her sharp snout. "Oh yes. I like you Humies a lot. If I had a credit for every time I've had to beat that reality into a Cannidor taking her first command position, or to a wayward young khan or would be warlady, I'd be the richest woman on this half of the galactic disk. They just buy laser weapons and think they can forget about logistics because they don't need munitions for the majority of their weapons. When in fact, as you Humies well know, you need the right tool for the right job. Sometimes a rail gun, or Human style artillery is the best tool for the job, not a laser cannon or plasma bombard, and none of it matters if you can't get it where you need it."

Khan Hammerhand pushes off her throne and to her feet.

"Well Bridger, I asked you to bring some of your craftswomen and craftsmen and I'm glad I did. I had a hunch we'd be doing business so we can skip right to the challenge. I want to test your armorer's metal. Show me something up to my standards and you'll have my endorsement for Karchara's little plan, and be most welcome among us. I'll also reach out to Admiral Cistern to start talking about proper business. For example... I know you worked with those snakes over at Cannid Solutions. Got some decent deals. No hard feelings there, they're intergalactic, we're local, just how that shit rolls... but I'd be down to make them sweat on a contract for Undaunted command suits and training your armor techs the proper way. Even sending some of my girls out to join, both to train and to learn."

The big Cannidor woman shifts herself a bit leaning forward.

"Do well and I'll even full throat endorse your people to the council of matriarchs, to the point of splitting off one of my crafting clans from the main body and sending them to your new star system in the domain of Khan Karchara, treating the Undaunted like any other warrior clan. Can't be a warrior clan without a craft clan right next to you and I'm liking your metal so far."

Jerry resists grinning. He figured this wasn't going to be too difficult in terms of getting past the 'getting to know you' phase and this test was well suited to the talented techs he'd brought with him. His sweet, if crazy, Wichen, trained her people well when she wasn't building strange weapons or doting on their kittens.

"With pleasure. I even brought a sampling of our talented technicians and craftswomen... and my wife Wichen, the head of my gunnery department and armory, has prepared a little gift for you. Wichen?"

Grinning like the maniac she was, Wichen happily trots forward and pulls a presentation case out of an axiom pocket.

"My daughter Makula helped me out with this little project. The Field Pistol is our family standard sidearm, but we decided that a bigger variant for Jaruna and the larger daughters was in order.  We designed, prototyped and built the first two together. Jaruna, got number one, you got number two, and Makula's getting the third and her sisters have dibs on the fourth through sixth models. Makula! Present the Khan with her gift."

Makula races forward, taking the case from Wichen and stepping forward to place the lovingly made wooden box in front of the Khan and opening the lid to reveal one of the new 'Tiger' field pistols resting on velvet. There's a magazine in the grip, and another three in the case, along with a selection of 15mm ammo, again for presentation's sake.

The Khan's face immediately lights up.

"Well now, look at this little fancy! Chemically propelled kinetics eh? Guess it's true the Humans and therefore the Undaunted are big fans of these things. Sized for a proper hand though!"

She clears the pistol with smooth, familiar motions then holds it up to inspect it.

"Beautifully made! My compliments to everyone involved in the design and construction of this." She looks over at the Undaunted. "These been combat tested yet?"

"Makula, tell the Khan about your drop." Jerry prods his newest daughter gently.

"Oh! Uh. Well. I was part of the operation in Irgalas' domain and I brought my Tiger variant PSD with me. The PSD is a more simplified version of what you have there, a Field Pistol, suitable for mass issue. We used it for testing out the new ammo for these pistols. While I was still in the air, I landed a three shot group at a hundred and seventy five yards on a markswoman. Suffice to say, she died suddenly. The original design in 7.5mm FK has exceptional range, 15mm Cannidor is even meaner."

Hammerhand raises an eyebrow as she replaces the empty magazine and sets the pistol back in its case.

"Well now, that is special! Might have to barter with you for the specs of these beauties... keep 'em in house of course. Warrior clans in good standing only."

"Actually..." Makula begins again, leaning over to point at a data chip that also had a little spot in the case, easy to miss next to the giant hand cannon and its magazines.

"The specs for the pistol and its ammunition are here, a personal gift from the Bridger family to the Hammerhand head clan."

"Well now, that's one hell of a gift." The Khan sits back again. "Don't suppose you're giving the specs on this thing out commonly are you?"

Jerry shakes his head. "Just you and us, sole manufacturers. We will be giving another 15mm Cannidor pistol design to Cannid Solutions as a gift, but it's the cheaper, easier to produce model Makula mentioned. It’s much more suitable for mass production. Plus I figured it might get them manufacturing bulk 15mm ammunition to save you the trouble beyond small batch special munitions."

The Khan barks with laughter, slapping her knee. "Clever bastard. Alright, sounds good enough to me, and I can certainly verify the talents of your weaponsmiths. I'm already looking forward to shooting this little beauty. I imagine it makes a lot of noise as well as doing some serious damage."

"Actually Khan."

Makula steps forward again and points out the subtle band towards the end of the barrel.

"There's what we're calling a silencer or suppressor ring built into the pistol. It's got a double function of making the report of the firearm going off silent, including the crack as the round breaks the sound barrier, and it minimizes felt recoil. In smaller rounds there's almost no recoil at all, but 15mm Cannidor is a very large round. You can turn it off to make some noise, and for training, you can turn off the recoil mitigation, but we suggest leaving the recoil mitigation system on during combat at least."

"Hmmm. Well I suppose you'd be the expert wouldn't you? Well. Come on then, let's get down to the forge and see about testing the rest of your metal so we all know exactly who we're working with!"

The walk down to the Khan's personal forge is a short one, and while there's some heirloom pieces here and there, and an end of the forge room that's still in stone with only traditional tools, the bulk of it's sturdy, well made, modern walls with the usual warning signs that seemed to fill any industrial space.

A couple racks of power armor, Holo tank 'drafting tables', and a variety of machines that could shape or synthesize parts as appropriate out of raw material. Lighter machines that Jerry would guess were for rapid prototyping and heavy duty equipment that clearly had the horsepower to work on armor plates fit for Cannidor scale armored fighting vehicles.

Among the machines, a bull Cannidor wanders, working on one project or another.

"Hey, old bastard." Calls the Khan, and the man, presumably her husband, looks up.

"What now, you ancient nag?"

The words were harsh but the smiles and tone spoke volumes of just how close this couple was to each other.

"Old man, these are those interesting guests I told you about."

The older Cannidor places an almost comically small pair of glasses on the edge of his nose.

"Hmm... So I see. They really do look like a Tret if you're not paying attention. Humans have bigger canines and some other features, never mind the scent and general build. Plenty of not humans with these two lads though. Wives?"

Jerry nods. "A few of my wives, one of my daughters, and some of my subordinates."

The bull nods. "I am Hashak. Be welcome. I assume my dear wife has come to test you?"

Khan Hammerhand chuckles. "Ever the sharp one old man. I have an idea for the weaponsmiths, think you've got some work for the armor techs?"

"Oh I think I've got a suit or two in need of maintenance. You going to have the weaponsmiths work on... that?"

Hashak arches an eyebrow, the slight smile threatening to escape his lips hinting that a rather unique challenge might be in store.

“I think they can handle it.”

Jerry steps forward.

"Well in that case, let's get started, Senior Chief Halsey, GM2 Bisen, you're with Hashak and take Makula with you, she's got the makings of a decent armor tech and this should be an excellent opportunity for her to learn, and I suspect she'll be helpful."

"Really father? Me?" Makula points a claw at herself before remembering where she was and stiffening up. "Of course Father, I can help!"

"I know you can. Now let's show the Hammerhands what we can do."

The two groups split off and Jerry follows Wichen and Yura Ironside in Khan Hammerhand's wake as she leads the way to the design area and pulls an ancient case out from under a table with a grunt.

"Since you lot like your kinetics, I figured you could help me out with a little project I've been tinkering with in my spare time..."

The Khan opens the lid with an unceremonious flick of her wrist revealing a beautifully machined weapon that Jerry instantly recognized as an auto cannon of some description. From just what he could see it was clearly recoil operated in part, so that meant...

"Khan Hammerhand, is this a chemically propelled kinetic cannon of some kind?"

"Yep! This here's a relic of the clan, an ancient weapon from back when we were still on our home world. We figured out other weapons pretty quickly but chemical kinetics were big till we got railguns working properly. Comes with the territory when everyone is walking around in fur that can take a hit from plasma without even mildly annoying the woman hit by it."

The Khan chuckles, clearly remembering something for a moment before continuing.

"Plasma became more popular for warfare between Cannidor as we started using power armor. It's easier to slag some of the components and get a mobility kill compared to actually penetrating the shield AND the armor you see. Not that a good hit with plasma can't do that, but knocking the armor out's almost more valuable than killing the woman wearing it. Plus. We had incentive to not kill each other as our modern honor duel and limited ritual combat culture started to evolve. A mobility kill is embarrassing, but it's hard to start a blood feud when no one's dead at the end of the day."

"Not that it stops some dumb bitches from trying." Jaruna snorts.

"Stupid's a universal constant unfortunately." The Khan agrees. "Anyway I want a modernized update of this bad girl, just a digital prototype mind you, preferably with a new round. That's the most critical thing we lost about this weapon, we have no idea what the ammo was like beyond chemically propelled and rough dimensions. I'm happy using an Undaunted standard round if you've got one provided it'll have a good effect on target. We're thinking about bringing these back into production as an anti armor weapon. We're also talking about developing airburst ammunition and other toys."

Wichen nods, clearly seeing this as her cue as Jerry steps out of her way.

"Oh that's all? Easy day! I made a great autocannon that actually has a select feed system so you can switch between standard munitions and specialist rounds. Just looking at this one, it looks like it had a direct magazine feed and maybe an option to fit a belt from... Something. Our feed system should marry up easily, especially if we're using our standard high velocity 25mm round. Or maybe the experimental caseless round?"

The Feli woman's tail thrashes with growing excitement as she wanders around the weapon.

"Oh yeah. We can make this bad girl purr, no problem. Plus you can always buy a license for our current gen auto and rotary cannons if you want some options for flavor."

Khan Hammerhand starts to respond, then holds up short.

"Wait, what's a rotary cannon?"

Wichen's eyes go wide. "What!? You don't know? I thought everyone had seen combat footage of Undaunted Huscarls by now! Hubby! You gotta show the Khan the glorious siren song of Brrrrrrrrt while Yura and I get this thing knocked together! Bet you she'll buy the license to Huscarl fighters too!"

The Khan's brow furrows as a laughing Jerry motions her to the side.

"Well let's see this thing, it can't be that exciting."

Jerry just grins as he sets up a holoprojector and finds a beloved video on the Tear's media server and the sounds of 'Kickstart My Heart' echoes on an alien world for the first time.

By the time they'd finished the available footage of the A-10 Warthog in combat and switched to Huscarl footage from across the galaxy the Khan was leaned in and as eager as a girl about to get her Christmas presents.

"I don't know how much you want for those cannon licenses, but I want them. Auto, rotary, everything, big and small and that goddamn monster of a gunship! Hot fucking damn you Humies make some damn nasty toys! Guess I'm gonna have to get my girls watching combat footage to see if we can find some other fun toys to trade for."

Jerry grins up at the massive woman and offers her his hand. "I figure you'll be wanting flight training and everything else too?"

"Guess I will. Be easier to get the girls doing things right with the new toys if they have experienced teachers. I assume the Undaunted would be willing to provide them for a price?"

"That we would. I'm sure Admiral Cistern would be happy to set up a technical assistance team to come out and help our new ally out with her new gear."

"I just bet. Hell, maybe we'll save you a trip and just put the manufacturing facility on your new planet when you get done charming the panties off a whole species."

The Khan seizes Jerry's hand and gives him a firm shake before looking up.

"Well we're doing this thing for sure with all this horse trading, but let's check the rest of this test quickly..." The Khan holds a hand to her mouth. "Hey old man!"

"What do you want, ancient witch?"

"Those three doing decent?"

"They're naturals!" Hashak calls back. "Forgot I was testin'em and was busy teaching them some advanced tricks and ways to improve their armor."

Khan Hammerhand shrugs and offers Jerry a toothy smile. "Well. Guess that settles it. Welcome to Cannidor space, Khan Bridger, I just can't wait to see what kind of trouble you're going to get up to."

Hashak Hammerhand trots up as his wife goes to speak with Jaruna, grinning brightly.

"Your daughter's a good kid, Khan Bridger."

"I think so. All my daughters are special, Makula's no exception."

"You've adopted our ways well... Even as you have adopted our blood as if they were your own. I hear from Makula you even acted as shaman in the old way, for her, and her elder sisters when they were adopted. That you cut palms in the old rite."

"That's correct."

"This is good. Khan Bridger it is my pleasure to deliver an invitation from the council of patriarchs... not to meet you, but to welcome you home. Human you might be, but as you adopt the Cannidor, we adopt you."

Jerry nods slowly, letting all the implications play out through his head for a moment before smiling up at Hashak.

"This is good. Tell me when and where, I'm sure my senior officers and I would enjoy a bit of a boy's night."
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Three days and two nights of busy diplomatic work had seen all manner of deals being worked out between the Undaunted and the Hammerhands... to include Jerry getting a few recently finished Journeywoman armorsmiths and a master... all four of whom were conveniently unmarried... to join his armor shop.

The gear on the Crimson Tear was about to get a significant upgrade.

Tonight however... was going to be interesting.

The shuttle they'd taken from the Tear to the surface was fairly packed. Jerry had brought along Boone, Sir David, Tyler Sarkin, Sergeants Major Hightower and Gurung, and as the junior man of the group, Sergeant Jericho 'BULL' Stone, who'd been included as the husband of the second most senior Cannidor on the ship.

Also along for the ride were the senior Cannidor themselves, Jaruna, Zraloc and Boone's first wife Nikra had seated themselves next to their respective husbands, and Joan was seated in the back as the eldest of Jerry's daughters.

Tyler looks up from his communicator. "Admiral, just to clarify, and not to say you aren't welcome ladies, but isn't this event men only?"

Jaruna nods. "Just because you boys have your little mysterious event doesn't mean the girls don't have their own. Tradition and in this case ritual law requires bulls going to a meeting of the council to have bodyguards. Sensible of course. One bull's still just one bull, though they do have a unit of troops, mostly women, that protect the temple. Usually junior wives of the senior patriarch."

Zraloc cracks her knuckles and picks up where Jaruna had left off;

"Yep. So with all those women hanging around, sometimes for days back in the day... Everyone noticed it was a really good way to get people on neutral ground, in one of the few 'no violence' situations in Cannidor society. So the senior wife in a family would come as a bodyguard for her husband when the council assembled, even if that wife was a khan. A lot of diplomacy got done around the fires in the camp outside the council's temples simply because women who were at each other's throats could sit down and have a talk like adults. Bit of a shame to defuse the fun part before it can happen, but it stopped a couple pretty serious wars back on our home world."

"Just another example of the council's power really. They don't need to directly influence anything or throw their weight around often, they just move things around and let nature take its course. Right Boone?"

Jaruna tosses the question Boone's way, and the large man shrugs.

"I would not know Bridger Jaruna, I've never been a full member of the council, and such concerns were not mine."

Jerry leans forward a bit as he feels the shuttle start to break atmo with a slight 'tug' on the hardy little vessel.

"On another note, Boone, Nikra, how's Mellek doing with those sword drills I gave her?"

Nikra snorts with amusement. "Devouring them alive. She's been an industrious little shit. She bribed one of the Gravia girls to translate a few human manuals on swordsmanship into Galactic Trade, and subtitle some highly regarded instructional videos. Then she got one of my sister wives to put together a few training swords based on some research she did on the ship's info net! She has quite the collection now. Something called an Odachi that's a big curved monstrosity. At full scale the thing would be huge. Then a... I know what it is in our language..."

Nikra grumbles quietly under her breath until Boone leans over.

"Great sword. She had a great sword made."

"Right, that. She got a traditional Cannidor blade made, then she got a smaller human sword, a broadsword? and the one I really like, a cutlass. Smallest of the lot but seems like a nasty close quarters weapon which is where I prefer to be."

Jerry grins. "Heh. Thatta girl. Guess I'll have to pencil in some actual lessons for her. Can't have my apprentice outpacing her training learning on her own."

Nikra rubs her forehead. "Oh goddess, she was serious. My Khan if my daughter has been bothering you-"

Jerry holds up a hand, stopping Nikra before she can get too far into an apology.

"I don't mind. Mellek's enthusiasm is cute, and she's an eager pupil as you say."

The rest of the flight down to the planet was smooth and quick, enlivened only by Zraloc considering if she should get Mellek a chain blade for her birthday to a quick denial from Nikra before the group starts to laugh. It was a good excuse to bleed off a little pressure, thinking about Mellek's antics, and the sheer hazard she would potentially be with a live chain blade.

Before long they're on the ground, and Jaruna and the ladies are parting ways with the men, heading down a hill into a large encampment with plenty of comfortable seating, tents, roaring fires and the smell of cooking food.

Far from relaxing however, concern etches itself into Boone's face as he surveys the encampment and gets Jerry's attention.

"Too large. Even for a populated world like Coburnia's Rest. Not for a normal council..." Boone raises his voice. "Admiral Bridger, I am afraid things are not as I had hoped. The great patriarch has called a conclave. All men on this planet, if available, and at least within the capital city, will be at the council today. No doubt here to meet you, and make a decision on a course of action regarding humans. This is not a binding decision, Admiral. More a local one, but it could influence the great council of patriarchs."

"Boone, I thought I told you, you don't have to call me Admiral. You haven't enlisted. You're not one of my officers. And except for a nickname, you're a free man."

"I am aware, Admiral, but you are also my khan. That title however, is not your official title, even if it is your position. Admiral is your title. Showing deference as one of those under your protection to your rank is an honor that you have earned and a duty I must fulfill. To lower your status in public by referring to you in a familiar way would be disgraceful, and degrade me as well as you... and first impressions matter here."

"All right, Boone, I trust your judgment. Well, we're here and no matter what they're doing, we're here to make friends, and, from the invite Hashak gave me, are among friends. So relax." Jerry sets a more calm, confident smile on his face, the same smile he always wore for 'public relations' work. "Let's get in there, boys."

They quickly walk up the expansive staircase, with the humans having to use light hops to avoid scrambling to get up the Cannidor scaled steps. This was a Cannidor world, and a space that almost certainly predated first contact, the usual levels of galactic accommodation for different species of considerably different size simply weren't there.

At the summit, the great doors swing wide open, and the men of the Undaunted file in with their Cannidor guide, with a group of purple clad guardswomen offering them a polite salute.

None of these women had been past the doors. None of them cared. This wasn't just a duty to their clan, but to all Cannidor, and just glancing at them Jerry could tell they took it very seriously.

The place is spacious, to say the least. Jerry's group find themselves in a large vestibule, with a second set of heavy doors being handled by a pair of armed Cannidor bulls acting as sergeants at arms for the conclave.

The décor was suitably Cannidor in style. Lots of marble. All what one would expect of a grand temple as this sacred council of patriarchs was supposed to be... and for the first time in the galaxy, Jerry finds himself exclusively in the company of men again. Small knots of bulls chat quietly with each other, as older boys round up youngsters and herd them off down a hallway past a subtly armored door.

Jerry and the group follow the flow of the crowd into the main council chamber. It was a lot like a Greek forum, or perhaps the Roman Senate was a more apt comparison to Jerry's eye. An impressive amphitheater that had a spacious floor to speak from, which Jerry noticed was large enough for two adult male Cannidor to have a full on brawl with weapons if required, as part of debating the words spoken.

Instead of going to a seat, Jerry heads straight down to the floor, with Sir David waving off Boone's hand as he tries to potentially stop him.

"Let him go. The Admiral knows what he's doing. Besides, he brought a little surprise for the council."

Jerry waits. quietly at just the edge of the circle, until all around him have taken their seats, with the three seats at the focus being filled by Hashak, husband of Khan Hammerhand, and Karnak Makua, Boone's brother, dressed in a full shaman's regalia. Finally the Grand Patriarch, a distinguished Cannidor with many seasons under his belt takes his chair, and strikes a nearby stone with his ceremonial warhammer, calling the meeting to order in a shower of sparks.

"We hereby call this conclave into order... and we recognize our guest, Khan Bridger, it seems you have business you wish to bring before us before we have even begun discussion! We have yet to even have a chance to properly welcome you and your men."

The grand patriarch's tone has a merry lilt to it at the end, clearly amused by the proceedings and interested in seeing just what Jerry's up to. Hopefully he wouldn't disappoint.

Jerry bows in the Cannidor style before stepping into the circle, back straight, square shoulders, standing as if he was the one who was ten feet tall instead of his average listener.

"Ah but you have welcomed me and my men, Grand Patriarch, honored gentlemen of the conclave, and I would be remiss, under my own people's laws of hospitality, if I did not respond to such a warm welcome with a gift in turn."

Jerry reaches into an axiom pocket, and with as much flourish as he can manage, draws forth a massive two handed claymore, a later design to be sure, and this one was staggering in its proportions, suited for someone the size of a Cannidor. He resists calling axiom as he swings the blade into a level position, carrying it by the blade as he offers it up to the grand patriarch. He had to present this gift with his strength alone.

"I offer this token of the Undaunted's appreciation and brotherhood to the Cannidor people and the men of this conclave for the warm welcome we have received."

The grand patriarch arches an eyebrow, smiling in the way that only a Cannidor can.

"Heh. You see brothers. What brother Karnak and brother Hashak have told us is true, as is the testimonial we received from brother Boone. He understands our ways. Small perhaps, but his spirit roars as great as any of our ancestors. Sergeant at Arms, please retrieve the gift from Khan Bridger, and place it in the armory with our other treasures. He and his men are welcome among us, as our brothers, as are all humans who wish to come among the Cannidor people and have a spirit that matches our own. So sayeth the triumvirate of this conclave. If there are any more questions than that, or if any wish to dissent, on this recognition of our brothers from the darkest spot of this universe, speak now, that we might discuss the matter until all are satisfied."

None dissent, and the Grand Patriarch smacks the rock with his war hammer again.

"Then it seems the formal duties of this conclave are adjourned. Let us all retire, and take joy in the company of our brothers... I know we all have questions for our new kindred... and I suspect we might find one of them willing to go and answer the questions of our young men and boys as well, but please, let us go somewhere more comfortable."
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It's Jerry's turn to arch an eyebrow now, fighting to keep a smile from his face. It seems he'd short circuited part of the process with his gift, and in a way, that was as Cannidor as it got, wasn't it? Managing to be both polite and rude while offering enough deference and respect to the people in charge that they couldn't bitch too much about it.

That was the Cannidor in a nutshell really.

No complex weave of social interactions where a single strand of hair out of place or the incorrect number of petals on a flower could start a war. The Cannidor were straightforward people with a straightforward sense of honor and reputation. Your honor was who you were to your community, the deeds you'd committed that were known to all.

Jerry follows the flow of traffic up the other side of the amphitheater, the mood now rather jovial and friendly as the Undaunted men naturally distribute among the hall. It was a sumptuous room, with rich hardwoods and plush rugs that were generally the hide of some sort of beast. Trophies of all kinds are scattered across various shelves, and racks. Heavily laden bookshelves strain under the weight of books in galactic trade and the Cannidor language. Mostly on subjects of history, religion, and the law if Jerry was willing to take a guess.

The whole set up reminded Jerry of a gentlemen's club from days gone by on Earth.

"If you could join me, Khan Bridger, and Bonrak Boone?"

Asks the Grand Patriarch, and Jerry grabs a seat around the leadership's table and sinks into a plush, comfortable chair... that conveniently had a height adjustment to allow him to elevate himself slightly. It was bit embarrassing, almost made Jerry feel like a kid sitting at one of the adult tables during a holiday meal, but no one seemed to pay it any heed as young men whose attire denoted them as a Shaman's assistants quickly began to move through the room offering cigars and drinks from various carts.

Sir David joins them at the high table and gleefully takes a cigar from a young man, quickly preparing it with a pocket knife after giving it a delicate sniff.

"At last, a proper smoke! I can smell the beauty of whatever this is made from already! None of this synthetic nonsense!"

"Appetizers for the meal of course." The Grand Patriarch chortles. "Ah. I must say Khan Bridger I do have one regret for your magnificent entrance. I had a wonderful speech worked out to welcome you, and open debate on the subject about including humans as a general rule in our proceedings, but you preempted me marvelously. I admit I was hoping to see you spar against a challenger, but with such a magnificent gift, delivered in such a manner, few are those who would challenge you are of us. Especially when your combat record since arriving on the galactic scene is a matter of public record. It's not often we have a prince among us after all."

Karnak smirks. "Say what you will about how delicate Apuk maidens can be, but they certainly court as aggressively as our women! Your wife Princess Aquilar certainly looked like she was giving you a proper pummeling during your matrimonial bout! Perfect finish too."

"Perfect how?"

Jerry asks, curious.

Boone taps the table for attention.

"Allow me, my Khan. It's a small detail of our older culture when marital dueling was the preferred way to get a spouse. It's believed that while a knock out is good, a mutual knockout is a most auspicious start to the relationship, as it shows that both partners are well matched."

"I see... that makes perfect sense actually."

Karnak laughs again. "Ah yes, you really are one of us. Small wonder so many Cannidor women are writing to their sisters and other kin about their new human husbands. Nothing is more important to our people than spirit, and humanity seems to have spirit to spare."

"If you don't have your own will, what do you have?"

The men around the table nod at Jerry's words.

It was nice to be around people that understood you on a fundamental level.

The Grand Patriarch takes a stiff drink from his mug. "I can only pray for your success with your negotiations with the Grand Council of Matriarchs and the Grand Council of Patriarchs. Time will tell if you are truly spirit kin to us, but I believe the day will come when we welcome humanity entirely as our brothers and sisters."

"Even the more docile parts of our species? Not all of our kind are warriors."

The Grand Patriarch nods. "You need to get out among the rural parts of the Cannidor people when you make it to an appropriate world. As far from the ways of the warriors as possible. While Cannidor are... perhaps aggressive, as a rule, there are plenty of our kind who do not have a taste for violence. Who simply want to live a quiet life and be left to their own devices, and in the ways of quiet people everywhere to my knowledge, are only dangerous when truly pushed too far."

Another round of nods before Jerry leans in a bit, eager to ask a question of his own.

"So is this what a conclave is really about Grand Patriarch? An excuse for the boys club to get together for a drink, a smoke and a meal?"

"Oh to an extent perhaps. You must understand Khan Bridger, there are forces at work within galactic society and Cannidor society that would keep us from the fellowship of our peers. Long have we as a species determined that men and boys require the company of their brothers. Companionship, mentoring, discourse, spirited play and even fighting when needs must. You won't see them here till later on, but our sons, from toddlers to late adolescents, are taking lessons and enjoying their own meal with another senior shaman nearby. When they are close to coming of age, those boys on the cusp of manhood shall assist the shamans, first with their younger brothers, and then slowly starting the process of joining the main conclave until they reach maturity and are welcomed as full brothers."

The Grand Patriarch takes a thoughtful puff of his own cigar.

"It's a beautiful thing really, the boys playing and enjoying themselves. Safely able to roughhouse or cause a little trouble, away from the watchful eyes of loving mothers, doting aunts and concerned sisters. Older boys can even begin martial training through the council, and will eventually be referred to one of their kinswomen for training at home once they are old enough, and confident enough that no one will be able to stop them anymore. I'm sure you've noticed the somewhat overbearing nature of care for boys in the galaxy, trying to wrap them in protective material to hide them from the troubles of the world."

Karnak scoffs. "Madness, the lot of it. Thank the gods that our women are a bit more sensible than many species’ women in that regard."

"Well said Shaman Karnak, but it remains that it is very hard for many men to get honest feedback and proper training as men in Cannidor society when it comes to the war arts. Many of our sisters are far too eager to compliment even mediocre skill, and in their defense they will help a boy work on his form and the like, but few will give him the challenge he needs to truly grow strong... until he surprises them and shows them they damn well need to take him seriously!"

Jerry nods, slowly processing. "So is that really the point of a conclave then? Social opportunities and looking after the next generation?"

The Grand Patriarch shakes his head. "Were it just that, it would be a worthy objective in my estimation, but we have our duties on matters of law, of tradition, of honor, and we do not shirk them in the slightest. Our power in society might be 'soft' power, but water is 'soft', until one hits it at terminal velocity, then it's as hard as stone! I'm sure you saw the encampment outside for the women escorting their sons and husbands. That encampment is an important part of Cannidor inter clan politics. There are many reasons to bring us together. Sometimes the Shamans demand we withdraw down into the caves where the first conclaves on this world were held, and conduct sacred rituals to our people in the old rite of the Cannidor. Our original faith before the Astral Guides and others began to spring up."

Karnak nods. "Oh yes. We have many sacred tasks to attend to, though I would say the social aspects are quite important. Once we joined the galactic community, our women became more protective of us. Ironic considering our social roles in days gone by. For the most part we have accepted this change with grace, as men should, but we still have our own business to attend to. Perhaps one day, Khan Bridger, you will join us for some of the more sacred parts of our work. Today however, is more about getting to know humans, and most importantly, getting to know your Undaunted."

Hashak chuckles. "Now they're finally on to the meat of the matter! I think I see one of the other Shamans leading two of your men to go see the boys."

Jerry looks over and catches a glimpse of Sergeant Major Gurung heading down a hallway, and he's quickly followed by Sergeant Major Hightower.

"Sergeant Major Gaje Gurung and Sergeant Major John Hightower are both truly elite warriors. Gaje is himself a father of three sons, two of whom have come of age and joined their father in his trade... I believe his eldest son might even be trying to come out to the wider galaxy from Earth. I suspect he's the perfect man to answer your boys and young men's questions about the Undaunted."

"And recruit the lot of them for tours!" Hashak laughs before taking a deep drag of his drink. "Which is perfect really. It's something that got humanity on the council's scans pretty much immediately once your Admiral Cistern made his proclamation and started organizing. Ah gods above, I wish there had been an organization like your Undaunted when I was a boy! A place where a man's truly free to be a man! Not even limited interference from mothers or wives, but none if one so desires. While I am satisfied with my fate and have grown old and comfortable, and my own son has become a fine man, and a warrior in his own right, I dare hope of having a grandson, and I would like to see him have a place he can go like the council, but that will afford him adventure, excitement and experience that he might gain wisdom in the ways of the world outside our walls."

The Grand Patriarch nods solemnly. "Well spoken Brother Hashak. This is indeed what almost all of us are curious about. We older men... our time is passing, even in a galaxy of agelessness, though the body might be young, the mind is not and comes to prefer the comfort and peace of one's own fires to the brisk breeze of the road untraveled. So we look to our next generation. Many of our young boys look towards your Undaunted already. If we can confirm it is a good place for them. A place that will teach them lessons they need to grow strong, then we shall wholeheartedly endorse you. I am not sure what all the Grand Council will have to say on the matter, but I suspect everyone is of a similar vein. Yes we could discount you for your size... but then we hear about what you do. Deeds matter most among the Cannidor, and the words that go with your deeds are most alluring."

"Alluring in ways I'm not sure human men can fully appreciate." Kashak takes over smoothly. "I am sure you have young men back home who long for brotherhood, and seek to challenge and master themselves, but out here... it's so much more difficult. Even in Cannidor space where we have the council to look after each other and provide fellowship, that's more of an older man's comfort. It does not speak to the drive of youth for excitement and adventure. A place where a boy with suitable inclination can perhaps even lead. Not as his head wife's husband. Not as a shaman, but as a khan, or rather a senior military officer, in his own right. With worthy blade siblings at his back."

Jerry makes a show of thinking through their words, but he already knew his answer. He'd known his answer since Boone had helped him arrange the meeting via Kashak.

"Gentlemen, the Undaunted philosophy is well matched with the Cannidor. Self mastery. Self perfection. The drive to constantly improve, to learn, to become stronger and never give up. These are valuable lessons that any sapient of any sex can learn from, and with enough will, thrive from. If your young men come to us, I can only promise them one thing. A chance to prove themselves, to themselves, if no one else."

The four Cannidor at the table all nod in unison, and the Grand Patriarch smiles.

"This is good. Khan Bridger I believe the relationship between our species is going to truly be something special in a few centuries time... and with luck I'll be there to see it."

"I'm still getting used to the idea of immortality as a lifestyle choice, but we'll have to meet together for a drink at another conclave, and review the results."

"We shall indeed." The Grand Patriarch chuckles before draining his tankard and signaling for another. "Now... perhaps you can tell me what in the hells an 'anime' is and why my grandson wants to be a... It's a word in your English. I think it means marine? The boy's gone mad, rolling his sleeves an odd way, polishing his boots. It's confusing the hell out of his mothers, let me tell you!"
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Joan

Joan did not like watching her father walk away. It was irrational of course. It's not like he was in danger or anything. Her father was the danger, and she was quite proud of that fact. Plus with a majority of an entire planet's male population on hand this was one of the most heavily secured locations on the planet. 

The purple garbed ceremonial guards women were just one layer. Joan figured she'd picked out six heavy defensive emplacements and a couple concealed deployment doors for what would be large numbers of power armored warriors. The Khan even had one of the Hammerhand's few battle barges in geosync orbit.

Knowing it was irrational did not change her dislike however.

Plus.

If she was honest with herself.

She was extremely curious.

Male mysteries and rituals were one of those things that were hard to learn about for those cultures that had such things. Only among humans, who absolutely did have such things, could one freely learn about them and their ways, such as the ancient human warrior greeting known as a 'fist bump'.

Cannidor men, her own species' men, were far more secretive about their practices.

Not that there weren't interesting things to explore right here.

The encampment was pretty nice all things considered. It was provided by the Grand Patriarch, and was set up like an old Cannidor war camp from back when they were planet bound. Large yurt-like tents, more open pavilions to enjoy the night breeze and smoke various substances, a couple large animals Joan didn't recognize roasting on a spit and making Joan drool slightly just from the scent of them.

"Hmmm. The Grand Patriarch of this world is clever."

Joan says, the thought escaping her mouth before she can stop it.

Jaruna looks over from where she's performing her own survey.

"Oh? What makes you say that? I was going to ask you anyway, see if you're picking up what's going on here."

Joan nods. Of course she'd be asked. This type of management of people was very much a leader's duty, and Joan was going to take such a mantle in her family one day, of that, she was damn sure... even if that meant opening herself up to her adopted parent's highest possible standards. As strict as they were with just their soldiers, as much as they asked of them, for one who would lead such men and women... more was not just expected, but demanded.

"Simply put, the entire camp is designed to reinforce the neutral status of this place. The palisades are more or less fixed and permanent, and the encampment has already been emplaced when people start to arrive. No clan can bring more than is already here, leaving the various khans, first wives, war band leaders and other assorted important people from the highest to the lowest on slightly more even footing. Ritual demands relatively plain clothing, eliminating that possible social distinction too. Here we are all guests, and therefore bound by hospitality laws. The meat and alcohol are all of fine quality, and the host clan are ensuring they hold up their end of the obligations of our hospitality laws, obliging us to do likewise. Someone who betrays those laws would be less than dishonorable. Whether you believe the gods will ignore their souls in the next life or not, all Cannidor will revile them as oathbreakers of the lowest order."

"Exactly. Nicely done daughter."

Nikra, wife of Boone chuckles. "Nicely done indeed. You weren't kidding Jaruna, your eldest is as sharp as a war spear."

Jaruna smacks Joan hard on the back, nearly throwing her forward.

"Just wait till you see her fight."

Jaruna leads them over to one of the pavilions, grabbing a couch with a comfortable view of most of the camp.

"Now... let's See. Joan. Go wander around. That's your task for tonight. I expect we'll be getting some visitors. Curious types, recruiting questions for daughters and sons alike, rubberneckers, and so on. I want you to go learn something. To get a feel for the situation on this world. If you find some opportunities for us I'll be extra impressed, but if you just dig up some dirt you'll be more than accomplishing your task. So off with you, get some meat, mingle."

"On it, mother!"

Joan gets up and stretches, resisting racing over to the meat like a pup and trying to walk with the same confidence and poise her parents displayed. If you had to tell people you were a bad bitch, how bad were you exactly? Besides, even if her newest sisters weren't here, she had to set an example for Makula and Hippolyta. New clan members like Enrika and her siblings too.

With a spit of meat secured, Joan tears a few strips of smoked animal flesh off, savoring how juicy it was. Cooked to perfection to say the least. This particular meat reminds Joan of pork, and she makes a mental note to figure out what this animal was called as a possible addition to the family business's menu.

She wasn't going to count this as an opportunity though. It was a freebie.

She pads around the well trodden central path of the camp, a broad oval that has the entrance to the encampment on one end, and Khan Hammerhand's tent at the far end. As planetary ruler, she got to enjoy some perks. If it was war time on the planet the khan's tent would be changed out for one of the plainer ones, to encourage diplomacy and discussion in the camp.

There was however a pattern from what Makula could tell. The warrior caste were generally on the upper left of the camp as looking at the Khan's tent from the entrance, close to their khan of course, but also some mild, and possibly completely unconscious, segregation. The bottom left of the camp was the crafter clans, and the rare guests like the Bridger's company. The right side of the camp was mostly civilians from what Joan could see from here, with a gradient based on wealth from the occasional flash of jewelry and more done up appearances. Even for an event like this, most farmers wouldn't bother doing themselves up just to peacock for a bunch of stuffed shirts from the city.

Joan wanders up the right hand side, exchanging a few words with various farmers and the like, mostly just listening. It sounded like one of the farmers had just gotten one of her daughters married off... to an Undaunted by the sound of things! Interesting! Not exactly what she was here to scope out though.

Further up the path she starts seeing merchants and similar 'softer' trades. There was little room to cut in here unless she wanted to negotiate a trade deal all on her own, but she does provide the contact details for Syl's office to a few merchants who recognize her, exchanging little pleasantries and other small talk as she goes.

Schmoozing was a leadership skill too.

Once Joan makes her way up and into the 'big money' end of the pool, finally, someone full on stops her.

She was... rather imposing actually. Something Joan was not used to considering people as. A black furred Cannidor who had to be thirteen feet tall at the least. Her eyes were blood red, and while she appeared unblemished beneath her long blonde hair, Joan was dead certain she was using some sort of axiom disguise effect. To what end she couldn't guess, but something about the woman oozed menace to Joan's eye.

Not in the same way Talg had oozed ill will and menace. He'd been a mad dog eager to get off his leash, ready to revel in slaughter, pain and misery in all their forms. No this was a much colder kind of menace, something that wasn't helped in the slightest by her big toothy smile.

A smile that didn't get anywhere near her lifeless red eyes.

Joan suppresses a shiver. This one was clearly a real piece of work.

"Well now, what do we have here? Hello young lady... Let's see... warrior, not from around here I think. Would that make you one of the Bridger girls then? A daughter by age I'd guess... Not the one who impressed the market place with her quick draw skills the other day defending your father though I think. Different fur and hair, and you're a bit older than I'd heard she was."

Makula! Joan keeps her face plain as can be. How did this witch know about that?

"Heard about that, did you?"

"Oh darling, half the planet heard about it before it finished happening."

"Huh. Must have been a slow news day. I can't imagine a little reminder of basic manners was that big a deal."

"Oh it's always a big deal in the right circles. Strength, skill, they're the life blood of Cannidor society, and when a new fish moves into the pond everyone wants to get a measure of what that fish is like. You only can hear and see so much before it turns up... That's what your Papa's doing here isn't it? Letting the Khans get a measure of humanity and their new little society?"

It wasn't a question. The woman was telling her.

"...I'm sorry miss, I don't think I got your name."

The woman feigns embarrassment. "Oh dear, look at me, sometimes when I have a cute little thing like you for an audience I can't just help but talk. Calra Steeltooth. You can call me a... specialist in labor negotiation and import and export."

'Legbreaker for hire, for both sides of a dispute probably, smuggler and a whole host of other things besides. Got it.'

Joan thinks to herself, looking for ways to extricate herself from the conversation before things ended up going in a direction Joan didn't want it to.

"Hmm. Well I think I've taken enough of your time young lady, I do have some people I need to talk to. No sense wasting a chance to do business on neutral ground you know? If your Papa ever needs anything off the books. Or if you or your lovely sisters want to make some easy credits on the side to fortify your allowance a bit you just look me up. Ta ta now."

Joan doesn't take a breath. Doesn't do anything to outwardly contain herself or control herself. She just keeps smiling and keeps entirely calm. That'd get under the absolute bitch's skin. Making it clear Calra's attempts to tweak Joan were having no impact whatsoever. The gall of saying she was getting a damn allowance as a properly paid power armored warrior with multiple combat drops! Still. No sense taking easy bait. Annoying her by ignoring the bait was much sweeter.

A quick stroll up the path brings her near Khan Hammerhand's tent, and Joan tosses the elder woman a two fingered salute she'd learned from Jerry by way of greeting, which the Khan acknowledges with a nod before returning to her conversation.

Her walk is more or less undisturbed until she reaches the warrior part of the camp.

A small group of young women are rallied around a gray furred elder who's talking to them about something...

"Oh. Look here girls, she'll be able to answer your questions. Young lady! Could you join us?"

The gray muzzle calls out to Joan, who confirms she's the one being spoken to and makes her way over to the fire.

"You're the daughter of Khan Bridger are you not?"

"I have that honor, yes."

"One of his warrior daughters?"

"Yes. I have made numerous drops in my family's name, and in the name of the Undaunted, and won glory for house and nation."

That gets a round of appreciative nods and murmurs from the young women, and a sage nod from the old woman.

"As it should be. Khan Mereken. Guest of the Hammerhands."

That was interesting. Not part of the host of the Hammerhands, which had a small group of 'internal' warrior clans that were well known to have some of the best gear in the galaxy... but a guest.

"I take it you have questions about the Undaunted, khan?"

"Not me, but these girls do. They were just telling me about their plans to go to Centris to join up with this Admiral Cistern. That the potential for good pay, combat experience and of course a shot at a warrior husband are not to be missed."

Joan nods slowly, thinking her response through. "Well if that's what you seek you'll find it with the Undaunted. Trials aplenty, training like few places in the galaxy can provide. Once they're done with you, you'll be more than just a warrior. They'll find all your natural gifts and polish them into weapons made of axiom ride, and reinforce your weaknesses with an alloy... but more importantly with the mind set they champion, if you accept it as your way of life, you will never doubt again. You'll seek the horizon. Seek the next challenge. The next foe. The next test. The more you succeed the more you'll be rewarded. The only limit in the equation to the value the Undaunted can offer is you."

Her eyes drift skyward for a moment.

"My father, and his warriors, rescued me from horrors beyond which I can describe, even among warriors. I thought I was shattered. A broken thing that might one day recover enough to be a person. My father's faith and trust in me, his love and the love of my mothers, has reforged me better than I was before my ordeal. I am made new. While I can't promise you adoption or marriage, you'll find kinship aplenty and human men do like Cannidor women quite a bit."

One of the girls raises a hand. "Is it true that human men are as easy to pick up as literally picking them up and shoving your tongue down their throats?"

"...I uh. Wouldn't know from personal experience. I've much I wish to accomplish before I consider courting, but human men appreciate direct, clear communication. Ask them before planting a kiss on their lips, mind you. Most human men are highly lethal warriors and just picking one up is liable to get you shot. Kinetics hurt girls. They might be small but treat them with due respect and you'll get what you want almost certainly... and there's a lot of them. So you don't have to go with the first one you lay eyes on. Humans like their deeper relationships with their wives. My father's generally trying to limit his marriage specifically so he can be a lover, and father not just a 'husband' and sperm donor. He's a bit extreme, but I've observed that most human men want a marriage to mean more than security and children."

Joan answers a few more questions after that, but the dozen or so girls drift off in small groups, the subject of discussion as much about the warrior benefits of the Undaunted as much as husband hunting, which Joan took as actually doing her pitch properly.

"You know if you're going to be stealing our daughters like that, maybe I should just sign my whole clan up."

Khan Mereken's tone is a merry one, clearly amused by the antics of some of her clan's children.

"You could, you know. You said you're a guest of the Khan. Well the Undaunted are here to negotiate towards a three world system in the territory of my mother's clan, the Karchara. They'll need warrior clans of their own."

Khan Mereken strokes her chin thoughtfully.

"...That could be quite the opportunity for a smaller clan that's down on their luck somewhat. Or some of the nomadic clans that wish to settle and cannot find permanent territory where they're welcome or needed."

"The Undaunted can always use more spears. I imagine your girls would have a chance to go out and serve off world with the main body before returning home too."

"...Yes, that's a good point. Perhaps I shall escort my clan's daughters to Centris, and see if I can meet with this Admiral Cistern."

"I'm sure the Admiral would be happy to meet with you. If you don't want to travel that far, I can put you in touch with my father as well."

"Oh no need when he's already got quite enough-" Khan Mereken stops mid sentence. "Ah, Bridger Jaruna, welcome. Your reputation precedes you."

"All good I hope."

"Good enough, and strong enough no one wants to disparage anything else they've heard about you."

The two women share a laugh, while Joan decides it's probably better to shut up when the brass are talking to each other.

"So did I overhear my little Joan breaking out her recruiting pitch?"

"That you did. A damn effective one too considering I'm about to go chase down my clan's daughters who want to go to Centris and offer to book transport for them so I can accompany them with a few of my senior advisors." Khan Mereken nods at Joan. "Your girl here has quite the gift. She'll make a fine Khan one day, you should be proud."

"Oh I am. I doubt her old man's going to cede the crown any time soon, but if that crown passes to Joan, or if she takes another path one day, I know she'll show the galaxy just what a motivated Bridger girl can do. Right kiddo?"

"You got it Mom!"

"That's the spirit. Come on, let's get a drink and a bite to eat. Care to join us, Khan Mereken?"

"Oh I think a drink or two to warm my old bones in good company sounds like a fine time. Besides I can get more information out of you about the Undaunted."

The night ran long, and the fires outside had reduced to embers by the time the conclave called an end to their deliberations. Joan is sitting with Jaruna and the other women from the Tear, waiting patiently for their menfolk, when Jaruna looks up all of the sudden, seconds before the great doors start to move.

"There they are, they're out first... probably with the Grand Patriarch."

Jaruna picks Jerry and his men out with ease, and as they hit the bottom of the stairs Zraloc bounces over and grabs her husband Jericho up in a big bear hug, easily taking his boots a couple feet off the ground as she smothers him in her chest.

Joan races over to greet her father, but is beaten to the punch by Jaruna herself so she waits patiently as Jerry smiles up at Jaruna, taking her hand and giving it a gentle yank while tapping her hip at the right spot to drop her down so he can give her a deep kiss.

Joan resists rolling her eyes. It was great that her parents were so affectionate, and certainly gave her and her sisters a high standard to shoot for with their own husband one day, but did they have to do it right here?

"Well hello there, handsome. How'd it go?"

"I think it went pretty damn well... and you know what? I think the future for Cannidor and Humanity is going to be a very interesting place to see."

"Heh. Guess I'll look forward to the show over the coming decades then. Come on stud, let's get you and the rest of the boys back to the Tear before Cassie and the other wives start ruffling their feathers."

Jerry reaches over and jumps up slightly to tussle Joan's hair fondly.

"So, how was camping out with the ladies of the city?"

"...Interesting. I think I learned a lot."

"Well tell me all about it on the ride up to the Tear."

"Okay!"
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Jerry

"Admiral on deck!"

"As you were!"

Jerry's boot heels click as he walks into the conference room and strides around to the head of the table. He'd just gotten through an inspection with his new Cannidor troops and was feeling a bit more formal than normal as a result.

He'd also noticed that Enrika Bonrak, Boone's eldest daughter, and thus Jerry's youngest warrior candidate besides his own daughter Makula, had been looking a bit odd, and makes a mental note to go check on Enrika and Makula's training after this meeting.

His eyes drift around the table, mentally taking account of everyone present. Diana was to his immediate right, and Nadiri was further up the table. Jaruna and Joan were holding down the far end, the latter now actively being mentored as a future leader for the Bridger family's troops as opposed to just putting her in convenient spots for exposure. Sir David is to his left, and Zraloc had joined them, which wrapped up Jerry's planning team for the mission in Cannidor space save for Boone, who was dealing with a sick infant at home, which Jerry considered higher priority.

He had a pretty good idea of what was coming next after all.

"Ladies, Sir David, excellent work on Coburnia's Rest. I've also passed my compliments to the various department heads and their sailors and Marines. We've successfully conducted shore leave without getting anyone arrested, killed, caught up in terrorist plots, and we only had..."

Jerry checks his notes.

"Six marriages. Not counting the four armorsmiths Khan Hammerhand has sent aboard the Tear, I believe they'll be married in short order so we may as well call it ten marriages. Quite the mix of women too for them all being Cannidor. One girl's the eldest daughter of a farming family and has a green thumb that apparently has to be seen to be believed, she'll be joining our hydroponics facility and apparently she believes she can significantly increase our yield of things like tea to the point we can potentially produce it for trade, not just taking care of internal consumption needs."

Sir David laughs, chuckling merrily into his hand; "Where in the world did one of our boys find a Cannidor farmer's daughter?"

Jerry shrugs. "Farmer's market I believe. Which you know, makes sense. Moving on though, we have successfully completed our mission on Coburnia's Rest and made friends for the Undaunted with Clan Hammerhand, and made first contact with the council of Patriarchs. For the first group, Wichen and her team did such a good job on the test that the Hammerhands will be sending the Undaunted a crafting clan, like we were any other Cannidor warrior house. Provided we succeed in our bid to take control of the star systems that Khan Karchara's offering us of course."

A quick fiddle of the controls brings up a hologram of a world that was a bit browner than Coburnia's Rest. It clearly had less water and was warmer over all.

"This is Narkaris, the throne world of Clan Charocan, and our next port of call. They're one of the major warrior clans, if not the largest after the Golden Khan. Charocan Mirek, the current khan, commands about five hundred thousand power armored warriors, which is approximately one tenth of the total strength of the Cannidor, and about a third of the grand clan's standing force."

The image changes to project the figure of a fairly standard looking Cannidor warlady, smashing another warrior with a club in what appeared to be a regulated bout of some kind.

"The Charocan are part of the Cannidor conservatives. They do things old school. They're not complete fossils, that's Clan Kopekin, who are so old school that they barely tolerate the Astral Guides and other post space flight Cannidor religions on their worlds. We'll be visiting them later, and I'm sure that'll be a stimulating series of conversations if we don't manage to touch off a religious war."

Jerry changes the image a third time, to an image of the Charocan banner.

"We don't know for sure what the Charocan are going to challenge us with, but we know they're going to challenge us... and I think we've got a reasonable guess. Diana?"

Diana goes to lean forward... then stops. She'd started showing at around six weeks, normal for a trim woman with a very large pregnancy, and was still getting used to being a bit wider around her middle than she was used to being.

"Ahem. We suspect that Clan Charocan will demand some of our warriors to undergo their warrior selection trials. They'll be starting shortly after we make planetfall. Khan Charocan has done that to minor clans seeking recognition before, wanting to get a feel for the mettle of the warriors in question, come to understand how they train and do business. In this case... I suspect she'll specifically ask Jerry to attend. Intelligence has pulled some communications 'by accident' during the diplomat's initial contact that seemed to indicate as such. Nothing... classified. Just. Incidental information gathering."

Joan drops a fist on the table with a meaty 'thunk', scowling; "That absolute bitch! She has to know that's a major insult to a warrior of father's standing!"

"Easy there, fire brand." Jaruna pats Joan on the shoulder. "Any idea about how many warriors they'll want us to send through?"

"Three is their usual pattern, a senior warrior and two new recruits who haven't earned their armor yet if they're available. While it is an insult, it also makes sense that they'd be most curious about Jerry, this alleged warrior man." Diana's eyes narrow. "Not that I'm particularly fond of them slapping us as an organization and specifically my husband across the mouth, but it does fit their pattern."

Jerry nods slowly. "So it's a request to put up or shut up. Simple enough. If I wanted to insult them back I could always bring Mellek and carry her through the trials as I needed to, perhaps while carrying Hippolyta on my back, but Makula and Enrika are of age and perfectly capable. So we might as well meet the Charocan on their terms. We've already got Makula and Enrika training together anyways. So we'll need to intensify that while we transit to Narkaris, make sure they're ready to uphold the clan and the Undaunted's honor properly."

"Exactly what I figured you'd say." Diana grins. "I actually figure we've got a chance to really make a show of this provided the girls do well."

"Not worried about me?"

"Training's about will, and you have will to spare. Giving you bullshit space magic hasn't exactly changed that, hubby. Err. Sir."

Diana does her best to look apologetic, but only manages a shit eating grin instead.

Jerry sits back a bit, thinking, drumming his fingers on the desk as he ponders the situation at hand.

"Hmph. Alright. I've got it. I'll go through this training with Makula and Enrika, and with any luck we'll beat the brakes off the course. However... I think we need to return the favor a bit and show them how we really do business by our rules. Sir David."

"Sir?"

"I want you to prepare a war game. Work with Jaruna to work something out that's balanced in numbers and suitable for Cannidor training standards and ritual combat."

Sir David nods. "I think I can guess the rest of the orders."

"I just bet you can, but to make it clear... Commandos only. While I'm going to accept Khan Charocan's insult and go through with it to prove a point... We can't let them go around thinking they got the upper hand on us. So. Go at the gaps in their armor with unrelenting fury. Set up whatever you need to warm people up for training."

Sir David grins, a wicked, meat eating smile that'd have a herbivorous alien weak in the knees from fear or arousal if she saw it.

"With pleasure Admiral. I'll see about getting some more force on force training for my lads and lasses in."

Diana clears her throat.

"On a lighter note, I think our new Cannidor farmer aboard ship brings up an interesting point. We're meeting a very specific strata of Cannidor society. The warrior caste and those associated with them. We should be reaching out more while we're on these various worlds to ensure we get a proper understanding of who we're somewhat allying ourselves with. We got a decent feel for the Hammerhands, but they're still a predominantly civilian clan, and really the only civilian clan afforded such status. Even Cannid Solutions is primarily owned by three warrior clans and their crafting clans that have broken off from the Hammerhands union."

"Hmmm."

Jerry rolls the thought around in his head for a bit. Humanity did have a habit of mostly meeting warrior Cannidor, or Cannidor fighters, thugs, mercenaries, pirates and other members of the various violent trades. A consequence of most humans out of Cruel Space being soldiers themselves. Like attracts like... and when warrior men are on the prowl in a galaxy with a hundred women to one man on average, warrior women are sure to follow.

"That's a fair point, Diana darling. Boone said the same. Himself being a good example of a non-warrior Cannidor as a house husband and a teacher. What about the underworld? Or the have nots? Joan had that odd encounter at the encampment while I was attending the council right? Is there a lead there?”

Diana nods. “Quite possibly. While Joan doesn’t have optical implants to record facial data her description matches a general description of Calra Steeltooth. So she did give Joan her proper name. We also know she’s suspected of being the head of the Black Khans criminal syndicate that operates off Coburnia’s Rest.”

“What do we know about these Black Khans?”

Diana thinks for a minute, recalling the information before she continues;

“The Black Khans are probably the largest criminal organization in Cannidor space. They operate in territories that tend to match up to the territories of the legitimate khans who rule those worlds. Their best description in human terms is as a triad or yakuza equivalent. Big on their ritual scarification instead of tattoos like the Yakuza back home. They have significant pull in poor urban communities, much like, and for much the same reasons as gangsters anywhere tend to. We don’t have a direct point of contact at this time, and I’m not sure how official we want to be… or unofficial. They get into some nasty business, and we definitely need more information.”

“I assume you have a plan to alleviate this issue?"

"Actually I have one better... an opportunity."

Diana fiddles with her communicator for a minute and a still image from a camera feed pops up on the holo display. A blue haired Cannidor woman is loitering furtively in the command section passageways doing her best to look casual, at an intersection Jerry recognizes as being close to his office.

"Well... look who we have here. Is Jab a stowaway or did she book passage Diana?"

"Miss Jab booked passage. She's trying to get to Canis Prime and was fine with it possibly being a long trip normal and accepted potential delays, and combat risks."

Nadiri chuckles, a low, throaty noise that could have probably knocked a young man for a loop without any axiom required.

"My oh my, I assume she's hanging around near the flag office regularly?"

"Mhmm." Diana nods. "She’s been lingering in the area for a couple hours each day or so since we broke orbit, breaking her time up and avoiding the cameras to make it less obvious where she can. We noticed and added a few extra cameras to ensure we can keep an eye on her. She's pretty good timing wise. She hangs out long enough to have a decent chance at running into Jerry, but never long enough to actually look like trouble of some sort."

"Oh that's precious. I can't tell if she's a spy, a gangster or a love struck teenage girl."

Nadiri notes, clearly amused by Jab's antics from the quirk of her lips.

"Can't fault her taste in men either.

Nadiri's eyes meet Jerry's and she gives him the kind of scintillating eye contact that could put a shiver down anyone's spine. Nadiri was a subtle woman who enjoyed her games and slow burns, but every now and then she took the mask off and gave Jerry a taste of just how much passion was boiling away in the disciplined gothic beauty's heart.

He'd probably need to deal with that eventually.

The moment passes and Diana resumes her brief;

"Clearly it's all three... though she's a bit old to call her a love struck teenager. More like a woman whose brain has finished developing and finally seen an actual candidate for Mr. Right instead of Mr. Right Now."

Diana snorts, clearly unimpressed by Jab's efforts over all.

"So what do you think she's up to Diana?"

"I suspect she's waiting for you. Chance encounter and all that. Not sure what she'll do with that encounter, but were I to guess, I think she'll proposition you in a business sense, not a romantic one. Though she may well do that too, the day is young after all."

Jerry nods. "Hmm. Well at least she's a convenient kind of spy. I suppose the easiest thing to do would be to co-opt her. Covertly at first, then we actually try to bring her on the team. She strikes me as having potential, but she's talent in the rawest sense possible. Any other signs of infiltration from the passengers we picked up at Coburnia's Rest?"

"Just two, they even did a minor amount of gene masking to try and avoid tripping any galactic crime database matches. They didn't do a good job, but they tried. They were even smart enough to leave the heavy weapons at home."

Considering the options before him, Jerry finds a path forwardly easily. Jab had seemed like a good girl, even if she apparently had 'interesting' friends. Diana was right, this could be an opportunity in all sorts of ways.

"Neutralize the other two spies. I want them deep in the brig. Deep enough they appear to have just vanished. Or if they fuck around, they find out the hard way. No electronic records. Dead or alive, I want them vanished. While you're doing that, I think I'm going to 'run into Jab' and see what she's actually going to try and offer me. Then we'll see if we can't start playing a little counter espionage game with her. Maybe feed her some false information as we start to get a feel for if she's actually a spy on top of being part of an organized crime family. Do this right and we'll have Jab look like a damn genius to her bosses, which means we can manipulate the flow of information to those bosses and put a boot in their asses at our leisure if they start a fight."
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Diana

The meeting broke up shortly after Jerry gave the order about Jab. She'd already contacted Commander Hawthorne and managed to get through to him in his newly wedded bliss with his new ex-pirate bride, Manila. He'd sharpened up instantly as soon as she'd given him neutralize orders on the enemy. 

He might be head over heels for his new cat girl, but the man still knew how to go to work. The other two infiltrators on the ship were as good as dead or in chains, and probably would be on a slab in the morgue or in a cell before Jerry made it down the hallway for his 'chance' meeting with Jab.

The man himself stops at the doorway and absently reaches behind himself like he's trying to grab an invisible person by their collar.

"Nadiri, out of my shadow."

"Be careful where you grab, you might just grope something... sensitive."

Nadiri steps out of Jerry's shadow as he yanks his hand away like he'd suddenly touched a spider.

"I was just going to keep an eye on you for your meeting."

"I appreciate the thought but I hardly need direct cover for dealing with Jab. She's good in a fight I'm willing to guess, but I also don't think she could take me out before anyone else can respond at the very worst case scenario. If you really want to watch, monitor the cameras with Diana and haul down the passageway to me if I end up in trouble somehow."

"Fine, go to your little date with the gangster, I know where I'm not wanted... even if your shadow is very comfy."

Jerry laughs and flips Nadiri the bird, before walking out the door, which slides shut behind him.

Diana looks over at the gothic shadow alien.

"Did you actually shift around to give him a handful of your... 'assets'?"

Nadiri laughs. "Oh goddess no, that'd be a little too forward even for me. I like flirting not sexual assault, and forcing him to grope me is very much me assaulting him. Now... if he decides he wants to grope me..." Nadiri shrugs, grinning like a Cheshire Cat. "Well, I can't say I'd mind too much. Not that I'm in a rush to tie down with anyone mind you. There are so many charming men around here. Even some more 'common' options than humans like that new fellow, Boone."

"Mhmm."

Diana exchanges a look with the freelance private detective, spy and whatever else Nadiri Shadowhisper did to pay her bills when she wasn't hanging out with the Bridgers.

"Like wearing the family uniform isn't a massive hint... and more or less marking yourself out to be almost unapproachable for most men on the ship. Most of the women who wear that are married or the Admiral's daughters after all."

"Or I'm just playing around. Though I have to say this uniform looks great on me! Comfortable too. Not sure what black magic your designer did to make this gorgeous and comfortable to even fight in, but I want her number to make some new work outfits for me."

Diana shrugs, it wasn't exactly her problem if Nadiri wanted to play around instead of make a move, if she was indeed intending to make one. Her hand drops to her growing stomach as she pulls up the appropriate security cameras, easily finding the woman of the hour casually loitering a few intersections up from the flag office.

"I will just warn you though..."

Diana's tone is light, friendly, but there's an edge of challenge in her voice. No need to make things too easy on the possible new girl after all.

"...If you do pursue Jerry, you better be ready to have that trim figure of yours ruined. Seems like the odds are good for you to end up like me."

"Hee. I don't think I'd complain too much. Pregnancy with an actual husband doing the deed instead of a test tube? Hell that alone is a luxury and Jerry spoils you girls like nothing else. That said... four! I didn't know humans had litters."

"We don't."

Diana'a dry, matter of fact tone had been perfect for maximum impact, and she's rewarded with a properly shocked expression on Nadiri's face.

"...So... Four isn't normal?"

"Nope. Not even close."

"...Jerry's... Got a lot of children."

"Yep."

"Holy shit."

Diana can't hold her smirk back any more, savoring getting to boast about what was actually random chance, but certainly looked damn impressive in a numbers sense. It might not be the normal way to boast about your husband being a stud... but Diana was enjoying it anyway.

Besides, when the man was a complete DILF even before his wives had started popping out children it really was something special. He'd been a 'father to his men' to include Isabella Ramos and other young women and in the Marine Corps, so him giving his adoring 'harem' round bellies all the way around was just nature taking its course wasn't it?

Diana sets those particular thoughts aside and refocuses on the cameras.

"Now, let's see... here she is. Camera four."

Nadiri looks over Diana's shoulder and watches as Jab paces, trying to look casual, clearly working out excuses in her head if she gets caught out for loitering near the Admiral's office.

"She's not very good at this, is she?"

Diana snorts, clearly unimpressed.

"She's a small-time gangster and smuggler according to her record, not an agent, detective or anything else. It'd be weird if she was good at this... Which actually might help her in this situation. I suspect she's got two reasons to be here. Her boss wants her here, to scope out the Undaunted and the like, maybe even make contact... but... look. There."

Jab leans against the wall, letting out a little sigh as she drums her fingers against the wall.

"Oh yeah. She's in love. Lust at least, but I'm leaning towards love, we'll see how she acts when Jerry makes contact. If she propositions him sexually, it's just lust, which we can still work with. If anything it's easier to lead an idiot around by the clit, but if she's in love... well, she's an excellent subversion target."

"Even if it means getting Jerry another wife? I didn't think he'd do something like that."

Diana shakes her head. "Oh hell no. She'd have to prove she's something special to really get Jerry's attention as a wife candidate, but there's ways to redirect her. For example we could have her work real close with a male intelligence operative who likes a slightly more subtle fuzzy shark girl and doesn't mind a hands dirty background. For now though... let's see how this goes."




Jab

'This was stupid. Reeeeeeally stupid. You're gonna get caught and get your ass beat like the first time you stole some meat in the market.'

Jab resists snarling or snapping at the infuriating sing-song voice in her head, keeping her face calm as the voice taunts her continuously.

'What the fuck are you? My fairy godmother? My unknown ancestor’s ghosts? What?'

'Oh come on, you know me better than that. I'm you, and I'm just telling you the truth. So we don't get hurt. Physically or emotionally. You really think we've got a chance? Us? Of all people? To get an actual husband? Fuck off. Do what you're getting paid for and either buy a man from a meat market, or you'll fuck even that up and maybe Big Mama will give you a discount for getting 'married' to one of her man whores. Some decent meat in that stable eh? Oh but you like the short guy's strong chin and think he's going to take us away from all this?'

Jab can practically see the phantom version of herself prancing around the corridor, a voice in her head somehow managing to mock her through motion too.

'This is the only thing we deserve... and that's good. We earned this. We crawled up from the gutter and we've crushed every stupid bitch who's gotten in our way! Now you're getting weak knees over some man? Even if he is easy on the eyes and hell for leather in a fight. He's one man. You... can have so much more. There's only one choice. Just do your job and deliver the information the Hag wants. Once you've got the credits, Big Mama's opinion won't matter nearly as much, especially if we can hitch up with the Hag. Then we can really start getting what's ours.'

'...It's my choice! I don't have to do shit if I don't want to. I can just... evaluate the situation, bide my time, and you know. Figure something out. He's got some interesting wives. I could be an interesting wife.'

'We're a two bit thug from Coburnia's Rest and he's some weird exotic alien warrior prince from Cruel Space. We aren't interesting. We're gutter trash. The only way we can get what we want? Is if we pry it out of our enemy's chests with our bare claws. Then again... we've always been a coward, haven't we? Poor little gutter trash without even a real name... sure we fight, but you know you don't have the tits to really challenge Big Mama. You know why she's slow rolling you in the Black Khans. Either you're expendable, she's scared of you, or both. Good. She should fear us. Do the job right. Find your guts, and take the whole reward from Big Mama's smoking corpse. We have the contacts. We have the skills. We can be a queen if you quit being a bitch wanting to rescue a prince and get away from it all like some shitty Apuk romance novel!'

"...Maybe I don't want that. Maybe I never did."

Jab whispers to herself, seemingly banishing the voice by speaking out loud, and not a second too soon! A familiar scent wafts down the corridors and her tail slams into a wall with an undisciplined thrash.

Maybe the voice did have one point. She was acting like a brain dead girl getting close to a proper man for the first time in her life. That was not the play here. Whatever she wanted, she was a grown ass woman and she needed to act like it or she'd fuck this up hard.

Whatever this was.

She quickly settles herself, gets her game face back on and pulls her communicator out and gets into a nice casual position. She'd been reading a human book she'd found a translation of. An action novel, a story of fighter pilots fighting some galactic empire in a galaxy far, far away. It was kick ass.

Then he walks around the corner and her heart skips a beat and she forgets her plan entirely.

Cheating bastard.

"Oh, hey Jab. Fancy meeting you here. I didn't know you'd taken passage aboard the ship."

That smile. That damn smile of his! She resists biting her lower to get herself to focus and forces her knees to straighten. She'd been around men before! What the fuck was wrong with her around this specific guy!? She resists taking a breath and revealing even the slightest hint of weakness as she tries to remember what in the twenty seven hells she was going to say!

"Jerry! I uh. Was. Well. I wanted to... I think I can help you."

Jerry nods slowly, and Jab watches his handsome face carefully. He was taking her seriously. Dead serious. Holy shit. No one took her seriously unless she was threatening them! That little spark of confidence was all Jab needed to get her momentum back.

"So you know what we're doing in Cannidor space?"

"Beyond showing the flag, pressing the flesh and making friends? I dunno, what could his highness possibly be doing?"

Jab gives Jerry a courtly bow, suddenly feeling a bit more confident. He hadn't shut her down immediately... and he'd remembered her!

"Wish I'd known you were a prince when I met you."

Jerry arches an eyebrow, smirking at her in a way that raises her body temperature a degree or two.

"Would you have hit on me more, or less?"

"About the same, but I'd have been more polite. Ish. Uh. Not. Entirely sure how to be polite. Not exactly much for high society or anything. Which is where I think I can help you. Courtin the warriors is all well and good, courtin the khans... but you want the regular folk to love you too. Means immigration and such if the rumors are true and you’re negotiating for a world or system in Cannidor space. Some locals would be a big help to jump start your colony before you get more humans out of Cruel Space. I can help with that. I got connections all over, across our entire domain. You need something, I guarantee I know a girl. Need a question answered? I can ferret it out. Hell if you're feelin some charity work I bet I can find some bad girls for your troops to pin to a wall."

"Hmmm..."

Jab resists leaning forward as Jerry paces a bit, considering her offer.

"We've been talking about getting some more feedback from 'normal' Cannidor. I think you'd be a good addition to the team, Jab. You'd need to ship with us for a while, and we can pay you contractor rates. You can walk down to the contracting office and they'll get you set up."

"...What? Really?"

She stops dead, suddenly taken aback. She had not expected to succeed immediately!

If Jerry notices her sudden surprise or hesitation, he doesn't show it, continuing their conversation, seemingly without a care in the world.

"Yeah. Why not? You're smart, street smart and you have connections I wouldn't have access to otherwise. I'm not a man who can look a gift space shark in the mouth. Especially not when that mouth has a cute smile."

Jab does her best to grin at that, keep a cocky attitude instead of falling victim to her now tumbling heart.

"Hey now, careful. No playing with an innocent maiden like me's heart."

"You'll learn I don't play much if you stick around Jab. By the way, What were you reading when I walked up?"

Shit.

Jab's mind races. She can't just tell him she's reading some action sci fi schlock can she?

"I uh. Actually. Maybe you can help me. I've been meaning to read... human philosophy. Yeah that's it. There's a ton of translated material out there, but it's hard to figure out where to start."

Jerry actually pauses for a second. Jab's reasonably sure he knows she's full of shit, but he actually considers her stupid cover story to try and hide her love of action novels from the sophisticated guy she had a thing for.

"Look up a book called Meditations, by Marcus Aurelius, he was an emperor of a mighty empire back in the day on Earth. I think you'd find what he has to say interesting."

"...Uh. Okay! I'll look that up."

Jerry nods, turns on a heel and starts to walk away. "Alright. I hate to run, but I need to get down to the training hall before my daughter finishes her sparring for the day. Stick your head in to my office and ask Yeoman Challis for directions to the contracting office. I want your opinion on the situation with the Charokan. Anything you can provide information wise will be valuable. I'll have Commander Diana Bridger reach out to you, she's my intelligence chief."

"Okay. I guess I'll... see you later?"

"Yep. Later, Jab."

Jab stands there for a minute slightly dumbfounded trying to process her unexpected success, but she at least has the mental wherewithal to fetch a download of the book Jerry had just recommended to her.

She could at least check it out, right?


33

Makula

The bright lights of the gym were cold... but Makula swore she could feel warmth on her back as she squared off against Bonrak Enrika, her new blade sister. They were both freshly qualified warriors as far as the Bridgers were concerned so the girls had been teamed up for just about everything as soon as Enrika reported for duty.

They'd been friends in the literal blink of an eye, and Makula was really enjoying having someone around where she was age and development wise to hang with. Jaruna had also entrusted her with some of Enrika's basic training on things like kinetic weapons. It had really forced Makula to slow down and think through what she did, how she did it, and why, so she could explain it, which is of course what Jaruna had wanted for her adopted child.

Today however was sparring and the girls had been going at it in their work out togs for a solid forty minutes now, and Enrika was getting very tired. She hadn't had the benefit of all the endurance training Makula had been through, having only just started that process, which leaves Makula an opening to lunge forward, shooting Enrika's leg and throwing the other girl over her shoulder with a grunt of exertion.

Enrika's back slams against the matted wall and her legs drop automatically, catching herself as she tries to get air back in her lungs. After a few seconds of panting, Enrika makes a 'T' shape with her hands to call for a break, and slowly starts to slide down the wall to the mat.

"S-Sorry. Bit out of shape. Good throw though, you really knocked the wind out of me!"

Makula pops down next to her, using a touch of axiom to grab a pair of water bottles and passing one to the other girl.

"Well your form was still really good. I bet father will be able to get you cleaned up in no time... but why are you so out of shape?"

Enrika's face falls.

"Different kind of working out for a while there... I uh." Her face goes through a couple different emotions as her head droops. "I... It. Slave."

Makula feels her own heart fall as she seemingly watches the other young woman shrinking before her eyes, and mentally lashes herself for asking such a stupid question. Of course she’d been a slave, like the rest of the Bonrak family! Instead of focusing on shoving her foot in her mouth, she stops, takes a breath, asks herself what Jerry would do, and reaches out to rest a hand on Enrika’s shoulder, trying to reassure her new friend a little as she continues to talk.

"I couldn't... fight. Couldn't resist. I had to hide that I'd just tested out to become a warrior. That I had better combat skills than most of the girls in my candidate class. Because if I'd let on at all, the pirates would have tried to recruit me even harder than they already did. Or worse, they'd have slapped a frenzy patch on my ass and turned me loose on a bunch of innocent people!"

Enrika buries her face in her hands as a shudder rocks her body.

"Hey... it's okay. Well. No. It's not okay, but they're dead and you're here. Father will make sure you never have to worry about that again, all the better that we already served your family your enemies' heads on a plate."

"...I guess. It doesn't. I don't know. It still hurts sometimes. Still fucks with my head. I can feel the collar on my throat and the chains on my wrists and ankles. I can feel them beating me... and... and other things."

Another strong shudder, and Makula simply strokes the other girl's back for a bit, quietly waiting for her to be ready to keep talking.

"Hey. Your Dad. He's really strong right?"

Makula nods, not quite sure where Enrika's going with this.

"Yep. Strongest Dad I've ever heard of. Certainly the strongest I've ever seen. Humans are funny. Small, cute, but the males fight like they're full grown Cannidor bulls and the best of them have spirits to match... I'd say Father fits that bill. That's why your family is calling him Khan now right?"

"Yeah. So... What do you think would happen, if what happened to my family happened to all of you? Getting ambushed by pirates, and... having... they killed..." Enrika stops talking for a second, stifling a sob. "They pretty much had us to rights... and Dad... surrendered. What do you think would happen to your Dad? He wouldn't... let himself get taken like that would he? Is my Dad just weak...? Or... I don't know."

Makula goes to respond, initially eager to boast... but something stops her.

"...You know. I don't know. That's a hard situation for anyone. Even Father. I don't know what would happen to him in that situation."

"I might be able to shed some light on that."

Makula and Enrika both jump a bit as Jerry appears out of seemingly nowhere and takes a seat next to them.

"K-Khan! We were just taking a-"

Jerry holds up a hand, stopping her mid sentence.

"I know Enrika. You're not in a Cannidor clan. I was just checking in on you girls to see how you were doing training on your own and offer help if you needed. You're allowed to take breaks. Set your schedule to a degree outside of what Jaruna wants from you. You're both a little too big to lecture and manage like little girls aren't you? Even Cindy can manage her own story time and bedtime properly."

"S-So... you heard all that? Sir?"

Enrika asks, clearly embarrassed.

"Yep. I have an answer too."

Both girls look at Jerry, waiting patiently for some proper boasting.

"I can't imagine I'd do any better than your father did, Enrika. Not in that situation. With a large number of my wives and a few of my daughters dead, and my other wives and children behind me... even before null or similar weapons get involved, the bad girls have me pretty dead to rights at that moment, and in that moment... you have to think tactically. So for me... getting hit with null might actually be an opportunity. Depending on how it's deployed I might be able to kick a grenade back or something and neutralize some of the bad girls, then continue to resist. There's lots of things I could do to fight."

Jerry shrugs.

"And yet. It'd all be completely worthless if my family got butchered, butchered even more than they already were, for me fighting. Sometimes the only thing you can do to save the most people possible is not fight... and while I'd die for my family, I'm more valuable alive, and certainly more capable of resisting and helping than throwing my life away. Your father's a good man Enrika, but he's a school teacher, not a warrior. He could have fought, and would have almost certainly ended up dead, leaving you, your sisters and your moms in an even worse situation than you were already in. Instead, he stayed alive, and worked hard, even sacrificing his body in ways I don't want to think about to keep you all together... and he made that choice before the pirates hit you all with null and took you out of commission the hard way."

Enrika's head snaps up, her teary eyes wide.

"He... He did... Oh guides, Daddy... I was separated from everyone for so long. I..."

Jerry's hand joins Makula's on Enrika's shoulders.

"Because you were the chief hostage. Insurance. I'm sure they tried to recruit you. If they could turn you, it would have likely broken your father. His only daughter by his childhood sweetheart, turned against him? Against your family? That'd destroy the strongest of men. So you did a good job too. You hung in there. Stayed tough. Stayed you. In doing that, you helped your Dad stay strong so Boone could do everything in his power to keep you all safe and more or less together."

"I... I blamed him. When I was getting tortured. When I was tossed in solitary without food for weeks on end. I thought he was weak, and that hurt. They... they told me. Oh guides, what have I done?"

Jerry shakes his head and gives Enrika's shoulder another squeeze.

"Nothing that another girl your age thrown into such an extreme situation wouldn't have... Except a lot of girls your age would have caved. Would have given in to the pirates... and become truly lost, inflicting torment on your own family for kicks. In the end, as warriors, one of the fallacies we have to avoid is thinking that there's only martial strength, and martial valor in the galaxy. There's a lot of ways to be strong, and Boone's plenty strong. Got one of the strongest hearts I've ever seen as a matter of fact."

Makula looks over at Jerry, slowly processing what she'd just heard. This sparring match had gotten heavy fast, and for all her hardship, both at the hands of her own mother and after she'd gone to the guides. Well. Enrika had horrors Makula had never had to think about inflicted on her.

"...How do you mean a strong heart, Father?"

"Staying devoted and committed to those we love, putting them before ourselves, even in extreme situations where our instincts scream at us to prioritize ourselves above all others. To the point of throwing away our honor, throwing away our very lives to give others a chance? Boone's no warrior like I said, but he gave everything he could while humiliated and chained. He held up because he loves his family, and would die before letting them down. Even if he's smart enough to not sacrifice himself unduly and die for nothing."

Jerry sits back a bit.

"Then of course there's going back for your non-Cannidor sisters Enrika. I think you know how much your Dad loves you and your sisters. Does he love those sweet little girls like Karina any less?"

Enrika stops for a second, clearly thinking through the question before she shakes her head.

"No. Not at all. He treats them like his little princesses, just like he did for all my sisters. For me. He's a bit more delicate with them of course, a Phosa kit's not quite as hardy as a Cannidor pup, and Karina's so tiny! Past that though? Exactly the same."

Jerry nods. "Right, and considering the circumstances your sisters were fathered under... I'd say that takes exceptional heart. They could have been turned over to the council orphanage system without an issue and grown up to lead decent lives. Your father didn't consider that for a second from our talking about the subject. Because they're his daughters and he loves them, even if their mothers were quite literally callous, evil witches. I'm not sure I could do that. I like to think I could, but until I'm put through that kind of hell... I don't know for sure."

Jerry gives Enrika's shoulder a squeeze. 

"So take heart. Your father's strong. Your family's strong... and your new clan's small, but I'd like to say we punch well above our weight class. Even before you factor in the Undaunted being more than happy to tag in and come into the ring with a steel chair if we need them."

Enrika lets out a chuckle. "Heh. Makula showed me some of that professional wrestling stuff, glad she did because I'd have to ask a dozen questions to understand that metaphor otherwise."

"Just wait till the two of you discover Lucha Libre."

Makula cocks her head. "Lucha what now?"

"Another form of professional wrestling. You'll see. I think the ship's internal combat sports channel is going to start showing Lucha Libre events with subtitles soon. I'll have to ask Nyri'Jan next time I see her."

Jerry gets to his feet and stretches slightly.

"Alright girls. I'll leave you to it. Keep up the good work. Makula, take Enrika down to see Wichen after this, you need to get your Tiger field pistol... and maybe you'd be willing to pass your Tiger PSD over to Enrika?"

Makula grins. "It's ready? Hell yeah! If Enrika doesn't mind a hand-me-down she can have my PSD! No problem!"

Enrika musters up a smile of her own. "I'd be honored. I was meaning to buy one with my first paycheck anyway. I want a Great White Shark too!"

"Well have Wichen measure you for one and get your order in while you're down there." Jerry says, considering for a second. "I suspect the three of us are going to end up getting some sort of challenge when we reach Clan Charocan's throne world, so make sure you're putting your backs into it, I need you both fighting fit for the honor of the clan. Get me?"

"We get you!"

"On my honor, my khan!"

"Thatta girls. Check in with Jaruna when you're done breaking in your new pistols on the range. I think your hard suit will be done soon Enrika, so we can probably schedule you for implant surgery."

Enrika bows her head. "I'm honored."

"Don't be, just means we can put you to work after all!"

And with that, Jerry vanishes from the gym, leaving the girls to look at each other.

"You know Makula..." Enrika starts. "I think your dad's got a pretty damn strong heart too."

"Yeah. It's one of the great things about him. Come on, let's get another round or three in, then we'll go see Mother Wichen! New toy time!"
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Tyler

He'd called for this meeting, but fuck knows he was not looking forward to this. It almost felt like an abuse of his authority to 'force' a discussion on one of his officer's personal lives, but said officer also happened to be his friend, and his aircraft. This wasn't about Captain Sarkin disciplining anyone. This was Tyler Sarkin, human, esq, desperately wanting to help his friend before any irreversible emotional damage occurred.

Because something was very wrong between Avia and Marian. Even as busy as he was with Matroika’s litter being born, it was pretty damn clear that there was some sort of trouble afoot, and few things were quite as distracting as four very energetic baby girls. 

He'd asked Avia what happened with Marian... and she had lied through her teeth. Then made up some excuse about needing to work on something in her internal components in the hangar. He'd tried one more time and she'd shut him down again and legged it. 

It was weird seeing the cheerful synth woman be so evasive, generally Avia was the right mix of knowledgeable and innocent to force her way through things with the kind of bullheaded enthusiasm that was refreshing... until it happened at a really inopportune moment. Still, Tyler liked that part of her, and liked Avia in general, so he'd had to move to plan B. If Avia couldn't or wouldn't talk about it, maybe Marian could.

There's three sharp knocks at the door.

That was textbook old school U.S. military manners.

"Come."

Marian comes in and steps before his desk into a crisp position of attention.

"Reporting as ordered, skipper."

Tyler holds her gaze for a few moments before they both snort and start to chuckle.

"Sorry, I should probably respect the office a bit more properly."

"Honestly I'm just confused that you formally reported to an informal meeting."

Marian plants herself in one of the chairs in front of Tyler's desk, her relaxed, casual attitude seeming a bit more... forced than normal to Tyler's eye.

"Well it seemed like the thing to do. It would be a shame to hack off my new boss and lose my squadron or something."

Marian's eyes shift a bit as she gets a touch more serious.

"So what is this about, boss?"

Tyler sighs and unfastens his rank insignia and tosses them on his desk, where they bounce before settling on the wooden surface.

"Rank off. This isn't about work."

Marian cocks her head, confused now as she complies with Tyler's request, setting her rank next to his.

"So. Glamour. This is probably a bit forward, but I'm a friend to at least one party involved in this and I'd like to think we're developing a solid working relationship..."

Marian groans softly and buries her face in her hands for a moment.

"This is about Avia, huh?"

"Got it in one. I can't make you talk about it, even if I kept the rank on, but I'm worried about both of you, the emotional yo-yo between you two is... concerning. You sounded good during our last combat sortie, but when Avia came by after the staff meeting she seemed upset. What happened, Glamour?"

"Arghhh. Guess it had to end up on your desk one way or another eventually. I'll level with you boss. I fucked up. Bad."

The vivacious redhead visibly deflates before Tyler's eyes, her face still firmly buried in her hands as she lets out another little groan.

"It was... fuck. I stuck my foot in my mouth and I hurt Avia so badly I'm not sure how to fix it."

"What the hell happened?"

Tyler's almost a touch alarmed now, this was sounding far worse than he'd thought.

"We... It was after a training sortie, we were chatting. Just talking about the flight, comparing some maneuvers, just the two of us like I'd been trying to encourage. I really enjoy that with Avia. She's. Well. I mean she's me to a degree, but so different that it's weird. The connection between us, and how similar we can be, even with her synthetic body. She said something, damn if I can remember what, and the divide between us yawned open all of the sudden. The difference. Kinda like the Uncanny Valley... but not. Like. Avia's a person, no doubt about that, but she's me, but not me. We're kin, but we're from such different walks of life... So I'm kinda struggling to get that under control when she does something that's all me. She slips. She calls me Mom. I didn't. I didn't think about it. My mouth opened and I said; 'I'm not your Mom.', before I even knew it had happened!"

Marian looks up, emotion shining in her bright green eyes.

"...Avia just kinda ran off after that. Had a look on her face like I’d slapped her. I’m sure she took that as me rejecting her completely. I've been trying to talk to her, and we have moments where we connect again, but I can't even apologize... and I'm not sure I can apologize right because I'm still not sure how I feel about any of this. Hell I haven't talked to anyone about this because I have no one I can talk to about this. Present company excepted, since I am talking to you about this mess."

The skilled aviatrix takes a slow breath, calming herself after spilling her guts at a mile a minute.

"Did I fuck this up boss? Did I finally stick my foot in my mouth so hard I broke something?"

Tyler sits back in his chair, considering for a moment.

"Have you talked to Avia about any of this? Prior to the incident I mean."

"...What? No. I. I didn't have the words. Or something."

Tyler nods slowly.

"Well it seems to me this problem comes from you failing to talk to Avia about your feelings first and foremost, Glamour. You don't know how you feel about this situation, it's confusing for you and that's perfectly reasonable. You woke up one morning and were told you had what is legally in many jurisdictions an adult daughter or other form of blood relation, born from your mind, and she's just earned her Ace badge and is joining the Undaunted Navy... not as a pilot, but as a starfighter. That's complicated as fuck. I think you've done a hell of a job staring that in the face."

"What do you mean?"

"Well what was your first reaction when you heard?"

Marian sits back for a second and thinks. "I basically went straight into Cistern's office and told him I had to get out to the Crimson Tear, literally yesterday and I’d go AWOL if he didn’t have orders for me. Because I needed to get to Avia. Silver haired old bastard already had the orders waiting for me to take command of the Shield Maidens and lead them out to the Tear to reinforce the ship's fighter complement. Then I got out here and I was relieved to meet Avia... and then things got complicated for me."

"You think they aren't complicated for Avia too? She's been longing to find you for over a century of perceived time. God only knows what little dreams and fantasies she made up about you while she was growing up. What you were to her. She had just as many preconceptions, just as many questions, and I'm sure, just as much confusion as you do about her... and it seems to me that neither of you have talked about it with each other. Not all the way. You didn't have that talk, you failed to define that relationship, or even start to frame it, something I know Avia desperately wants. Mother, sister, whatever. You're her only family in the galaxy."

Marian's eyes widen as she considers that. "She's. Fuck. Right. Son of a bitch I really fouled this up, didn't I?"

"She should have raised the question with you too, but it's not about fault in the end. It doesn't matter who did or didn't. You both need this... and you're family. Whatever form that family takes."

"...Shit. Yeah. You're right. Fuck... and I'm. I'm not her only family. Whatever she is to me, my Mom and Pop are still alive, I have a few siblings. They deserve to know. That I have a... daughter. Or I have a sister now. Or something. They deserve to meet her too. I can't take her back to Earth or some shit of course, but I could send a message with her, see about getting them to send messages back. Hell. Mom might try and mail her a hand knit sweater or some shit. Not sure if that'd work, but..."

"But Avia'd appreciate it. You, her human family. It's a part of her that's been shrouded in mystery her entire life, and with synth time perception and manipulation she's already older than you are in some ways. More educated than almost everyone on this ship... and yet. She's still a young woman trying to find her place in the galaxy. The Undaunted are part of that, but family is too. She's got her family with the Church, the people who rescued her and looked after her, but blood shared is important... even if she doesn't actually have any blood in her body."

"Heh. I guess she doesn't at that. Well... What do you think I should do?"

Tyler strokes his chin for a second, considering.

"I think you should do something together you both love. Check out a shuttle and go flying together. Avia loves flying with the same pure hearted joy you do. The same joy any born pilot has. Invite her out for a flight and I'm sure you'll be able to have a solid heart to heart, and if not work out your relationship together, you'll be able to start the process of defining that relationship. The right way this time."

"...Yeah. That's a good idea. I like that a lot actually."

Tyler can practically see the color coming back to Marian's face, her red hair somehow brighter and more vivid.

"...I think I need to go arrange a flight. Permission to be dismissed?"

"It's a casual conversation Glamour, you can just leave."

Marian quickly fixes her rank into place and heads towards the door, stopping half way through.

"...Tyler?"

"Mhmm?"

"You're wrong about one thing. I'm not the only family Avia has out here. She's got you, Cassie and the rest of your wives too. Thanks for looking out for both of us."

"That's what I'm here for Marian."

With a two fingered salute Marian vanishes through the doorway, leaving it to shut behind her with a gentle woosh of air as Tyler turns in his chair to look out into space through his video screen porthole, considering the conversation he'd just had for a moment.

"...So that's how he does that."

Tyler rocks out of his chair, and checks his watch before heading for the door.

A little family time sounded like an excellent way to spend his lunch break.
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Jerry

It was... a bit surreal being on a date with Inara these days. The mature beauty turned young, vibrant and radiating joy in a very different way than she did at a more handsome age. Inara aged like a particularly fine wine... but there was a place for young wine in the world too, and Jerry found himself enjoying her company and savoring the new flavor their interactions shared. 

For a woman with many, many children by her first husband, the healing coma, and the near death experience that had preceded it seemed to have 'reset' her to a degree. She certainly acted the part of a young Volpir vixen in love, eager to enjoy the fruits of a youthful summer when the sun had come so close to setting on her.

Not that she was acting out being in love, the gooey eyes she liked to give him when she thought he wasn't watching and the way she generally wore her heart on her sleeve told him all he needed to know about that. No it was more that she was embracing that love, instead of the more mature, coy way she'd approached him before. Like a widow inching towards romance and the possibility of remarrying.

With the healing coma though, spring had returned for Inara and as it carried away autumn's first chills, it seemed to carry that inhibition that Inara normally carried herself with away with it. 

She was pursuing him in a way he doubted she had pursued her first husband. She'd done things the 'normal' way... this time around she seemed very serious about doing things her way... and acting out little chunks of a romance novel while she was at it.

It didn't hurt that Inara had nine ringers in the audience all pulling for her at least... and Jerry suspected the entirety of his wives had joined Inara's daughters in supporting the grand old dame in getting what she wanted... and Jerry wasn't exactly doing a terribly good job of resisting Inara's efforts towards becoming Mrs. Bridger No. 22.

Admittedly with the pure hearted love and gentle care that Inara had in her heart, it was a pretty easy thing to fold to. It also didn't hurt that Inara was gorgeous as a mature beauty, and she was equally devastating to Jerry's ability to resist her in her early twenties. That impish little smile she had at times was even more charming, and when she was all dolled up like tonight, in a little black dress that Jerry suspected Diana and Sharon's helping hands in selecting, well.

Resistance was futile... and Jerry didn't exactly have much will to resist any way.

Inara's diamond choker catches the light, the shine passing to her matching bracelet as she delicately covers her mouth before taking a sip of wine. Her elbows were on the table, she was leaning in, seemingly eager to get closer to him as they ate together.

Another private dining experience, courtesy of Nezbet if Jerry had to guess.

With all twenty two women arrayed against him, he really had no hope of holding back... but Inara could have done the job herself with cheeseburgers, sweatpants and a movie if he was at all honest with himself.

He'd said it himself, he'd married nine of her daughters. Clearly he rather liked something about Inara's bloodline and the values she imparted to the people around her.

Inara laughs, drawing Jerry back into their conversation with a sly smile. He'd gotten lost in her... and if Inara was doing her best to win Jerry's heart, that was certainly a good sign.

She bats her lashes, making a deep eye contact that threatened to make Jerry lose track of the conversation again. No axiom power here, just some of the magic of womankind that is universal, and unlearnable by all the men of the galaxy. The power was stronger in some women than others, and Inara was the very flower of femininity and all that is wonderful in the form of a woman.

Beauty, grace, serenity, love and mystery. All the virtues of that singular, intriguing entity that is woman that have enraptured human poets and painters for centuries as they tried to better define the cosmic pull between male and female that to them must have seemed as sure as the tides themselves.

Jerry blinks and realizes the conversation has come to a halt, and he coughs into his hand, trying to recover himself with at least a little bit of dignity as he continues to flow along the process of falling in love with someone... and continuing to learn how to tie that love back into the greater love he had already built with the rest of his family.

"Sorry Inara, I got... lost."

"Mhmm, so I see. Well I don't mind a little quiet, just means I get to enjoy looking at you."

The girls told Jerry his smile could do horrible things to them, but Inara could give him a taste of his own medicine. That damn smile of hers. Delicate and sweet... but there was an edge of mischief that promised all manner of joy.

"Penny for your thoughts though? Since they were serious enough to interrupt me talking about my latest book club selection."

The teasing tone at the edge of Inara's voice is nothing he'd have heard from the 'mature' Inara. It was something that had emerged when she herself had emerged from her healing coma... and Jerry adored it. Even if it was dangerous for his heart health.

Still. Two could play at this particular game.

"Well, funny you should mention enjoying me, because I was enjoying you. I was lost in your eyes... there's a tradition where I'm from that the eyes are a window to the soul, and your soul is so very beautiful to me Inara."

Inara had quite a bit of fluff in her ears, but from what Jerry could see, the skin in the sensitive organs was bright red now as they fluttered like a bird’s wings.

"Jerry!"

"What? Just telling you the truth."

She reaches over and swats his shoulder playfully.

"You shouldn't toy with an old woman's heart."

"And you should know I'd never just play with your heart."

"Ah. I." Inara brushes a few strands of hair out of her face before quickly changing the subject. "So I got to spend some time with my newest adopted granddaughter... your elder children do all seem to be rather large, but Makula's a sweet girl. I do like this new girl, Enrika too. She's carrying some hurt from the loss of her mother but she has strong eyes." Inara grins. "Going to adopt her too?"

"No, I think she's perfectly happy with her father as is. Besides she gets to come see Uncle Khan for advice and training tips whenever she wants any way, so she's got something of the best of both worlds already. I think they're going to do an excellent job of showing the Charocan exactly what this family and our retainers can do."

Jerry grins, confidence in his smile, steel in his eyes, making Inara shiver just a little bit.

"Well when you put it that way I'll just say I look forward to the show, even if I'm unlikely to go planetside... Cannidor are a bit much for me at times."

"I don't think you're alone in that sense at all. So no shame in that Inara."




Inara

The rest of the meal goes by in a blur. She barely remembers the delectable chocolate mousse she'd picked out for dessert, because her heart is in her throat and her head is in the clouds. Goddess help her she loved this man so much it hurt... and she'd let some of her daughters in law talk her into slightly... bold... underwear and that too was having an effect on her. She felt... sexier? Aggressive in a way. More like the seductive, sensual, Volpir vixens in movies and the like, but that was warring with her inner thoughts as Jerry walks her home, their fingers interlaced as she snuggles up next to him.

Inara nervously squeezes Jerry's hand, her mood dropping just a bit as something that had been eating at her after the latest round of Cannidor comes to the forefront again. She had so many talented and gifted daughters in law. Did she really deserve to be treated like this?

"I. I worry sometimes. I've been enjoying this. So much. You're already quite dear to me but sometimes I'm not sure I'm a proper fit for you. I'm just... me. I'm not particularly bold, or brilliant, or-"

"Inara, I don't want to interrupt but I am going to stop you there. Just you is worth a universe to me, I've told you before. I've told Firi before. Come as you are. I have a constellation of amazing women surrounding me, you being one of them just adds joy and wealth to my already fulfilled life."

"...Yes, I suppose, I just wonder where I fit in your family. I'm a den mother, and you already have Firi, and I could not do such a fine job as she in all honesty. It's a moment of pride to be honest, to be exceeded so completely by my own daughter like that."

Jerry stops and considers for a few moments, taking her words as seriously as possible.

"...Why can't you just be you?"

"...What do you mean?"

"Exactly that. What's wrong with just being Inara? You don't need to lead. As long as you're happy and helping the family just you is worth a planet of axiom ride. You've worked hard. Syl, Firi and the others have the reins now, you can trust them. So why not just enjoy being a wife, being a mother? And you'd even get a new experience too, considering you have been married before... but my idea of a marriage is very different from the galactic concept for your average marriage."

"...Those are all very fair points. Still I can't help but worry I'm not... bold enough for your family. For you."

"I'm not worried in the slightest, and you trust me right?"

"Yes, of course."

"So if I'm confident in you, and you trust me, you have nothing to worry about right?"

Inara shoots Jerry an overly exaggerated look of outrage.

"Oh just let me have my insecurities for even a moment before you effortlessly chase them away you brute of a man!"

"No can do, I take care of my girls... and Inara. I suppose we can stop pussyfooting around. I love you. You love me. Let's get married. Wedding, family meal, or just doing some paperwork, whatever you want."

Inara stops at her door, the words she'd so very much wanted to hear from Jerry echoing in her head... and in that moment Inara decides that the best thing she can do to welcome this change in her life, a change she'd started heading towards by being bold, with another bold decision.

She grabs Jerry's collar, and pulls him in for a deep, passionate kiss as she pushes him through the door to her quarters, casually locking the door behind her.

Maybe she could learn to be bold after all, she did seem to be making a habit of it.
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Inside her chambers, alone with Jerry, his kiss tingling on her lips, Inara realizes she might have been just a little too bold. She had him in her clutches... but what in the world should she do with him now? A jumble of possibilities run through her mind as she tries to sort things out in her head... when she realizes she should probably include Jerry in this conversation. She leans up and gives him another peck on the lips.

"...Oh dear. I uhm. I suppose I acted without thinking." Inara's ears wiggle. "Would you maybe be... willing to... I don't know. Kiss? A bit? Maybe caress each other in the n-nude? We could have sex potentially I suppose you do smell like you're in season but I'm not sure I want children immediately and- Mmmhm~"

Jerry cuts Inara off with a deep kiss, his tongue gently teasing hers as he cups her cheek.

"You do realize we can just have sex for fun right? Humans don't just mate to procreate. We consider physical intimacy an important part of pair bonding."

Inara's ears really go wild now, bouncing around aggressively.

"Oh. Oh dear. Those rumors are... true?"

"...What do you think the girls were doing in my bedroom for date nights?"

"Cuddles and board games maybe?"

Jerry chuckles and leans in, capturing Inara's lips again.

"You know, I'm not used to a woman with as many children as you being quite so innocent at times."

"Well... beyond having an interest in sex and tending to my needs, erotica, that sort of thing, sex tends to be rather... mechanical? I suppose that would be the term. Not that it isn't enjoyable, but when a husband comes into season there's usually several wives waiting to be impregnated, and as you know it's rare for love to be a factor in most marriages. So it-"

"Well you're not in that kind of marriage anymore. So let's practice doing it a new way... and hey, if we get lucky..."

Jerry's hand drops to Inara's stomach, gentle strokes across her now trim belly setting her on fire internally as she savors the raw strength she can feel in that hand… and how gentle that hand was on her. That fire burned deep, and it made her ache to tell him how she actually felt about having children with him.

"...Then we get lucky. If we don't, well we can pick and choose whenever you're ready, even if that's never. We can just love each other without-"

"No."

Jerry cocks his head, grinning at her with that warm, loving smile, wordlessly encouraging her, he knew what she was going to say but she knew also knew that he wanted her to say it. To tell her what her heart desired. She just had to be bold.

"No?"

"I want your children. I don't know... exactly when, but being a mother again, ever since we talked about it... I think I've at least got another litter or two left in me before I'm content to be a grandmother for the rest of my days."

"Well... we can do something about that then."

Inara's heart starts to race as the zipper at the back of her dress starts to travel downwards, a slight pull of axiom telling her everything she needs to know about how her new husband is undressing her. There's a slight tug at her waist and hemline and the dress puddles at her ankles, leaving her feeling more naked than if she was actually nude, in high heels, and a lacy set of lingerie that was... bold to say the least. Embarrassment rushes through her before she fights it back down.

This was her new life, her marriage, her new husband. She could manage wearing some racy underwear in front of her man!

Even if the panties revealed more than they concealed, and the bra was essentially useless as anything but decoration, but the look in Jerry's eyes suggested he certainly appreciated the view as her bra unhooks itself and drops to the ground, leaving her generous mounds to bounce just a little and settle. They certainly had more perk to them in her rejuvenated body, not that she had much droop in her mature form, but now her breasts were just 'there', presented almost aggressively to her new hubby!

Inara decides to make a show of it, she could meet Jerry on his own terms! Inara racks her brain, trying to recall a guide on oath dances as she steps forward, strutting her stuff as best she can as she sashays her hips like something she’s pretty sure she remembers from a movie. She moves around him, stroking his neck and shoulders, her plush, fluffy tail winding through his legs as she leans in close, her breasts mashing against his chest as her breath caresses the sensitive skin of his lips as she holds back for just a second before going in for a kiss.

Then she moves away. Always leave him wanting more. That had been advice she'd received a long time ago, but it seemed like the one wanting more was her if the warmth filling her body was anything to go by.

She leads the way to her bedroom, crawling onto bed and assuming the more traditional position for mating on her hands and knees, her tail perked up and over her back. glancing over her shoulder as she watches Jerry undress with barely disguised lust.

There was just so much of him! He wasn't as over done as some human men, nor was he a track runner. Broad, well built... just seeing more of his powerful frame in the bare flesh was doing things to Inara that had her drooling. She didn't even feel like turning the lights off! Quite the testament to Jerry's raw masculinity that she was feeling so bold!

Right up until she somehow finds herself on her back, with Jerry looming over her. She suddenly felt very exposed all of the sudden, and she was having trouble meeting Jerry's eyes.

"We can do doggy style another night Inara. Tonight I want to show you something important. Because we're doing this because we care about each other. Not out of obligation, not because you want to make some babies with me, but because we love each other, and making each other feel good, being intimate, sharing in each other's bodies? That's a really great way to show each other how we feel."

"...We. It. So... you want me?"

"Oh yes. I want you. Let me show you how much."

Jerry covers her body with his, slipping between her legs and into her arms as she finds herself wrapping around him as if embracing him was the most natural thing in all the world, their tongues tangling as she grinds her body against his. He smelled like sex. She understood exactly what the girls meant about pheromones now, because Jerry wasn't suppressing it. He'd purged his usual deodorant, he wasn't limiting the pheromones in his saliva so they could safely kiss without chemically addicting her to him... and it felt amazing.

His kisses lit her body on fire in ways that sex never had, her nails digging into his back as she realizes the firm sensation against her taut stomach is 'him' and grinds her hips against his, wordlessly begging for the next stage in their encounter already as their tongues tangle... but he doesn't move forward. Instead, he pulls back a bit... and begins to explore her, encouraging her to touch him in turn. He doesn't go immediately for her breasts, as she suspected he might, he avoids her most sensitive places and instead touches her... everywhere. Massaging, caressing, peppering her with kisses, nibbles and licks, like he's using her entire body to make her feel good, not just the more 'traditional' places.

She was already burning for him, but under Jerry's passionate ministrations she was soaking her new panties, the fabric grinding against her sensitive spots as she writhes under Jerry's ministrations.

"Ah~ Goddess, you're... I thought this type of thing only happened in erotica."

"You have a body that deserves to be worshiped and I'm going to make sure you know it."

When he finally touches her breasts she's already practically begging for it, groaning like a mere beast deep in her estrus instead of just a very aroused woman. An aroused woman could use her words, and Inara was so sensitive to her husband's touch that she couldn't even do that at the moment... but the heat he'd started growing in her was a raging inferno now. She didn't just want him, she needed him. She'd never felt so... sensual. So sexy. It seems to fuel her confidence as she calls what little axiom control she has... and rolls Jerry to his back.

He was almost certainly going to ‘eat her out’ to finish off this mix of full contact snuggle, make out session and erotic massage, and while she very much wanted to try that after hearing about it from some of the young ladies who'd approached her for counseling... she needed him inside her. Her body was begging to be one with her mate. The fire inside her burns hot enough to push Inara to make her second bold move of the night.

She'd never done anything like this before. Sex with the lights on and the covers off, and she's even on top, and in such a vulgar position!

It was beyond arousing, adding to the roaring inferno of her need as she yanks her panties to the side and grasps her husband's manhood. She gives his shaft a few slow strokes, taking in the shape, the curve, the scent, the little drop of pre cum beading at his tip. He was so very, very hard for her... and no axiom here. He wanted her as much as she wanted him... and that was more arousing than everything else put together. She was wanted. Desired. Loved. It was a fantasy that could only have the most delightfully messy ending, and she quickly angles him up, and starts to lower herself towards Jerry's lap.

While it was a very appealing 'cock' as a younger woman might term it, to look at, it feels even better. His thickness was just right to give Inara a delightful stretching sensation in her depths as she took his crown into herself and paused, letting herself adjust for a few seconds, savoring this initial moment of penetration as her new lover took her hand.

His eyes... oh those beautiful gray eyes looking up at her. She was feeling so warm she could melt, and just a little bit of weakness in the knees had her sinking down deeper onto Jerry's shaft, letting him help her explore new parts of herself that the change in position and angle were touching in ways she simply had not been touched before.

Even with her 'in control', Jerry's focus was utterly, completely on her. That too was spectacularly arousing. For their time together she was the only woman in the galaxy, and that certainly made her feel like the luckiest woman alive.

Her hips press firmly against Jerry's, her sex flexing around him as she rests a little bit, savoring the oh so very full feeling he was giving her as he gives her hand an affectionate squeeze.

"Someone got a little bit excited. I didn't even finish the foreplay."

"Hah... if I let you finish the foreplay my brain would have melted and leaked out my ears."

Inara pants. She was catching her breath, she hadn't even noticed how winded she was!

Perhaps exercising with Jerry to get in better shape was in order... but that was for after. Tonight was for just them. Just this.

Inara begins to ride Jerry slowly, feeling him rock his hips in time with her motions beneath her, making each stroke longer and more impactful as she slowly starts to pick up her pace, each sensation of her hips hitting his and his shaft filling her leaving stars in front of her eyes. Pheromones? Exceptional physical compatibility? Inara didn't know and didn't care, if she could get this type of treatment regularly she was damn well going to take it!

She shudders as a small orgasm rushes through her body, causing her to clench down tight on Jerry's manhood as she realizes just how eager she is for this first shot. His essence. His seed. She was going to be a mother again. The mother of this man's children. He was going to fill her like he was impregnating her any minute now!

She starts to flex herself around him, remembering another incredibly embarrassing book she'd read on improving her 'game' sexually speaking. She'd been worrying about competing with younger women for Jerry's affection at the time... but now she knows that was a silly, if not childish, fear. Jerry wasn't so shallow. He'd love her all the same, regardless of what and how she performed or wanted to perform in bed with her new lover. Yet... she was thankful for reading it all the same, because the milking motion she'd started had an immediate and obvious visual effect on Jerry!

He liked that. He liked it a lot. She can feel him throbbing inside her. He's close. He has to be close. Inara doubles down, gyrating on his shaft slightly to keep him fully sheathed inside her as she uses internal muscles that were direly in need of their own workout program to milk Jerry's cock for everything she had.

Closer. Closer.

Oh god she can feel his warmth. She can feel the throbbing intensify and-!

Her voice catches in her throat as a lighting bolt rushes down the entirety of her spine, her tail spasming violently as her back arches. In her focus on Jerry she hadn't noticed her own impending orgasm sneaking up on her, leaving her collapsing into her lover's arms, groaning breathlessly as the sensation of her spasming body finishes her lover off and he begins to fill her.

Warm. So beautifully warm.

The sensation of her first cream pie from her new husband triggers a second orgasm. She'd fantasized about this for months and now it was here, and better than her wildest dreams.

When she finally recovers, her husband is still inside her, firm enough for her to grip as his load marinates in her depths. She peppers his chest with kisses, content to just rest a little while longer before the inevitable second round. Perhaps while she was feeling bold they could try shower sex? ...Or maybe leave that for another day. Inara had to leave some new and exciting things for next time didn't she?

She nuzzles Jerry again gently, delighting in the knowledge that even after what promised to be a busy night... there was going to be a next time, and again, and again, and again. Whether that 'time' was making love, holding each other, kissing, or just enjoying tea.

Because she was Inara Bridger, and after a long time adrift, detached from all she cared about, she was home again, surrounded by her ever growing family, and wrapped in the warm embrace of someone who loved her.
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Fenrir

Fenrir surveys his domain from the highest point available to him and is satisfied with what he sees.

The terrain, also known as the lounge, was free of the foul presence of the Hiss Monster that Quiet Mama liked to keep in her smaller den. The lounge has many toys and usually a few interesting crumbs to investigate, which made for an enjoyable place to relax after training.

Mikasa is napping in the corner, waiting for the Scaly Puppy to return from her daily excursion with one of the Mamas. Maximus has figured out how to use a machine that would lob a tennis ball for him to chase, and his sister Hel has joined him on the highest point in all the land, what Father and the Mamas called a 'couch'.

Which was a weird thing to call a cliff, but maybe it was because this cliff was made of squishy stuff instead of rock?

Fenrir gets up and stretches before stepping off the cliff. It seems to him like he didn't go down nearly as much anymore when he steps off the cliff. His eyes stay almost level and he considers his long, lanky limbs. Papa said he was growing, which apparently meant more meat for dinner! Fenrir briefly considers that if growing means more dinner, then he should continue to grow for as long as possible, to maximize his meal prospects as he stretches out.

He lets out a low vocalization, and Hel grumbles at him, turning around a few times before she settles down on the cliff, clearly intending to nap, earning her a dismissive snuffle from Fenrir. They'd just napped and she was laying down again? Hel got lazy when Dar'Vok wasn't at hand.

Speaking of which, he hadn't seen Father in awhile. Fenrir decides that should be his next course of action would be finding father. Easy day.

A sudden motion above his head has Fenrir leaping into the air, effortlessly snatching the tennis ball with a leap that would have cleared the height of some of the Mamas. Fenrir lands softly and smirks. Maximus was getting much stronger and decently faster but none of the others, be they his friends here or his litter mates could leap like he could. Fenrir shakes his head, tossing the ball in a perfect arc into the tossing machine's receptacle, sending Maximus scrambling to get into position to chase after the next throw before he stalks out of the lounge.

One of the Mamas comes out of her den and Fenrir greets her with a bark and a wag. Nice Mama was interesting. She'd changed recently. Her body had changed, her scent had changed to be... fresher, somehow. Fenrir delicately sniffs the air and cocks his head for a moment. She smelled like Papa now! She smelled like she might be having puppies too. He considers that for a second, in mild awe of his father, their pack had a lot of puppies. Being able to hunt and provide for so many mouths, big and small, was amazing!

Proud of his family, he continues onwards to track down Father, picking up a fresh scent trail and leading him to Lavender Mama's door. She was a lot like Father in terms of what she was, and unlike some of the Mamas she only had one puppy so far, and was pregnant with more. She liked having Fenrir come in for scritches and pats, so the door to her den opens to admit him. Father and Lavender Mama are looking at a strange glowing object and making noises that Fenrir didn't understand as he pads closer.




Sharon

Psyching herself up for watching this video was harder than she had expected. How the hell do you react to your daughter telling you that she'd gotten married, but by joining a harem, that she was pregnant, and was almost certainly never going to be able to return to Earth? She resists groaning, as Jerry reaches over and takes her hand, giving her a warm squeeze.

"It's going to be fine Sharon. Just take a couple breaths."

"Right. Right. Yeah. I'll be fine."

Indra squirms in the sling Sharon had started carrying her around in, the sweet little infant instinctively snuggling into her adopted mother's warmth.

How would Sharon's mother react to Indra? That was a big question. Hell. Lots had happened since her last message. It was all so... complicated. Or at least it felt complicated. Jerry liked to tell her that people generally over complicated things that were actually simple all on their own, but this particular situation, and its many layers were all just… messy.

'Fuck it.'

Sharon shakes her head, pushing the thoughts aside and takes another slow breath.

"Well it'll either be good which will be good, or it'll be bad in which case we'll start trying to do what we can to deal with it. In the end it's my life, I'm happy, I'm loved, I'm successful. I have a beautiful daughter and I've got what will hopefully be two healthy boys growing inside me... their father's an ultra hot stud that can make entire planets thirst for his distinguished chin and stormy gray eyes..."

Jerry lets out a soft groan. "Please don't remind me about that gossip rag on Awauynis that's still writing articles about me."

"Oh but I'm obligated to, besides they're an absolute riot to read. If they ever run out of material to describe you they just make some shit up to pad the article a bit. Sadly the articles have slowed down but you come up occasionally, usually connected to advice columns like 'How To Bag A Human: The Galaxy's Hottest Big Game', or some shit."

"I'm going to guess 'talking to the guy you're in to like a grown ass woman' is not generally part of the advice in those columns?"

"Not even close. They have done some research on human courtship and clothing though, so they've got some decent style suggestions on how to appeal to human males visually. One of the articles Eymali saw apparently based an outfit on the Predator movies, probably hoping for some cultural key in. That said the outfit was a mix of 'tribal' leathers, a fishnet body stocking and a micro bikini."

Jerry considers that for a second. "...You know that'd probably be effective on a lot of human men."

"Our boys do seem to like the neo-tribalism look when it pops up in the galaxy. I suppose it promises a slightly more wild and untamed woman than the oh so civilized galaxy at large, even if it's just a style being worn by a Tal'Awauynis city girl who never got beyond the basic huntress rating."

"Plus fishnet anything on the right body type can be an absolute knockout punch for a lot of women chasing a man."

Sharon grins. "Hmmmm. I bet I could pull it off.” A look down reminds her of her not so little baby bump and she reconsiders. "Maybe after I'm done looking like a blimp."

"Oh I don't know about that. If you're ever feeling frisky and happen to have a fishnet body stocking... try your luck. I think you'll like the result."

That damn smile of his.

Sharon shivers slightly as she has a brief fantasy of things getting hot and heavy. The hormones meant she didn't get 'in the mood' often these days, but something about that was veeeery appealing.

"Okay, enough of that, come on. Let's see what my folks have to say before I get too distracted."

Sharon quickly starts the video file playing and the camera opens on a woman who would likely be Sharon's spitting image in about thirty years and after a few more children. A touch shorter perhaps, but there was no doubt that Sharon was her mother Carol's daughter.

"Sharon, and I assume Jerry, greetings from Earth. I'd say greetings from home, but from your message my dear daughter, I know that this pale blue dot isn't home for you, or your new husband anymore. While that saddens me to a degree, and the thought of not getting to see you again Sharon, or meet my new son-in-law, or indeed meet my new grandchildren once they're born hurts my heart, I have always wanted the best for you, and I know you're doing your best to pursue that, even if this adventure's taken you a lot further away than the Pacific ocean or the Persian Gulf."

Carol shifts her hands, clearly considering what she wants to say for a moment.

"While your current situation is... unconventional by our standards here on Earth I... understand our way is not the way of the galaxy. It took me some time to come to terms with that, but far be it from me to deny you the joys of love and family when you're so very clearly happy. Your father and siblings all feel the same way, but we all agreed I should deliver this part of the message alone. That it would mean more from me in a sense, because we've always been so close. That all these changes are happening for you so far away..."

The refined old woman suppresses a sniffle. "I miss you, even my yet to be born grandchildren and my son in law who I've never met... and my apparent numerous daughters in law that you introduced us all to. You've found yourself in the company of amazing women, and a good man, and in that sense I could not ask for more for you."

Another sniffle, but Carol's smiling now.

"I suppose I can't hide it, even as I get teary-eyed... there's nothing official yet, but your father heard at work that they might actually start making colonial movements off of Earth. I hear some countries want to colonize worlds here in our little pocket of space, but there's plenty of people who want to get out to the wider galaxy. Your father and I, we've talked, and we're going to try and come out, along with some of your siblings. The exact details aren't clear yet. Who wants to go, or how we'll get there. I don't know where we'll settle. Or how it'll happen, but we can't let you be the only Graves out there in the big black. You've always been the bravest and most adventurous of my children, Sharon, now it's our turn to be brave too. I love you, I miss you... and I hope we'll see each other again soon."

The image switches to Sharon's father and she quickly pauses the recording.

"...They're coming. Oh my god. They're. Jerry!"

"Well we did invite them. I'll reach out to some people to see if we can move things along for your family. I suspect a lot of people will be hoping for the same."

"Yeah."

Sharon leans against Jerry, resting her head on his shoulder and resumes the recording, watching as the rest of her family share their thoughts with her. It made her understand the Marines from way back when a bit more. Why mail call was practically sacred to Marines even to this day in boot camp. The ritual was a legacy from times where you couldn't just reach out at a whim even on the other side of the world and talk to your loved ones, and now here she was on the other side of the galaxy, and a letter from home had finally arrived, and it made her heart sing.

Before long, Sharon's cueing up the recording function, beaming even with tear stains on her cheeks. She looks right into the lens, and tries to smile wide enough to really put her heart on her sleeve.

"Hey everyone, I just got your message. A lot of stuff has happened since my last message home, but I'm so, so excited at the prospect of you coming out here with us. We'll have a place prepared for you... and well. We've got colonization rights to a world ourselves. It might be a few years, but you can always come live with us that way if traveling around on a spaceship for long cruises doesn't sound like something you want to do."

She adjusts her sling a bit, lifting Indra up so the camera can see the snuggly little bundle clearly.

"So this is big change number one. This is Indra, my adopted daughter. Her situation is complicated, but she's as much my little girl as the two boys I'm carrying are my sons. Not by blood, but by spirit. So, your first grandchild from me at least is... well. An alien. Hopefully she'll wake up and smile for us. She's got the most dazzling smile I've ever seen. She's got lots of love, and lots of siblings to play with here, but she could absolutely use some Grandma and Grandpa time, no matter how long it takes. Uncle and Auntie time too."

Jerry wraps his arm around Sharon's shoulders, pulling her close in a warm, affectionate hug, but maintains his silence, letting Sharon get everything else out that she felt she needed to.

"So... I got promoted. Jerry did too. The Admiralty Board and the Captain's Board of the Undaunted promoted him to Admiral. Jerry then put me forward as Captain of the Crimson Tear and I was promoted right around the same time. So. Yeah. I'm a starship captain now. Not exactly where I expected my life to go, not having ever joined the black shoe side of the navy till I went to space and not really aspiring to command... but I have a very inspiring and handsome role model. I really enjoy my ne- Oh! Hey Fenrir!"

The big wolf dog... still technically a puppy, though anyone but Jerry had long since discarded that title, pushes in and gives Jerry, Sharon and little Indra affectionate nuzzles.

"Oh yeah, I almost forgot to tell you that my husband's band of personal soldiers, did I mention we have soldiers? Convinced some of my sister wives to breed wolves the size of tigers? Because let me tell you..."

Sharon smiles into the camera as she continues explaining the raw insanity that was the 'Dire Wolves' of the Undaunted. She'd opened the file with worry in her heart, but now, she knew nothing but joy.

She really was the luckiest damn girl in the galaxy, of that much Sharon Bridger was sure.
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Sir David

A hail of suppressed weapons fire from seemingly nowhere ripples out of the holographic brush and down into the enemy fighting positions from perfect enfilade. Marines drop as the unseen shooters rake the trenches with fast, accurate shots that leave locked suits of armor by the dozen.

A perfectly executed ambush, that to an outside observer would appear almost effortless on behalf of the commandos, but in reality was anything but.

It had taken an hour of slow, careful maneuvering to work themselves along the enemy's flank, then another ten minutes or so for Sir David's first trench raiders to get into the position protecting the enemy's flanks and eliminate the personnel there. Then once they'd had the all clear there was nothing stopping the attack group for the main defensive line from carrying out their mission.

Enfilade was a position where you could fire ranged weapons down the longest axis of an enemy position or formation, and had been considered very desirable to humans since antiquity when the weapons being employed were crude bows or slings.

Automatic weapons had only made enfilade even more dangerous, and made digging in with proper cover and concealment, defilade, even more critical for a defending force. Something Sir David's own Great Grandfather, another Colonel Forsythe, had learned about the hard way at a place called the Somme. Thankfully the old chap had been a quick study, or there was every chance Sir David would have never been born.

It was in the trenches of the Great War that what Sir David thought of as the modern art of special operations had been born, with missions much like the one part of his unit was performing now. Trench raiding, first by the infamous German Shocktroops, then by other bodies of picked men had been a nightmare for even the most well fortified positions.

Striking when the enemy was weak, preferably from the cover of darkness, hitting fast, hard and with as much firepower as was humanly possible to bring to bear to overwhelm your enemy and penetrate his positions, opening the way for the main force to follow up and make a deep penetration behind enemy lines, hopefully making for a significant advance if not a general rout before the enemy's officers could figure out what in the blazes had happened!

Special Operations as a community owed quite a lot to those first 'green side' operators, and honored them by more or less following their dance card to this very day. Infiltrate where you weren't expected under the cover of darkness, strike when your enemy's guard is down, going directly for the throat with as much force as you could bring to bear, and leaving as quickly as you'd come having accomplished one task or another such as kidnapping a high value target like an officer, or rescuing a POW, or doing as much damage as possible to open the door for a full assault force.

Whether black or green ops, being 'covert' operations, or operations in support of regular military units respectively, the play book really didn't change much, and for all of humanity's advances, and all of the galaxy's advances it was damned inspiring how well it worked.

If anything it worked even better against galactic citizens than it did against humans, with their shorter working cycles, a four hour shift in a single day being quite normal for many aliens, an all human commando team could outlast their opponents in the field on raw endurance if need be, and if they started getting pushed by the demands of combat like all soldiers were in war time, regular alien troops that hadn't been toughened up and trained by the Undaunted would ended up more exhausted, faster.

Humans could regularly push more than twenty four hours in a dire situation. Such a thing was unthinkable to aliens, and would almost demand a troop rotation. A fine time for a sniper to eliminate an officer, or an air strike to maximize its damage.

Brutal? Certainly, but Sir David was a warrior, and he fought wars to win them, and that meant destroying or breaking the enemy's will to fight. Sometimes that meant you had to kick some heads in.

"Phase two."

Sir David orders, not even raising his voice, and commandos surge forward.

At the head was Gunnery Sergeant Mateo Rolle, late of the Royal Bahamas Defense Force's Marine Commandos. A little known special operations unit perhaps, but the marines who fought for that unit considered a two mile swim with a forty pound ruck sack on their back a normal work out instead of a particular test of endurance.

That high standard of physical fitness was something Gunnery Sergeant Rolle was demonstrating in fine form as he surges ahead of his fellows hurling a spread of grenades in short succession and earning himself a shout of surprise from one of the still occupied dug outs as the 'grenades' detonate with simulated explosive fury. Another group of infantry are eliminated from the game in the blink of an eye as the commandos flood the trench network.

Neysihen and Purisha are off to the left, working in a tight knit pair like normal. The girls were steadily evolving into reading each other's minds without even having to use neural interlink communications systems, nevermind inefficient things like 'spoken words'.. An ideal partnership for this kind of work.

Without even hand signals they quickly set up and breach another dug out, more suppressed weapons fire and the distinct buzz of armor registering lethal hits before the girls flow back out and disappear down the trench line telling Sir David everything he needs to know about how their attack had gone.

With their heavy defenses, especially their mech suits, neutralized earlier in the exercise via a variety of techniques ranging from axiom, booby traps, and mines to more mundane tools like anti-tank missiles and plasma cannons, this was really just mopping up at this point.

That said, Sir David found himself glad he'd upgraded the training exercise after the order came down from Admiral Bridger to prepare for a conventional fight against Cannidor. Getting the Crimsonhewers in here probably would have been best, but the Marines were more experienced at working with their mech suit brethren so on short notice this would have to suffice while they prepared more training rounds.

A quick motion to the left shows a counter attack in the making and Sir David's pistol is out of its holster in the literal blink of an eye. The Field Pistol this time instead of his beloved revolver. For long range shooting at armored targets, it was hard to beat the Field Pistol, especially when you were as sure a gun hand as David.

A fact he reinforces with four double taps, dropping the first wave of the counterattack and giving one of his commandos a chance to bring a Bull Shark 25mm shotgun to bear and empty it's magazine tube in an unholy shitstorm of lead.

It was, all told, a marvelous example of a defeat in detail. By forcing their way so deep into center of the enemy position the commandos had cut their greenside brethren off from each other, leaving individual pockets of resistance that could be eliminated at the commando's pleasure Captain Tex, B Company's commander, probably could have turned it around or at least offered more spirited resistance, but he'd been eliminated by a sniper early on, along with a great many of the company's other senior officers and SNCOs.

The last of the four platoon leaders, a man named Markuson, clearly didn't have the experience and tactical acumen to pull it off himself. Which might be a good thing, Sir David muses. He recalls Markuson having a bit of an arrogant streak, not uncommon for young officers, including a young Leftenant David Forsythe once upon a time.

Getting the stuffing kicked out of you in training generally cured that ailment most efficiently. Or at the very least would reveal more critical personality flaws that suggested the individual should not be leading troops into combat until surgical intervention was applied to move their head from their rectum.

Thankfully, for most Junior Officers, training losses did in fact do the job ninety eight percent of the time.

Sir David grins as the enemy colors, in this case a red banner, is neatly shot off its grommets by an unseen marksman at the base of the flagpole.

A bit much for a game of capture the flag perhaps, but when you could be having this much fun, why restrict yourself to just a game of tag?

"End Ex, End Ex, End Ex. Pick up your mates, stow your gear and report to hall three for debrief in forty minutes."

Calls Sergeant Major Gurung over the comm. He'd been monitoring from the control room. The regulars would get their debrief, and then the more intense debriefing process for the commandos would begin.

The whole point of this little exercise was to learn after all.

Sir David pops out of his 'headquarters shrub' where he'd been observing from and starts to make his way down the hill when he spies Purisha and Neysihen again. They're walking back towards the insertion point, when one of the Marines jogs up to them and doffs his helmet, revealing a somewhat familiar face from the regulars. It takes him a second to identify the blonde man, Markuson. Eugene? Something like that. 1st Lieutenant, one of B Company's platoon leaders if David recalls properly.

And he appeared to be... flirting? With Purisha specifically. The young mad had a reputation for being bold, but Neyishen was considered the skipper’s daughter in every way but blood and few men aboard would rush into that particular engagement without some very extensive talks with their prospective father in law.

Purisha’s new status as Eymali Bridger’s apprentice hadn’t gotten around the ship quite as much, which apparently meant she was more approachable?

David watches for a few moments as annoyance burns to the forefront of his mind, and before he even realizes it he's striding their way with a cold scowl on his face.

"Velour!”

Purisha immediately snaps to the position of attention, a guilty look plastered across her muzzle that almost made him feel like he was scolding a naughty kitten and not a grown woman and one of the best of his new commandos.

“If you have time to flirt on duty you have time to be running laps, fraternize after hours please. That goes for you too Mister Markuson, shouldn't you be with your platoon reviewing the exercise you just lost?"

Velour's guilty look disappears behind her ironclad 'working face' and she salutes sharply.

"Apologies sir, on my way back to the locker room on the double!"

Markuson for his part has a more sullen cast to his features, but still salutes before turning tail.

"Begging the Colonel's pardon."

Neysihen, the only one not obviously in trouble, decides that discretion is clearly the better part of valor and salutes before running to catch up with Purisha, leaving David to chew on what had just happened.

It had been a brief bit of conversation. Why had he reacted so harshly? Slightly confused with himself, Sir David follows in Purisha and Neysihen's wake only to find Sergeant Major Gurung waiting for him at the door.

"Not a bad exercise, eh Sergeant Major?"

"Not bad at all sir, I am pleased with my fine sons and daughters. I am less pleased with you."

David arches an eyebrow. It wasn't often that Sergeant Major Gurung said something like that, least of all to David.

"...Care to explain that comment, Sergeant Major?"

"I think you know, if you're honest with yourself sir. That little scene was most unbecoming... but I will not discuss such matters with you, we have more pressing business, so I shall leave that topic to your wives. Perhaps they can help you work things out."

Gaje Gurung's knowing look had more of an impact than a frown might have, leaving David more confused than before... he just had to get through the debrief. He'd see Ariane and Miri at dinner. Perhaps then he could get this straightened out properly.
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The debriefing lasted for a dog's age and a half.

He'd never really minded the length of a debrief before, not back on Earth, especially not after he'd lost Mary. Only if there was something truly, utterly critical happening back home did he allow himself to fret about time when work was in the cards.

A child's birthday for example. That was very important. Or the birth of one of said children. Beyond important.

A routine training exercise debrief could be set aside for such things.

The first time he'd truly felt impatient though, was back on Serbow at the Vana'Kesh Commando Center, debriefing... and waiting eagerly to get to dinner with Ariane and Miri'Tok. It had promised to be a special night even before he'd found out Miri'Tok was going to propose and part of him just wanted to get the fiddly bits done so he could get back to... well. His home life. Perhaps he truly had aged. Or rather matured. Because he found himself far less willing to surrender such things these days.

Dinner with his wives was as sacrosanct as he could make it. Important events like the births or hatching of his children, their birthdays, the birthdays and special days of his grown children and his grandchildren should he ever get to see them again. Short of active hostilities or a true emergency, nothing was more important than the people he loved... and in that fundamental shift in his perspective David felt he was once again starting to understand Jerry Bridger just a little bit more.

Yet today was still something... different. Wrong in a way.

He wasn't eager to get to his wives. He was eager to get the hell home and maybe shut himself up in his study to 'brood' as his children called it. It happened regularly enough when he needed to chew through something. He'd shut himself up in his study or office, and not talk terribly much for a time until he'd sorted things out.

Mary had hated him doing that with an unbridled passion, because she didn't want him to deal with his burdens alone, and the few times she forced her way in, a second opinion from the person he trusted most... actually did help. A lot. Which left him free to do more important things like be a husband and a father.

Perhaps then, David considers as his feet carry him homeward, he should take Mary's advice, and instead of forcing the people who care about him to pry him out of his shell, he should follow Sergeant Major Gurung's instructions, pull his head out of his ass on his own and actually discuss things with the people who cared about him in his life like a grown ass man.

"Oh! David! Welcome home! I'll get the kettle on!"

Ariane's cheery voice calls out to him the second he reaches the door. Which probably meant that Miri'Tok was already home. The enticing smells of dinner cooking certainly suggested that Miri'd already made it back from her own work for the day.

Ariane didn't start cooking till at least one of them had made it home. The woman was a patient, beautiful creature, but she had pretty strict standards for when she made meals and she didn't prepare hot food just for it to be warmed up later unless she was putting something that would cook low and slow in the oven.

David ambles into the kitchen, finding Ariane hard at work over a pot boiling on the stove, Miri has changed into more casual clothes than what she'd left in this morning and is keeping Ariane company while sipping on some tea. He leans in to give Ariane a kiss.

"Good evening, dear heart."

Before moving over to repeat the greeting with Miri'Tok, who grabs him by the collar and pulls him in for a bit of a deeper kiss, the slight tinge of a spicy flavor and Miri'Tok's natural warmth flooding into his veins like drinking a hot coffee.

"Hi, handsome."

"Aww. I was gonna do that but I need to keep stirring this for the moment."

"Rain check, Ari. I'll give you all the kisses you want after dinner."

Ariane teasingly fans herself. "Oh~ David I didn't know you were making dessert for me!"

Miri'Tok's response dies in her mouth, the alien woman stopping and looking closer at David's face. He swears he can even hear a slight charge of axiom energy from her turning the prosthetic eye that lay under her eye patch on.

It didn't surprise him that she'd notice. Miri was a sharp woman, and she was only beating Ariane to the punch because Ariane had her hands full. That was good. He wanted to talk about this after all, and there was no one he trusted quite like his wives... but how the hell did you bring up some weird emotional outburst regarding another woman to your wives.

"David... is something wrong?"

David settles himself into his chair at their dinner table, eager for the company of the girls after a long day and sighs.

"Well. I suppose so. I'm not entirely sure what though. Sergeant Major Gurung came about as close to reading me the riot act as I've ever seen the man... his usual routine. He's not mad..."

"...He's just disappointed."

Miri'Tok continues, having become very familiar with Sergeant Major Gurung's methods of instruction over the course of cross training with the Undaunted.

"Precisely. I admit though I'm not entirely sure as to why."

Ariane looks over her shoulder.

"Well that's not like you. Or Sergeant Major Gurung for that matter."

"Mhmm. Well. I know what the incident in question was, but I. Well. I'm not sure what happened to a degree."

David's cheeks burn slightly. He wasn't sure, God's honest truth, but he felt damned embarrassed all the same.

Miri'Tok rests her hand on David's and gives him a warming squeeze.

"Well just tell us what happened. I'm sure we can get to the heart of the matter."

"I suppose it must be chewing out Sergeant Velour."

"Purisha." Corrects Ariane breezily, perhaps already detecting something in how he was presenting the situation.

"I doubt you chewed her out the way we've thought she always wanted you to, or I'd be expecting a slightly disheveled Feli sitting at the table with us." Miri'Tok says sardonically, decidedly unimpressed so far.

"She was flirting on duty after the exercise, one of the leg Marines from the battalion. Markuson something like that. So I told her to get back to work and ordered Markuson to get back to his platoon. I don't think that's wrong. We had just finished an exercise... but it really annoyed me for some damn reason."

Ariane turns, tossing a towel over her shoulder, resting a hand on her growing subject.

"Purisha has a gentleman admirer eh? It's a bit surprising, but she's a very lovely young lady and human men do tend to be a bit more proactive than most. Even if I think most of you are starting to settle into the galactic way of doing things."

"Having a few wives apiece for the most part to help mellow them out isn't hurting I'm sure." The smile's back in Miri'Tok's voice now, before she takes a long sip of her preferred bone broth tea. "That said... I thought Purisha was interested in you, David."

"Mhmm. I ran into her the other day, I'd be shocked if she wasn't still interested." Ariane says, turning back to the meal she's preparing. "She certainly addressed me like the senior wife of a marriage she's interested in joining. Though I imagine being pursued is rather novel, especially to a young woman like Purisha who was previously... well. Unlikely to get a man without paying for his company."

"A bit indelicate to say, but not wrong my dear." David notes. "I suppose I did think she was still interested... but why did..."

Ariane turns back again and rolls her eyes at David.

"David. You watched her pretty closely didn't you? Can you really say you don't like her at all? She's a sweet girl. Determined. Smart. Not bad to look at by your tastes physically even if she's got fur and the like where Miri and I are more human overall. I'd say she's your type, even if she's not quite as self realized as Miri and I are."

Ariane taps her chin for a second, thinking before turning back to her stew.

"I'll let you waffle through it with Miri'Tok if you want, but frankly David I think you do like her, and that you need to pull your finger out and act like the commando I fell in love with and bring the fourth Mrs. Forsythe home."

David rocks back in his chair for a minute not even noticing when Ariane places a mug of tea in front of him as he considers everything his wife had just said.

So... Did that mean he was jealous?

Ah.

The simple word 'jealous' brought everything into focus. Had he really? He couldn't really remember being jealous before in his life. Mary had been his long time partner since they were in school together, and in that time they'd just... fit, and the idea that someone could come between them had been laughable. Most boys didn't want to risk Mary's infamous temper just to start with, and the girls certainly didn't want to get on the Scottish rose's thorny side either by messing with the lad she fancied.

So was he jealous now? That too seemed laughable in a sense. Here he was with two new wives, both pregnant or gravid respectively, and his son was busily siring a small army of grandchildren to make his one daughter with children seem unambitious by comparison. What more could he possibly ask for that he might be jealous over someone?

Then again.

It was rather flattering, wasn't it? He'd inspired Purisha. Not just romantically or sexually, but she'd taken his example, and the example of his commandos and put her body through absolute hell to remake herself on pure will power alone... and part of her stated goal had been chasing after him, and while a part of him had found it irritating, another example of galactic silliness that even Monty Python couldn't begin to match... another part of him had quite liked it.

There was a lot to like about Purisha Velour too.

Even if she did look a bit like one of his mother's cats from when he was a boy.

"...You know Ari." David begins. "You always know just what to say."

"I'm getting pretty good at knowing your heart and mind, my love. If you think I’m good now though, just wait till we're a century on from now."

"I suspect you'll have graduated to full on mind reading by then."

Ari chuckles. "No need to read your mind on thoughts like this one my dear. I suspect Miri would have cut to the heart of the matter if I didn't."

"Indeed I would have." Miri'Tok chuckles. "I must say, seeing a man jealous over a woman. I don't envy young Ms. Velour, but being pursued by two suitors is rather unique." Miri'Tok looks over at David and gives his hand another squeeze. "You are going to pursue her aren't you?"

David mulls the thought over in his head. He didn't need her in his life... but he thought Purisha Velour might make a good addition to their growing family, and with plans to see about finding a more matronly woman to help Ariane around the house once they reached Canis Prime. Well it was the math that had gotten him here to start with. If he'd accept one new wife. Why not a second? If a second, why not a third?

He wasn't sure he could quite deal with twenty. Few men had the raw heart of Jerry Bridger to love on the scale he did... but three or four? David could do that, and Purisha was a woman who'd proven she was well worth loving.

"...I suppose I am."

Ariane claps her hands, letting out a pleased sound. "Ah such a lovely thing to hear. Heh. We'll have to let Elyria know about this, Miri. It might be interesting fuel for her next romance novel. Being pursued by a man is quite the fantasy already, but two? Delusional!"

Ariane giggles again as thoughts continue to swirl through David's mind.

"Hmmm... That won't do. No. Can't be abusing my position..." He strokes his mustache for a moment. "I'm going to send Purisha out of the unit for a bit. A billet just came up for a direct liaison to the Admiral's war room. The warrant officers want help in working out how best to track commando operations in the field and would like an experienced operator helping out. The commando in the position will double as an adjutant for the admiral. Nice high visibility position for one of the younger girls, and Purisha's been distinguishing herself recently. She'd be out of the day to day operations cycle of the green side of the ship for a few weeks at least."

Miri'Tok nods slowly. "Right so that puts her out of easy reach for Lieutenant Markuson too... and right near, Admiral Bridger."

"I don't think either of us has a real advantage in the Admiral's home court, and by placing her out of my direct command and under Major Nikita DerTann and her troops as a bodyguard and adjutant, I limit the risk of 'influencing her' too much with my rank or position. If anyone will catch that sort of negative use of position and tell me to go soak my head it'll absolutely be Jerry."

"And he'll be just as likely to take this young lieutenant's head off his shoulders if he thinks he's out of line too." Miri'Tok observes.

David nods, a confidence starting to fill his veins as he regains a sense of direction on a subject that had clearly had him a bit more turned around than he'd thought.

"Even footing for myself and this other lad. Running into Purisha by pure chance can of course happen, but outside of the battalion spaces that'll be minimized. No relying on chance or fate, or hope, or luck. We'll both just have to work for it, or rather, work for her, and while I might not be a young man anymore, but I like to think I can endear myself to a beautiful woman. I've managed it three times, haven't I?"

Ariane giggles before leaning over to kiss David on the cheek. "Sometimes in spite of yourself David, but yes."

Miri'Tok mirrors Ariane, kissing David's cheek from the other side.

"I have no doubt you'll succeed, but will wish you good luck in your hunting regardless."

"Thanks girls. Odd as it is to hear my wives suggest I get a girlfriend, I won't let you down. I'll give Purisha the effort she deserves."

Ariane nods. "I have no doubt that'll mean the galaxy to her. Just like your best efforts mean the galaxy to us. Now... dinner's about ready. How about you go wash up?"

David hands out another round of kisses and wanders towards the master bedroom to change into some more casual clothes for the evening, pausing by Mary's portrait in the hallway and chuckling.

"The game is most certainly afoot, old girl. I just wish you could be here to enjoy the show.”
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Avia

The tension in the air was thick enough you could cut it with a knife.

Avia hadn't really understood that Human idiom before, but she understood it now as she finished pulling on the flight harness that she'd been issued as a ‘pilot’. Light armor, emergency g suit and life support, some survival odds and ends and survival supplies, adapted to a Synth of course. Some more medical supplies for any organic counterpart she might have with her. She didn't fly with it often, but she'd appreciated the thought, even if her body itself was perfectly capable of long duration EVAs in its normal Human form.

It made for a comforting bit of ritual to break up the silence today. She wasn't flying as the ship for once. She wasn't flying with Tyler and Cassie. She wasn't even flying a fighter.

She'd be flying a shuttle with Marian... and neither of them seemed to know what to say to each other just yet. They couldn't even make glib remarks like they did with other people around. Trying to play up being fighter pilots, pretending everything was okay... and Avia suspected in Marian's case, doing her best to try and reach out to Avia in ways that she couldn't otherwise.

Organics were complicated.

More complicated than Synths in many ways. Not to say that Synths were perfect of course, their brains could produce irrational thoughts, feelings and behaviors just as readily as the meat brain of a human or other organic life form could... and many Synths suffered from a lack of perspective, which made integrating with organics difficult at times.

It was one reason many Synths lived apart. They were simply more comfortable, more capable of expressing themselves with their own kind. It felt odd to say but it was simply the truth. Data exchange between Synths, including for conflict resolution, could be handled in far more precise and direct ways than inefficient organic speech.

For Avia, caught between worlds to an extent, she almost welcomed the trouble she was facing. It made her feel very... Human. There wasn't a crutch to lean on, a literal ability to touch another's mind directly and come to a consensus together. All critical to making Synth society function, but it was very far from how Humans, from how her people, handled things.

She'd just have to be a mature, sensible adult and communicate clearly to Marian... and hope Marian would do so in return. Then again. What Marian had communicated to her in the past had been pretty damn clear.

Her cheeks flush slightly as the memory, clear as if it had just happened, rushes through her mind. She could see it perfectly. Feel it. Hear it.

It had been a slip of the tongue. Yes it represented something of what Avia wanted from Marian, what she hadn't felt capable of asking her for directly, the familial bond she desperately craved with the only person in the wider galaxy who could be called her kin. Blood shared mattered to Avia for some reason, despite not having any blood of her own. Likely because it mattered to Marian. Avia was the daughter of Marian's mind, and the similarities between the two of them only made the differences between them all the more stark.

It hadn't been a bad thing, just something they were feeling out together.

Then carelessly, Avia had called Marian 'Mom', out loud.

That too was a very Human thing to do. Something a Synth shouldn't be able to do at all, but the Human brain was built very differently to her galactic peers, and her Synthetic mind was the first to be grown and organized in the human style. She was something new... so perhaps erring was just as common for Human Synths as it was for Humans made of flesh instead of circuits.

That slip up had been embarrassing. What had been painful was Marian's response. Fast. Quick. As thoughtless as the slip of the tongue that caused the retort in the first place.

"I'm not your mom!"

The sense of rejection had been instant, and heartbreaking in a way that Avia hadn't expected... and that Marian likely hadn't intended.

Her intent didn't matter to a degree though. It was how Avia had felt her words... and that too made Avia feel very Human.

A brief walk from the ready room to the hangar reveals their ride for the day. One of the Tear's light utility shuttles, something Tyler liked to call a 'space pick up truck'. All the Tear's naval aviators knew how to fly them and used them for recreation, certain training sorties and when they drew the short straw for the much dreaded 'barge duty' where fighter pilots were forced to haul people and cargo like the common rabble.

For all the disparaging remarks thrown at the shuttles though, the Tear's complement were pretty nice. Admiral Bridger had acquired Orlsion class shuttles pretty much exclusively, versatile 'little' ships that were large for their type. The shuttles could be reconfigured almost as much as the Tear herself, and came with a powerful tractor beam to haul cargo containers around while in port. They also had their own jump drive, and a light array of weapons for self defense. They were perhaps the smallest named vessels in the growing Undaunted fleet, able to comfortably carry a crew of five on extended missions if need be.

It made for an attractive package, especially for remote Undaunted stations that needed their own spacecraft but didn't require a full sized lighter or something more combat capable. Or if they did require the latter, an Orlsion could be paired with a gunship or two, or indeed something larger. Their only sin was being a bit boring to look at, having a very stylized shape to allow easy in atmosphere flight. While they could stand to be a bit prettier in Avia's book, in terms of function the Orlsion class were a masterpiece of industrial engineering and Avia could certainly appreciate that.

Emblazoned on this particular shuttle's starboard hull, just under the cockpit, was a fairly artistic drawing of an Earth animal called a horse, with the name 'Percheron' written in a flowing hand beneath it.

Ever the animal lover, Admiral Bridger had named all the ship's utility craft of a size to merit naming for Earth draft and work animals.

They board the shuttle via the rear ramp in silence. Only when they start the power up checklist do they start to speak to each other in a clipped professional tone... that sounded far more alike than Marian likely realized, their tones blending somewhat in the muted confines of the cockpit.

"Avia, can you call in to flight control for clearance?"

Avia nods while she figures out how to respond and settles for a professional; "Yes, ma'am."

A few flicks of physical switches and a caress of Avia's mind as she starts to integrate herself with the shuttle's computer network and she's dialed into the Tear's flight control frequency.

"Tear flight control, this is shuttle Percheron in landing bay Charlie One Sierra, requesting departure clearance for a training sortie throughout the local system."

The controller's voice comes back immediately, calm, cool and crisp, a reassuring feminine tone that seemed to ease the tension in the Percheron's cockpit slightly.

"Percheron, Control. We have your flight plan. The ship's time table and current intended course have been loaded into your nav computer. Your shuttle is light speed equipped. In the event of an emergency either return to the ship, or jump out of system and contact the nearest major Undaunted facility. If the Tear is forced to jump out of the system, make six blind jumps to clear your trail then begin trying to reestablish encrypted communications with the battle group. Latest encryption is downloading to your comm unit... now. If communicating under duress, enter the usual code and the system will automatically purge the current encryption and switch to another, older version to signal your compromised status."

"Percheron copies all control."

Avia looks over to Marian who gives her a thumbs up as she finishes bringing the engines up and begins to feed power into the ship's anti grav systems, lifting the plucky little shuttle off the floor of the shuttle bay.

"Control, shuttle Percheron ready to depart. Vent the hangar bay when ready.”

"Venting atmosphere now. Safe travels Percheron."

Yellow warning lights begin to flash out in the hangar, and while Avia can't hear it, a klaxon is alerting all personnel in the bay that a shuttle was on its way out, and after a few minutes, the great bay doors begin to slide open, revealing the depths of the void.

They were actually quite close to a planet, Avia notes, appreciating the spectacular view of the ringed gas giant and its many moons. There had been a lot of interesting stellar objects to do flybys on as they proceeded to their meeting with Clan Charocan, and Avia in particular enjoyed the surveying work. 

It might be tedious but that's what exploring the galaxy meant. It couldn't all be daring flying, gun fights with a handsome man on her arm and other similar nonsense from books. It was hard, dangerous work, but as one the system's two stars peeks around the edge of the planet, Avia's reminded of just why she loved it. Sure this wasn't exactly deep space, but this wasn't a heavily populated system, consisting of marginal planets with remote colonies for resource extraction.

How many people had seen the view she was seeing right now?

"My craft."

Marian says, taking up the controls.

"Your craft."

Avia holds her hands up to show she's clear of the flight controls and busies herself working on the various systems, ensuring the shields and sensors are functional as Marian takes them into the void.

After a final sign off with the Tear's flight control, silence falls on the cockpit as the Percheron slips into the void.

That silence starts off comfortable, but slowly starts to become suffocating. A novel sensation for someone who didn't breathe strictly speaking.

For all that oppressive silence though, Avia couldn't help but notice she and Marian worked well together. Fast, efficient, a good team. Not as good as Avia worked with Tyler and Cassie of course, even without their usual neural link, but for one of the first times they'd flown together they fell into sync very easily. Proof perhaps of their familial bond. Or was it proof that Avia was just a copy, a pale imitation of Marian? Was that the kind of thing going through her progenitor's mind?

The silence holds for another thirty minutes until they get out to the orbit of the eleventh planet in this system, creatively called 'Eleven', in the Cannidor language. Finally, Marian begins to speak.

"...So. I uh. Said. Something wrong the other day, and I wanted to talk to you about it. It wasn't. It."

Marian settles herself for a second, closing her eyes and taking a slow breath, a habit Avia noted she occasionally imitated.

"It. Look. About the whole. I'm not your Mom thing... That. It hurt you. That's not what I meant. I'm not entirely sure what I meant Avia but I would never want to hurt you, or reject you. Whatever we are to each other... and I know we need to figure that out, but now I'm scared I put my foot in my mouth firmly enough that I've alienated you to me forever and..."

Avia listens in shock for a moment as everything just comes tumbling out of Marian's mouth. So... she didn't hate her? It certainly didn't sound like Marian hated or resented her. If anything she was scared of hurting Avia... and was as confused about their situation as Avia herself.

Marian cuts the engines, leaving them drifting in the black as they cruise past an icy moon on their own inertia, the beautiful blue white orb filling the view screen, the bright colors broken up by the various large chunks of rock and ice that the little frozen world had captured in it's gravitational field as it spun through space. She watches the stellar body and its consorts dance for a few seconds as Avia tries to figure out what she wants to say.

What she wants from her relationship with Marian.

A difficult thing to figure out when Avia wasn't entirely sure she knew what she wanted at all, besides not being hated by her only kin.
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Even as Avia opens her mouth to respond to her progenitor, the words die in her mouth in an instant. The urgent alert sound of the sensor system detecting a possible hostile warship suddenly chiming loudly in the cockpit. 

Both women spring into action immediately.

Avia shuts down all their non-essential systems, 'playing dead' in hopes of not being detected, even as Marian begins working the sensors to try and refine what the automated systems were telling them.

"...Son of a whore. There's a squadron of what appear to be corvettes down on the ice ball. Call it seven ships." The color drains from Marian's face slowly. “Even with the Audacious flying wing, that's enough firepower to take the Tear out!"

Avia frowns. That wasn't good. Not at all. Especially when the corvettes were obviously hiding. A pirate hideout? An ambush?

"Any IFFs from them, Marian?"

"Nope. Got jack and shit. They're powered up though... there's a bit of a storm on the planet where they're sitting and I think it's messing with the sensors a bit, but I think they even have weapons powered."

"Let me try. I've got a knack for electronic systems."

"You would be the expert."

Avia closes her eyes as she begins to interface with the ship's computer and its sensor suite. Just like Marian had said, there was a pretty severe storm in the area the ships had landed in. Logically that meant it wasn't a hidden port. Not with the relatively open terrain the corvettes appeared to be on, and pirates undergoing R&R and repairs wouldn't leave their systems primed and their engines powered.

"Call it a ninety eight percent chance that the ships on the surface are a pirate flotilla waiting in ambush for someone."

Marian nods then pulls up the map of the system which had the last traffic indications they'd gotten from the Tear.

"...Let's see who they're going after."

"Overlay the major gravity fields, they're probably waiting for that. Most merchantmen and even a lot of warships won't risk in system jumps, and there's a lot of gravity wells dancing around here."

"Good call, let's see..."

A few quick manipulations of the controls from Marian and a little help from Avia, the colored circles representing various gravity wells overlay themselves on the system map, and both women's hearts stop immediately. 

This was a particularly complex star system with lots of gravitational anomalies. Normally this type of system would have at least a few security ships on hand, but this was no woman’s skies, after centuries of conflict between various rival khannates. Even then, it was a merchant route… there should be something here, but there wasn’t, which smelled like a bribe or three had been paid out to Avia. 

She couldn’t exactly be anxious, it was a process she’d have to consciously implement and God only knew why you’d intentionally do that yourself, but she was certainly getting a feeling that matched descriptions of anxiety from psychology textbooks.

She runs a few more calculations, then a dozen different simulations, some on the shuttle’s software and others on her own. It took maybe ten minutes, but the results were clear, to near a hundred percent certainty. Because whatever she simulated, whatever other traffic hauling potentially lucrative cargo there might be, she kept coming back to one simple fact.  

Based on her last known heading and her intended course to continue her surveying work, the Crimson Tear would be deep in the system's largest gravity wells inside of an hour.

"...They're going for the Tear. They have to be." Avia near whispers.

"Morrigan's blood I do not like this at all. If we transmit with sufficient power to reach the Tear, we'll alert the pirates, if we do all but the most minute maneuvering, we'll alert the pirates. If we alert the pirates they'll pounce on us like a shark on a guppy and we're dead."

"Surely there's something we can do!"

"...Well. I'm open to suggestions Avia. Not like we can do much besides throw rocks and harsh language at them. Against a proper warship this shuttle may as well be unarmed!"

Avia stops dead for a second as her logic circuits flood with data. She considers the situation and her resources, her optical sensors suddenly coming to rest on one of the numerous asteroids that orbited the planet Eleven when something clicks into place in her electronic brain.

"That's it! We'll throw rocks at them!"

Marian gives Avia a dumbfounded look.

"Look I'm not against dying here if we have to, but I'd at least like to die doing something impressive instead of something stupid."

"No no. Not normal rocks!"

Avia points out the view screen at one of the passing asteroids.

"We drift into position using maneuvering thrusters only, then use the cargo tractor beam on emergency power to redirect some of the asteroids at the pirates! Then we power up, throw the throttle to the fire wall and trigger a wide beam comm message alerting the entire system to the threat, which should get them scrambling. One might break off to chase us as we move to clear Eleven's gravity well, but most will be going for their objective. We jump out, then do a couple quick jumps to shake any tails, and dog leg around the outside of the system to try and rendezvous with the Tear."

"...That's crazy. I like it."

What followed was an excruciating thirty minutes that felt like thirty hours. Avia recalibrates her internal clock and checks her perception of time for a sixteenth time as they finally get into position behind the first hunk of space rock. 

They had crawled over to this thing, gotten behind it so they'd theoretically be blind of the pirate's sensors and matched it's orbital velocity. Now all they had to do was give the massive slab of rock and minerals a hard shove at the right time and their attack would be on.

Right. Just that. Super simple.

There was no targeting computer in the galaxy that could handle this sort of thing without some serious modifications both to the device and to their improvised projectile. Thankfully Avia was more than just a simple targeting computer. Her equivalent of 'back of the hand' or 'napkin' math was done out to the 100th decimal place where necessary. 

She'd worked out the position of the pirates, the speed of the rotation of the planet, the speed of the orbit of their rock of choice and a few other factors down to the second.

She knew exactly when to apply pressure and if she had a heart she knew it'd be in her throat and beating like crazy as the planet continues to spin, and the collection of rocks it's acquired swirl on around it, ignorant of the change she was about to induce in the cosmic dance. .

The timing had to be perfect. It wasn't as simple as lobbing a rock in a straight line at some specific point, it was lobbing a rock at where something would probably be, that was moving at at nearly seventy two thousand miles per hour, and rotating at nearly one thousand four hundred miles per hour, helping it produce slightly stronger gravity than Earth normal.

Avia was hoping that the stronger gravity well she was hurling rocks into the depths of would make this a bit easier than she intended, but as Marian herself liked to say 'Hope into one hand and shit into the other and see which one fills up first.'

Avia 'takes a breath' and begins to count down out loud. When she gave the word, she'd trigger a burst from their now modified tractor beam, and Marian would immediately begin to maneuver them to their next target. Then they'd try it again. If they got more than two or three rocks on their way without being discovered, it would be shocking to Avia, especially with the pirates preparing an apparent ambush.

"Mark!"

The tractor beam emitter discharges and a burst of energy 'shoves' the asteroid with the kind of force that would crush a cargo container flat against an appropriately strong surface. The rock was on its way. After a few quick checks with the passive sensors Avia allows herself a smile.

"Not a bad shot if I do say so myself. Chance of impact... eighty seven percent. If they don't deviate from anticipated courses. Or even better, if they don’t move at all."

"Oh sure, why would they move? They're just spaceships. It's not like they're known for moving or anything."

Avia notes that based on her tone and excessive sarcasm, Marian was feeling extremely stressed.

"Just relax. Fly casual. We'll be jumping out before you know it and making our way back to the ship. I plotted a couple different courses while we were waiting. I might even be able to get us back to the Tear before the pirates can reach her if we get lucky and one of the pirates doesn't try to pursue us. We have a lot less mass so we can pull some tricks that a larger vessel like a corvette would require a suicidal helmswoman to even consider attempting."

"Oh, fly casual, why didn't I think of that? Right before we make an FTL jump either blind, or deep into a gravity well, possibly while being pursued by pissed off pirates."

Marian snorts, trying to suppress a laugh and Avia grins in triumph. She had told a joke! It might not have been a good one, but it had relaxed Marian a bit, and that was sufficient for Avia's purposes.

"Okay, rock number two. Ready when you are."

"It'll be about ten minutes. Stand by."

They repeated the procedure three more times before they were caught.

Above expectations, but within a standard margin of error, Avia notes even as she processes both the direct feed from the sensors and Marian calling out the pirate flotilla starting to lift off.

"We have about thirty seconds before they can clear the atmosphere and start trying to jam us!" shouts Marian. "Make the call quick!"

Avia nods and opens a broad spectrum transmission in the clear with every ounce of juice the Percheron could pack into her transmitter.

"Attention all ships in system, a squadron of seven pirate corvettes are taking off with primed weapons at the eleventh planet in the system. All ships evacuate the system immediately. Repeat, evacuate immediately. Crimson Tear battle group, hostile vessels inbound!"

Immediately the transmitter lights up with return signals, which Avia processes without the tediously slow conversion of the signals from data into the spoken word.

"The Crimson Tear is ordering us to run just as hard and as fast as we can."

Avia says, still processing the information.

"Well they probably won't mind if we run towards the ship instead of away from it. Speaking of one of the Corvettes just gunned it, looks like she's coming for us! She's dropping into a course that'll put us right on our six, dodging the space rocks. Damn, I thought for sure that was going to work!"

Marian notes, already starting to duck and weave when a final transmission comes in.

"It's from the corvette. Putting it on screen!"

The comm panel's screen lights up with a surprisingly clean pirate bridge, a large woman that looked somewhat like what humans call a bear is sitting on what could only be called a throne with a scowl on her face.

An Osadubb! A spare part of Avia’s mind notes as she continues manipulating controls. Humans hadn’t run into many of that particular species before according to her Undaunted database. Not that Avia had ever met one before either.  

"I don't know who you cunts are, but you just made the last mistake of the rest of your lives! I'm going to rip your spines out and beat you to death with them, then bleach the bones and present them to the Hag as a decoration for her throne room!"

Avia checks the sensors, and does the math in a picosecond. She could probably get an impact if she could get just the right response from the pirates. Thinking quickly she takes control of the microphone.

"Pirate corvette this is the Undaunted shuttle Percheron, have fun with the mines we left you, and we'll see you in hell!"

The Ursine woman snarls with pure rage and pounds her fist on the arm of her throne.

"Pull up! Bring us up and over the top and get me a firing solution on those-"

Suddenly the screen goes black, and Avia switches the view to one of the long range visual sensors. Worried about the mines, dulled by the long wait in their ambush position, they'd dodged right up and into the path of one of the space rocks Avia and Marian had lobbed at them, the delicate looking corvette instantly crumpling on impact with the titanic slab of stone, which detonated into a cloud of shrapnel as the corvette's drive core detonated.

Marian raises an eyebrow at Avia before grinning like a mad woman, opening up an unencrypted broad spectrum channel on the comm unit again.

"And then there were six. Sir Isaac Newton remains undefeated!"

With a cackle Marian closes the channel and quickly starts to line them up towards Avia's fastest route home.

"Alright Avia, give me all the juice this thing has. I want to be home and strapping into my Huscarl before the shooting starts, and I suspect you want to be strapping your crew into you."

"You got it!"

With Marian's hot hand on the stick, and Avia's inborn gifts as a Synth, the little shuttle could make jumps that simply weren't possible for a vessel with more mass and less speed... or even the same shuttle with a less deft pilot at the helm, and a less talented navigator.

Just because they'd killed the first of their pursuers, or at least seriously wounded them, doesn't mean the rest of the pirates aren't going to try to avenge their comrades. Sure those same women had likely been ready to cut the bear woman's throat not even an hour before if it meant the slightest increase in wealth, power or position, but that was just business. Just like it was just good business sense for pirates to drop the heavy end of the hammer on would be victims that dared to resist.

So the galaxy was exploding around them as Marian weaved them through asteroids, using every trick in the book and writing a few new ones to avoid hits from weapons that could eradicate the Percheron in a single shot.

"Avia! I need an exit vector!"

Avia's mind drinks deep from the navigation computer's charts, the sensors, turning the ship into an extension of her own body for a few moments before her eyes light up.

"Got it. Plotting course, it'll appear on your HUD."

"...I see it. Okay. Just need to dodge these rocks and..."

Something flares on the sensors and Avia slams the controls to the side before words would even have a chance to form, neatly jinking the shuttle out of the path of a very large caliber laser cannon.

"Fuck! Avia! A little warning next time?"

"Sorry! There wasn't time! Lasers move too fast!"

"That was a laser cannon!?"

"Capital scale yes."

"Leaving aside that your reaction times are fast enough you can dodge things literally moving at the speed of light..."

"They're faster with Tyler and Cassie integrated with my system."

Marian spares a second to stare at Avia.

"...Fucking faster? How? How even?"

"Tell you later! We're five seconds from the jump point!"

"Ah, Chesty's favorite cigar! Hold on!"

Marian finishes aligning the shuttle and throws the lever to trigger the jump drive, flinging the little shuttle far away from the very troublesome space they'd found themselves in.

Seconds later, the shuttle's nav computer is already beeping, signaling it's time to drop out of FTL, something Marian complies with.

"Bit of a short jump wasn't it?"

Avia shakes her head. "Check your HUD. New course ready. We don't have time for a dog leg, and I suspect they're going straight for the Tear. They're going to need us to fight off six corvettes, and they might have support vessels hidden away too."

"Okay, so where's the jump... to..."

Marian's eyes widen slightly as she reviews the course.

"This is suicide. I know I haven't been doing this long but this is straight up suicidal, even for an in system jump."

"Trust me."

It's really all Avia could say. Marian didn't have the multiple doctorates she'd need to really understand why the course Avia had just plotted was safe. Nor did they have time for Avia to try and 'break it down Barney style' as the Admiral liked to call it. Thankfully her progenitor didn't seem to be making a fuss about it. She just squares her shoulders, takes a breath and reorients the Percheron on to its new course.

"If you kill us, we will be having words about it in the afterlife young lady."

"Like I said. Trust me. I've only just started living, I can't check out now!"

Marian doesn't say anything in response, simply gooses the throttle and reaches for the light speed controls again, hurling the shuttle towards the general vicinity of the Crimson Tear at ludicrous speeds.

In another blink and you'll miss it light speed jump, the Percheron plops out in a small low gravity pocket Avia had detected with all the grace of a master's hand.

"...Huh. Seems like we're still in one piece." Marian pats herself down, then looks up, before checking her sensors. "Tear's only a few miles away too! Damn, good course Mako!"

"Some hot flying there too Glamour."

"Yeah we can have another round of back slaps later if we survive. This party's only getting st-"

A bright light briefly illuminates the space around the ship as two massive torpedoes leap from the forward tubes and quickly vanish into the black, leaving the two women to exchange a glance and a grin.

"Seems the Admiral's keen on getting this party started." Avia notes.

"Well let's get back aboard so we can get ready to launch. It would be a shame to miss our seating for the dinner show."
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Jerry

"We're about forty five minutes from contact, Admiral."

Milintra's normally smooth, synthesized voice was usually rather pleasing to Jerry's ear, but with the ball of ice presently forming in his gut it sounded more robotic than the worst computer generated voices he'd ever heard back on Earth. This was a really shitty situation and everyone knew it.

"...I don't like this at all. How the hell did they pull this off?"

Jerry wants to pound his fist on the edge of the war room's display table but resists with a slow, steady breath. He had been having a mug of tea, and reading a transfer request for Purisha Velour... and a note containing the details of the growing love triangle David was trying to mitigate by sending Purisha on detached duty for a spell. He remembered being irritated, and missing Earth's fraternization regulations. Compared to this though? He'd take sophomoric relationship drama every time.

Another slow, steadying breath. He'd been blind sided. Not by the ambush, but at how much they'd pissed off the Hag if she was willing to devote what appeared to be an incredible amount of resources to take out the Crimson Tear.

That no one had known the Hag had access to resources like this would be a conversation to have with intelligence assuming they all survived.

Another breath as he forces his pulse to come back down, controlling the initial spike of adrenaline when they'd first picked up the signal from the Percheron. Calm. Peace. Stillness. He couldn't let his emotions get the better of him. That would put him into a position where he was following the enemy's lead, giving them control over the encounter.

If he wanted to get everyone out of here in one piece, he needed to be able to see the enemy commander's tempo, interrupt it and start leading this dance. No way in hell he'd manage that with his emotions all over the place.

Diana looks up from her desk and clears her throat to get his attention.

"Could be a variety of things, but I think it's clear they managed to get at least one tracking device on us. There's that communicator we know Jab's making her contact reports to the Black Khans with. It could have a concealed transmitter. We weren't able to get a good look at it, but per your orders we didn't want to cut Jab's transmissions home so we could feed her false intelligence. That’s my best bet. They probably looked at position reports, projected our route, took a guess or worked out our destination and proceeded to pick out an ambush spot.”

Diana changes the map to show off gravity wells in the system and axiom lanes that passed through here. The system wasn’t heavily occupied, and it wasn’t a critical hub in the various lanes, but it was the fastest transit point between a bunch of the larger Khannates. Most jump routes came in at the nadir or zenith of a star system. This system had a few coming in from the ‘sides’, mostly coming ‘in’ from further into frontier space. So normally you’d move around the axis of the ‘great circle’, or stay ‘shallow’, but this process could be slow and take up quite a bit of time where shallow or even the occasional deep cut through a system, even a complex one with a large number of gravity wells like this one, could save a lot of time. 

This was what the Crimson Tear and her escorts had been doing, with a bonus coming from getting to survey the system using their powerful sensors. Both for scientific interest, Humanity hadn’t gotten a deep look at many binary star systems so far, but also meant they could keep an eye out for prospecting finds. Mineral resources and the like, that, once mapped and marked, could have their coordinates sold to mining companies or individual groups for easy credits. 

Or in a system like this one the Undaunted could potentially send a group out here to exploit the resource in question themselves if they found something particularly valuable. 

The display lights up with nearly twenty large stellar objects including the system’s two stars, and then the projections for gravity wells surround them in purple. There’s overlap in several places, highlighting just how crowded this system was. 

Diana highlights a route through the system with a delicate flick of an axiom enhanced finger, sending a beam of light trailing through a somewhat winding 'safe' course across and through the system they were in. They’d taken a bit more of a winding through the many, many gravity wells, but enough ships had to cross this area in the name of saving some time to make more money that there was little doubt in Jerry’s mind it could be an opportunity for appropriately motivated individuals. 

"It’s clever really. If they didn't get us, this system would likely get them some decent loot. It's not a bad place to ambush cargo ships since the shortest route to jump points on the far side of the system weaves through multiple large gravity wells. Merchantmen aren't about to make light speed jumps in system if they don't have to anyway, but that really locks them up."

Milintra fiddles with her displays a bit, the synthetic Phosa woman frowning... and displaying a frown emoji on a display screen concealed in one of her long ears just to emphasize the emotion.

"Unfortunately it puts us in a tight spot too. I've done the math and have run it against my isolated nav computer amongst other things. I know we don't normally shy away from our in system jumps, especially with our navigational team, but for a ship our size jumping out of this location is even more dangerous than a normal in system jump... even the pirates aren't jumping in on us, they're coming in at sub-light speeds."

"Focus on their current position and course, Mili." Jerry asks, leaning in a bit closer.

A little more work from Milintra and the battle space narrows from the full system to the edge of space around them, and the approaching enemy formation.

"Highlight the nearest edges of the gravity well for a possible jump?"

A set of overlapping circles appear, marking out the gravity well of various planets and the system's star. They were deep in the mess, especially for something their size. It was another reason pirates tended to avoid what they called capital ships. Hard to run from the authorities, or aggressively ambush merchantmen if you couldn't hit and run as effectively as possible. Being slow was death for a pirate in the end.

Nadiri joins them at the table. "Well that looks like a shitty situation."

"Regretting signing up with us back on the Pillars of Ascension?" Jerry asks, letting just a touch of mirth enter his tone.

Nadiri smiles back, a surprisingly cheery and bright smile for a woman who apparently had literally been born into the Goth aesthetic. Naturally Goth to the point that Sharon had been aggressively stepping up her make-up game.

"Not on your life, handsome. I'm just waiting to see how you get us out of this."

Jerry crosses his arms slowly, reviewing the situation.

"Well, we can't stand and fight. Even if those corvettes are stock models they've got more than enough firepower to rip us a new one coming at us in a group like that. Did we get anything on that core breach you thought we detected Mili?"

The Phosa synth shakes her head, the lights built into her body mimicking a Phosa's natural bioluminescence leaving streaks across Jerry's vision in the low light of the war room.

"Negative boss. The flash and energy spike we recorded on our sensors definitely match a core breach of a vessel approximately the size of a corvette like the rest of the squadron engaging us. Probably chewed up by the asteroids around the eleventh planet. There's no obvious reason that a corvette would have been disabled enough to get mulched like that, but if I had to guess though... I'd say that Commander and Flight Officer Le Fae got creative before they made their pirate jump. Probably by doing something crazy, as humans are wont to do."

"As we are wont to do indeed, and you're sure they cleared to light speed?"

"Yes sir. I suspect their intent is to jump to the low gravity point nearest to the ship so they can rendezvous with us. Commander Le Fae wants to get to her fighter and I’m sure Flight Officer Le Fae is just as eager to get to her flight crew."

Jerry pauses at the oddity of that sentence for a moment, suddenly realizing for just a second how far away from home he was when dealing with the logistics of a starfighter who could be out flying without her flight crew actually being present, before pressing forward.

"Right, let's get them home safe. As I see it, we are out of options. We didn't know The Hag could throw this kind of firepower at us. We were expecting a threat from that cruiser, not a swarm of corvettes, so we've been prepping jump torpedoes to try for a repeat of our engagement with Admiral Sparklehoof's destroyer. Not sure it'd make much difference, even with Wichen's people working multiple shifts our specialist torpedoes are slow to build."

Jerry takes a few paces, thinking through the plan he was forming in his mind a final time before turning to his war room staff.

"So the situation's a tight one. If we stand and fight we're dead. If we run, we've got slightly less of a chance of ending up dead. So we're going to try and split the difference and see if we can get out of here without losing too many people. In the end we've got more engine power than all those corvettes have combined. They'll catch us eventually, but we'll make it hard on them... and if we can hold out long enough to make a jump out system, they lose. Mili, get us a course plotted, pick out some good points for us to give the pirates a hard time, but otherwise shortest distance to space we can jump from, even if it’s just a short one to get clear of the system.”

The synth woman is already working hard, her body locking up as she focuses inward. 

“Yes sir.”

He considers the tank again, stroking his chin slowly. 

“Even if they catch up to us, we'll have a chance to stagger them out or take advantage of terrain, or something. Diana, Nadiri start looking for options for places to run out of this system once we clear the gravity well. If we're going to have to fight it'll be on my terms... and I want a couple good options to start evacuating civilians while we keep them distracted if need be."

"Aye aye."

Diana says crisply, already locked in tight on her screen as Nadiri walks over to join her.

Mirin'Ramos smoothly steps up to the space Nadiri had just vacated.

"Shall we launch fighters to form a defensive screen with Audacious then?"

"No. Keep them aboard. I want the majority of our combat power with us in case we manage to jump, we can launch fighters if we run out of space to run or something exciting happens. Ditto Audacious, I want her flying in a tight fighting wing with the Tear. Together we're a very bad time for anyone that gets close, if we get split up we're easy to crush for a squadron of that size."

Jerry sighs.

"I think we're gonna have to throw some credits at this problem and see if that works out. Mili, get me a holo comm channel to the bridge."

Sharon snaps to as the image comes into focus.

"Yes, Admiral?"

"Captain, I'm issuing tactical orders to all parties via secure channels, the possible hostiles are almost certainly here to ambush us. Take the fleet to battle stations, fighters are to stand by at alert status. I don't want any launches without my explicit say so. The war room's sending some objective way points to the chief navigator. You and Incerra get there by the fastest route you can, get creative as you need to."

Sharon nods curtly. "Anything else Admiral?"

"We have two stealth torpedoes remaining, correct?"

“Two in the tubes, there’s a couple more being made, they caught us at a bad time."

"Fire both at the enemy. You pick which. They're all equally ugly and I want them blown out of my sky."

"With pleasure, Admiral."
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Sharon

The bridge of the Crimson Tear was tense. Tenser than normal under combat conditions. Sharon figures it's that her people know exactly how deep in the shit they probably are at the moment. 

They'd need a real warship, something like a destroyer or cruiser, not one of the Cannidor battle barges, to jump in and come to their assistance to have a chance in hell of fighting their way out of this without critical damage to the ship.

Outnumbered. Outgunned. At least in relative terms.

There was nowhere to run, at least not easily. A masterful ambush, counting on what was probably the Tear's known pattern for exploring and surveying systems as they moved through them when they had to get from one 'polar' jump point to another.

It irked Sharon something fierce, but she had to give the Hag credit where it was due. She was a clever bitch, that much was for sure.

"Comm, any signal from the pirates?"

Elyria looks up from the panel that had used to be Sharon's battle station.

"Nothing yet ma'am. Standard pattern for pirates would have been a demand to heave to and prepare to be boarded when they made outer sensor range for a normal merchantman... so about fifteen minutes ago, but nothing. They're communicating via coded channels between each other. I'm recording that data and forwarding it to intelligence for decryption."

Sharon suppresses a shiver, that more or less confirmed what she was thinking, and what she suspected Jerry was thinking. This wasn't an act of piracy, the pirates were here to try to kill them. Or at least Jerry. This was a revenge strike. Not a chance to plunder what appeared to be a potentially juicy merchantman in a vulnerable position deep in a gravity well.

She cracks her knuckles and watches the display on her arm rest that was marking where in relation to the pirates they were. The only reason the shooting hadn't started yet was because they had a stellar body, a particularly chunky moon with some asteroid consorts, interdicting them.

Unfortunately for the pirates that was the position the stealth torpedoes were heading to. If the pirates held their current course, and rounded the moon like they were expecting, they'd run right into the torpedoes, if they didn't, the torpedoes could come about and initiate a full burn to chase their prey down the hard way.

Simple.

In theory.

The human god of war known as Murphy had a way of complicating reality and the best laid plans of humans and xenos alike.

Instead of the projected routes, the pirates took all of them, splitting up and more or less enveloping the planetoid as they sweep around it like surprisingly graceful predators in the ocean hunting prey.

It would have been a very intimidating display for a merchant vessel, of that Sharon was damn sure. A little less concerning for a ship with some actual firepower however, especially one with its naval grade laser cannons pointed directly into that area.

"Mrs. Wichen you may fire when ready."

"Aye, Cap'n. Standing by. Gonna let the torpedoes do their... booster ignition!"

Sure enough, the systems on the main screen highlight both torpedoes as they light off their engines and move screaming towards their targets.

The first strikes true, dead center on the corvette, devastating its shields and armor and leaving the vessel open to a furious barrage of laser fire from Wichen's main battery.

There was an old Marine joke that was a counterpoint to 'one shot, one kill', being the philosophy of shooting till the target changes shape or catches fire. A very popular doctrine with Marine machine gunners.

Well Sharon had never seen something melt quite like that corvette started to melt, parts of its hull glowing white hot before its reactor finally went critical, showering the local area with debris... debris that impact and detonate the second torpedo!

"Damn! Missed one!"

Wichen snarls, clearly not happy about having one of her toys not work. Her clawed finger tips fly across the controls behind Sharon.

"Solutions for various anti-ship missiles, and our conventional torpedoes, ready."

"Keep things to energy weapons for now... and hold the particle cannons till they get close."

"Aye aye."

What had originally been a seven ship formation was down to five now. Would they break off? Probably not, but Sharon could hope too. The odds were getting a little more even at least.

"Conn, sensors!"

Evie's voice was familiar enough to Sharon now that she did not like the tone Evie had at all. She sounded stressed. Worried. Not scared... but not far off from it either.

"Go ahead, sensors."

"Ma'am we've got a better read on those corvettes now. They're all in colors associated with The Hag, no IFFs, and we haven't been able to pull serial numbers off the hulls or anything but these are all known pirates."

"Okay, what's the bad news?"

"They've all been heavily modified. Whoever The Hag is, she likes her corvettes very heavily armed. Probably the nastiest corvettes I've ever seen in terms of capital scale weapons. Reinforced shields, upgraded engines. Lots of boarding torpedo tubes. I had Babydoll try to probe their comm systems on a hunch and they're running pretty sophisticated cyber security too. She's working on it. No ETA, but she'll begin electronic and cyberwarfare operations as soon as possible."

"...Very well. Inform the Admiral, and someone make sure Cascka's on standby for emergency shields."

Sharon looks around her bridge even as a few pot shots sail in from long range, splashing harmlessly against the ship's powerful shields. Sharon mostly sees competent professionals doing their jobs, trying to keep calm and focused before things really pop off... but she spies a few more nervous looks than she'd like. Sharon didn't really have a tongue for bombastic speeches like Jerry, but she knew how to give a pep talk when it was needed.

"Alright people, we couldn't only deal with dumb pirates forever, we got our first taste of clever with that crazy unicorn bitch, and it looks like the Hag's even more clever... and probably a lot less crazy, which is unfortunate for us over all, but will probably give the Admiral a fair bit of peace of mind... and hopefully make for slightly less horrendous erotica being sent to him."

There's a slight chuckle around the room at that, breaking the tension just a bit.

"We've already taken out two of their corvettes and we've just barely started shooting. They don't seem to have support ships, so our fighters can focus on heavy anti-ship loadouts and will be able to rip them a new one when we launch. Something I'm sure Jerry's instructing the squadron commanders to load now. Trust the Admiral, trust me, and trust each other and we'll get through this in one piece. Helm, flank speed. I want every ounce of go our engines have and you tell Commander Gray to get out and push if he thinks it'll help. Guns. Start taking out the trash, they're not going to go away with just harsh language. Everyone else, you know the drill, let's give these scumbags a warm Undaunted welcome."

The pirate corvettes seem to be holding their fire for now. Wanting them scared, maybe trying to herd them a bit, or perhaps the compromise of their upgrades was the weapons had a slightly shorter effective range than your normal capital scale laser or plasma cannon? It bore looking into, but whether it was a scare tactic or a technical limitation it meant the Tear's shields were holding strong with barely a scratch.

She'd take all the reassurance she could get in a situation like this.

Evie's head snaps up in Sharon's peripheral vision, an alert chime sounding loudly.

"Conn! Sensors! A ship just unmasked itself from behind a planet. It approached in its sensor shadow. Looks like another corvette interceptor! No! A frigate!"

Sharon resists balling a fist up and smacking the arm of her chair. That wasn’t good news, frigates were specialists to corvette’s more generalist set ups. Namely frigates specialized in mulching corvettes and generally being more lethal than anything else pound for pound until you brought destroyers into the equation. 

"Really? Seven damn corvettes and a frigate? Goddamn, just how powerful is this pirate queen? She's gotta have a hell of a network!"

"Signal from the new contact!" Elyria calls.

"...Well, kinda surprised someone wants to talk to us as a matter of fact. On sc-"

Sharon's order dies in her mouth as the newly arrived frigate opens up on one of the pirates with a barrage of capital grade laser cannons that would drain a corvette's power banks dry in a blink, the high yield lasers lancing across space in a flash, hammering into the lead pirate corvette's bow shields, buckling them and giving Audacious and Wichen's gunners to pounce with follow up shots, severely damaging the first ship.

Then the aggressive looking warship begins to maneuver violently, gracefully dancing past long range return fire before sending a second salvo down range.

Finally the transmission kicks in, with a Cannidor woman in something akin to a mix of a pirate's usual get up and a naval officer's uniform sitting at the center of the other ship's bridge.

"This is Captain Gale Flynn of the Sisterhood of the Void and skipper of the frigate Gutshredder. I need to talk to Khan Bridger."

"This is Captain Bridger, we're a bit busy at the moment, but help us drive these scumbags off and I'm sure the Admiral will talk to you as long as you want."

"..." Gale considers for a second then shrugs. "Fine, but I reserve the right to negotiate compensation aggressively for risking our hides."

"I'm sure we can work something out that'll be mutually beneficial."

There's a chime as Jerry connects into the channel, ominously lit by the glow of the war room's holo table.

"This is Admiral Bridger. I think I can help with that. Babydoll? Status?"

Babydoll pops up in the channel, more like she's within the comm channel itself instead of joining the call.

"Ready boss! You want me to try that special trick Lady Cascka and I came up with?"

"That's right. How much time will that buy us?"

Babydoll tilts her head. "Should be able to spoof their sensors for about ten minutes at their current rate of closure. Then they'll burn through the axiom construct if I have my math right."

Jerry grins. "Tell Cascka to start the show and begin your end!"

"Okay! Thirty seconds boss!"

"On Babydoll's mark, I want all ships to maneuver clear of their current positions. We should be able to get the enemy shooting at empty space. Suggest you keep your ship dancing for now though Captain Flynn."

A few lasers splash against the Tear's aft shields, rocking the ship slightly, and triggering a small damage alert as the tone for what sounds like a minor electrical node shutting itself down and automatically rerouting its functions chimes in the background as Sharon grips the armrest of her Captain's chair. She wasn't entirely sure what her husband was up to, but hopefully Babydoll would actually manage it in thirty seconds!

Babydoll's voice comes across the comm. "Mark! Distraction engaged! Move move move!"

There's a flurry of effort near the helm as Ian McCoy shifts the Crimson Tear around far more violently than they'd normally move such a large vessel, getting 'off the X' just in time to get clear of a few lances of return laser fire.

Jerry grins again, a far more wolfish smile that suggested her dear husband was enjoying this little hoodwink of the enemy.

"That'll be all for now Babydoll. Give my best to Cascka."

"Aye, aye. Signing off!"

The Admiral's attention is now fully on Gale Flynn.

"There. That'll buy us some time. Captain Flynn, We'll make sure you're well compensated for risking your necks on our behalf. It's a pleasure to have the Sisterhood of the Void flying with us. We've heard you're extremely capable fighters"

"I'm already attacking the pirates and I'm a married woman, you don't gotta butter me up."

Flynn growls, but anyone with eyes and ears can tell it's a very half hearted protest. She's clearly enjoying even a hint of praise for her trade.

"Oh but I'm entirely serious, we've been looking to make contact with you girls since we made Cannidor space. Always nice to see if we can make friends with the elite of Cannidor naval power."

"Now I know you're buttering me up!"

Sharon exchanges a look and a subtle grin with Evie and Elyria, the lady doth protest too much.

"Well we'll save the pleasantries till later." Jerry forges on, not letting Gale slow him down in the slightest. "Captain Flynn, coordinate with Captain Palashen of the Audacious. We're going to bring the fleet about, launch fighters and go straight down their throat. The axiom construct we just deployed, and my hackers doing their best to play merry hell with the enemy's sensors should mask our movement until we're ready to punch their teeth in."

Sharon nods sharply, directing her focus on Captain Flynn.

"Aye, aye, Admiral. Captain Flynn, Tell your computer specialist to stand by for an encrypted connection to our data network. We'll patch you through to the Audacious."

Captain Flynn stops for just a second considering everything that was happening, even as her ship continues to maneuver.

"...Goddessdamn you're all actually pros. We'd heard but..." She sighs, relief evident in her as she enjoys the moment, a big toothy smile blossoming on her face. "Alright, you've got the lead, Admiral. We're tying into your tactical net now. If you get us killed we're going to have words about this in hell!"

"Then let's not die." Jerry 'turns' to face Sharon. "Captain Bridger, bring us about, launch all fighters and feel free to donate some missiles and torpedoes to the enemy at your discretion, hold the particle cannons till we meet middle range for them, no sense in not keeping a few tricks up our sleeves!"

Sharon grins, confidence warming her gut like a campfire.

"Aye aye, Admiral. Helm! Bring us about, we're going straight down their throats! Launch all fighters!"

The channel closes and Sharon takes a shallow breath as the Tear's main battery begins to open up even as Ian McCoy begins maneuvering. The report that all fighters are away almost seems a bit distant. It was odd. She'd been on the verge of being scared a minute ago, and the odds weren't actually that much better, but now... she was almost looking forward to this.

"Guns! I want that wounded pirate corvette reduced to scrap yesterday! Then pick your targets and fire at will!"





44

Tyler

"Gray leader to all squadrons, break to flights, we're going in full throttle, keep fast and keep dancing and the corvettes should have trouble shooting at us."

Tyler grips Avia's controls tightly before letting the tension bleed off him.

"Geirr leader, Storm leader, check in on the command channel and confirm the number of new weapons you have across your squadrons."

Tyler's mind is touched by Cassie's, a warm, gentle, reassuring caress that would have been physically impossible, but with their minds in such intimate contact was more than possible.

"Be at peace my love. We've been in tighter situations with less assets at our disposal... and you know as well as I that the evacuation plans will ensure our children stay safe if they truly do wish to destroy us all."

Avia's 'voice’, a cool, calming sensation chimes in; "Reasonable odds that they're just after Admiral Bridger. Not that that's acceptable, and goddess only knows what they'd do if they can get us at their mercy, but the odds of them managing to get all of us without destroying the ship completely are slim, and they won't do that if they're trying to capture the Admiral and drag him back to the Hag."

Tyler nods, something his head mates can 'feel' as much as see.

"Not that we’re letting this pack of mongrel bitches get a chance to muss the admiral’s uniform, never mind take him."

"Geirr leader to Gray leader."

Masha's voice cuts through the intimate communication in Avia's cockpit cleanly.

"Boss we managed to get a full load of torpedoes on the Huscarls."

The torpedoes were a new toy for the Huscarl gunships, specialized for anti-ship work compared to the all aspects heavy missiles that were essentially cruise missiles with a universal targeting package, the torpedoes were also significantly larger than their cousins. Both were large enough that they couldn't fit in the Huscarl's internal weapons bay, instead snuggling up under the wings near the heavy energy weapons.

"We managed to get one heavy missile per pylon onto the Starblades, we need to experiment with that more. As long as we're not breaking atmo we should be able to work out pylons to let the Starblades carry torpedoes too, I’m sure of it."

"Something to keep in mind for the ordnance department after we finish sending these pirates to their afterlife of choice."

"Storm leader, checking in."

Marian's voice is its usual cheery self despite the tense circumstances. Then again, she and Avia had killed a corvette all on their own already so optimism likely seemed quite reasonable from the pretty redheaded Marine's position.

"The squadron was about half loaded with torpedoes when the launch order came, I was able to get a few Huscarls loaded with heavy missiles because there were carts available that could fit them. They couldn't get the torpedoes out of the magazines fast enough to arm both squadrons on such short notice."

"Right." Tyler takes a half breath, seeking the clearest path forward. "Alright. Avia has a pair of torpedoes and Fangs has one. Her scout ship isn't set up for missiles, something we'll be correcting in the future. Make sure your pilots know to make every one of those torpedoes count, we've been told to expect enemy point defense systems to pick off at least fifty percent of these things, but if we can get one hit in at a vulnerable spot it’ll be worth it. Call for help and look out for each other, we're going up against giants with slingshots, but that's a winning strategy back on Earth. If someone sees a boarding torpedo launch from any of the pirates, top priority is taking out those boarding torpedoes!"

"Geirr acknowledges, Bun Show is taking my Huscarls clockwise relative to the solar plane. Storm, head counter clockwise, we'll catch'em between us and make them pay! Starblades going up to provide CAP. We'll try and distract the corvettes, and we've got goalkeeper duty in case they manage boarding torpedo launches."

"Storm acknowledges, outbound. Keep the home fires warm for us, Gaucha!"

Masha's voice comes back across the comm. "Leader, where are you going?"

Tyler shares a 'thought' more than a look with his companions.

"We're going in, we have torpedoes to donate, then we'll come meet up with your flight. Be safe Gaucha."

"Can do boss."

Tyler switches to broadcasting on his channel with Nkla.

"Fangs, you ready to go play tag with some pirates?"

"Sure we can't go do something safer, like say chase solar flares instead?"

"And here I thought you wouldn't miss out on a chance to show a bunch of pirates who the superior flier is. Never mind making a point to Gaucha and the other girls."

"Ooooh you should have framed it like that to start with! Fine, let's go straight down the middle! They won't be expecting that and we might be able to slip through their shields and land some boom square into their bridge or on their bow sensors."

"Sounds like a plan Fangs, lead us off."

"Copy that, Gray Two has the lead. We're gonna do some dancing, check your nav for the pipe."

Nkla immediately peels them into a tight scissoring maneuver, intentionally weaving them around in 'the pipe', a theoretical channel around the flight path of their fighters. The concept was generally for flying approaches or descents, but in this case it was for tracking their lateral movement even as they moved up and down. By limiting the space they could or should maneuver in, they wouldn't get too far away from each other, while still making life difficult for the enemy's targeting computers.

Hopefully.

"Raven to all points, you are within the weapons employment zone for all systems that our scanners are presently detecting. Fighters, be sure to keep an eye on your HUDs for warnings about incoming rounds or pending shots from the Tear's main battery. Admiral Bridger wishes you all good hunting."

Tyler grins and clicks in his command circuit. "Gray leader to all points, you all heard Raven, keep dancing, get in close and let's not die to friendly fire. Banzai!"

A mental caress of a system within Avia and they're back to their private channel with Nkla.

"Okay Fangs, which one are we trying to pop?"

"I want the second one in the stack."

"Not the first?"

"Nah. I think the Tear's got that one."

Tyler focuses a visual sensor on the lead corvette, and admits that Nkla's probably right. The lead corvette would have been trading body blows with the Crimson Tear... but didn't actually have the firepower to full on engage in a slugging match with the much larger and heavily armed Crimson Tear. If anything the corvette was acting as ablative shielding for it's wing women, sucking up fire as the pirates continued their attack.

"Alright girls, let's stay tight and keep 'em honest while the Tear finishes off the leader if Avia and Marian didn't take out the boss of this flotilla already."

"Geirr Five to all points, starting our attack run. We've designated our target via the data link. If anyone wants to start shooting to keep these bitches distracted we'd appreciate it."

Tyler nods.

"Fangs, girls, you heard the lady! Open up!"

Immediately Nkla's scout ship and Avia erupt with coherent light and plasma energy. Nkla's little scout ship had always been a toothy combatant, but Nkla'd gotten some help from Avia to make the small one woman ship even nastier after she'd joined the squadron and now it really was somewhere between a gunship and a superheavy fighter with the sheer amount of thrust Nkla could coax out of her engines. The wily old Miak knew those engines better than her own scales, and Avia'd tuned her power plant to perfection, getting more juice for all the new toys she'd helped Nkla install.

"Fangs! Don't forget the new jammer pod we put in the other day!" Avia calls.

"Oh! Damn. Almost did. Thanks Mako. Jammer's live, they should be eating a decent bit of static now."

"What's this jammer?" Tyler thinks at Avia.

"Experimental module Fangs and I cooked up with Babydoll, Chief Warrant Officer Mili and the other electronic and cyberwarfare girls. This is its first field test."

"What does it do?"

"Too complicated to explain while we're being shot at, even at the speed of thought, but it should make us a lot harder to hit even before factoring in maneuverability. Under the right circumstances it can theoretically make automated cyber attacks on enemy craft, delivering viruses and junk code to try and mess with their targeting computers or whatever."

"Sounds useful, do we have one?"

"Not yet, we only managed to make one and Nkla wanted it for her scouting missions, if it works, we'll make'em for every small craft on the ship!"

"Nice. Alright. Let's see..." Tyler switches channels again. "Fangs, you wanted the yellow one?"

'The Yellow One' was an odd looking design for a corvette interceptor that Tyler didn't recognize compared to the well known Jules class and the manta ray shaped Marita class corvettes that dominated much of the galaxy. The computer's recognition software flashed up a name in an unfamiliar language then rendered it into Galactic Trade.

"Looks like it's a Snik'Kri class corvette interceptor. Snict made if you couldn't guess." Tyler reads out.

The corvette looked the part, an oddly insectoid design that both looked too spindly in some places and strong in others, over all it presented an aggressive, angular design that bristled with laser cannons, and a pair of boarding clamps that extended forward like great claws, enhanced into weapons by the pirates, Tyler had no doubt. The corvette was drifting in and out from behind the lead corvette, taking pot shots on the Tear and getting some serious energy weapons fire in return for her trouble.

"Looks nasty, let's blow it up in the name of more aesthetically pleasing starship design. If we get in close and find something juicy to hit I bet we can take it. These things can deal more damage than a Huscarl or Starblade." Snarks Nkla, clearly unimpressed.

Suddenly their HUDs light up with red warning zones and the duo dive hard under the first corvette as the Tear unleashes a full salvo of one of its trump cards, the new particle cannons did terrible things to anything that got on the wrong end of them. Atomizing armor, components, atmosphere and flesh alike and causing anything that could be classed as vaguely volatile to explode.

Tyler swears he can hear the bow of the lead pirate corvette buckling as their target looms bigger in their view screens.

"Torpedo primed for deuce."

Tyler checks his weapons and double checks that everything is where it should be.

"Leader's got two lit and ready to fire. On your signal Fangs. Mind the minimum arm distance."

"Aye aye. Let's race the torpedoes in, hit'em with energy weapons and your plasma missiles. They hopefully won't notice the real threat till it's too late. Designating the target. Should be the bridge."

Tyler feels and 'sees' one of Cassie's screens light up highlighting the target area in question and can 'feel' her modifying the torpedoes.

"Fangs, targeting information received." Cassie reports in a clipped tone.

"Glad you could join us Angel, you've been quiet so far on this flight." Nkla notes.

"Just focusing, don't mind me. We're getting close to our drop point. Designating now."

"Looks good to me. Stand by. On my mark."

Tyler takes a breath as the range to the invisible point in space that Cassie had just market ticks down in half seconds.

"Three. Two. One. Launch!"

Tyler double taps the red button on his control stick and feels the slight jolt, along with the more odd mental feedback of being 'one' with his fighter in a very unconventional way as the two heavy torpedoes drop free with a gentle kick from their launch cradles and their boosters immediately accelerate them to blistering speed.

"Gray leader, bruiser times two, torpedoes in the void!"

"Gray two, torpedo away!"

Normally they'd break away, but instead they don't even slow down, dodging and weaving as they get closer to their target.

"We’re close to the shields. Stand by, let’s see if we can make a mess."

Avia's internal missile pods slide out into firing position, the click as they lock into place satisfying in many ways, including as if they were locking into place on his own body, another example of the odd bleeding of sensation from Avia's fighter form across the neural link.

"Gray leader, drive."

The launchers erupt with a second volley of twelve plasma missiles as Nkla's fighter begins to vomit as much coherent light and plasma as she can generate.

The corvette's shields were strong but the concentrated impacts on such a small point in such rapid succession let them slam straight through them. Sure they probably could have passed through without issue, but the torpedoes were always hit or miss and while taking down the corvettte's shields was a worthy use of a torpedo, Tyler would rather see the entire corvette as wreckage in the void.

Another press of the big red button commits the rest of Avia's ready plasma missiles, the launchers smoothly retracting back into place to begin the reloading process as Tyler and Nkla begin blistering the corvette's hull with laser and plasma fire.

Then the torpedoes finish their mission.

The powerful missiles make their final acceleration and hammer into the corvette in a staggered line, all within about ten feet of each other if Tyler had to guess, astounding accuracy for interstellar combat, with the third torpedo driving deep into the hole blown into the corvette by its predecessors before detonating and shattering the 'core' of the corvette, sending it's spindly wings and other components twirling away in a shower of sparks before the reactor goes critical and consumes the majority of the corvette in star fire.

"Nice shooting, Fangs."

Tyler says as he follows Nkla through a tight looping maneuver that takes them out the back end of the corvette's formation and ends with them giving chase to the far larger vessels.

"Nice shooting yourself boss, girls. That thing was ugly in space but it'll look real pretty painted on our hulls."

"Damn skippy, let's stay out of the furball for a second and reasses-"

"All points, Storm Three's in trouble. Kandji! Punch out!"

The panicked voice of one of Storm squadron's pilots cuts across the comm channel and immediately has Tyler's full attention as he and Cassie turn to the sensor board as one, quickly finding Storm Three and Four trying to clear the damaged corvette Storm had been targeting.

"I can hold it Four, I'm fine!"

"You've got an electrical fire consuming your starboard engine! Punch out!"

"Controls... I can hold it! I can hold-"

"This is Storm Three Whiskey. Ejecting!"

"Damn it no- I can!-"

The transmission of Storm Three's final protest ends in a burst of static and Tyler holds his breath for a second, praying that was in fact Storm Three's Wizzo ejecting them and not the stricken fighter being caught by a corvette's gunner before Storm four reports;

"Storm three is extravehicular! We need CSAR!"

"Just lost Geirr Nine! Geirr ten is damaged and I need to fall back."

"Can any one tell if Geirr Nine ejected?"

"I think so! Can't find their beacons in this mess!"

Tyler cuts in the command override channel.

"Get clear of our downed fighters, I want a wing pair to mark the coordinates and lag behind, if the battle moves clear of them, split up and keep our friends company while they wait for the CSAR boat. Anyone else damaged?"

"No reports of damage besides Geirr ten." comes Masha's voice.

"Copy that."

Tyler's eyes flash around the battlefield, watching closely as the Tear's gunners finish off Storm's damaged target. They were down two corvettes now but they were driving ever closer to the Tear, with the original lead corvette still gamely hanging in there somehow as she stitched the Tear with her limited naval grade laser weapons, causing some damage to the larger vessel's exterior armor.

"The hell are they doing? Surely they started wondering after they took two casualties."

"I imagine dying's better than whatever the Hag would do to them if they survived and she hunted them down, and you just know a spiteful creature like that would do so." Cassie opines, a mutual shiver going down Tyler's spine.

"Probably. So that means they're..."

A storm of boarding torpedoes blossoms from the corvettes, which immediately break clear and start maneuvering aggressively to better split up the Tear's fire. A costly tactic, but one that gave them an excellent chance of overwhelming the Tear's point defense fire.

There were a lot of boarding torpedoes too. The Hag must have modified her corvettes to rapid fire the things, and run heavy on them. Something that fit a particularly aggressive, assault happy pirate like the Hag was rumored to be. 

Tyler tries to count, then smacks the side of his helmeted head and relaxes into his neural link with Avia's systems, using her sensors to 'count' instead. Coming up with at least sixty. Which is about sixty more than Tyler wanted to see heading towards his home.

"...Shit."

"You can say that again, lover." Cassie quips, a telemetry projection flashing into place on Tyler's HUD. "These are some very nice boarding torpedoes, they're all aiming for module one if this projection's correct. Normally they just land wherever, but this is a very well trained, by pirate standards anyway, assault force."

"Noted, Angel, inform Raven that module one's going to have company fast. Any chance they're going to splatter against the Tear's shields?"

"No dice. Looks like they have trytite penetrators. Even Cascka's shields would have a hard time holding back one if I have my axiom theory right. Never mind dozens of them."

"Course it couldn't be easy. Damn it. Alright. I'm going to rally the troops." 

Tyler switches back to his command channel with Masha and Marian, then adds Matroika to the channel with a thought. 

"Ladies any Huscarl that's got torpedoes is to stick with their wingman or woman and form up for another attack run. The corvette that Geirr attacked is probably only holding on by a thread. I want everyone else switching over to Masha's lead and popping those damn boarding torpedoes! First girl to make ace on one of those things gets a bottle from my personal stash. If someone makes double ace and she's single I'll goddamn marry her!"
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Varya'Nelkn - "GYARU"

Varya'Nelkn was not having a good day. First she'd broken a nail and had to repair it, even keeping them short she was always finding a way to break them when she was training with the other Apuk troops aboard the ship.

Now she was getting to fly, which was good, but there weren't any respectable aerospace targets to add to her tally! Torpedoes didn't count as targets to paint on your hull. Did they? These were big torpedoes, and packed full of nasty pirates, but they couldn't exactly fly like a fighter. Or even defend themselves. Hardly a victory worth bragging about.

She shelves the philosophical question for jawing in the bar with the girls after the debrief and rolls her fighter, following tight on Masha's wing as her squadron commander swings them around with Tosa and Narsa right behind them to make their initial strafing run.

On the plus side. They would be pretty fun to shoot... and if she could pop ten of them all on her own... well. Captain Sarkin had probably been joking, but she could probably get a date out of it at least right? And he was pretty cute. Much more her type than the more bulky meat heads the Human Marines tended towards being. 

Not that there wasn't an appeal in that too, but she preferred a more gentle, charming kinda guy. Someone more classically romantic versus something out of a Horchka porno.

Satisfied with her new goal Varya manipulates her targeting systems a little bit. She was the least experienced of the Starblade flight pilots, but she'd gotten excellent marks at the academy, only getting down checked regularly for her relaxed attitude. Stuck up old biddies just didn't know how to have fun!

A quick nudge of her maneuvering thrusters and she brings her cross hairs on the first target of the day, a long range snap shot with her laser cannons that hits square on one of the torpedo's maneuvering thrusters and sends one boarding torpedo careening into another!

"Like, does that count for two?"

Masha snorts over the flight's comm channel. "Yeah that's two. Nice shooting, Gyaru."

"Thanks boss! Let's see if we can get the rest of them!"

Varya quickly burns through a few more torpedoes with ruthless efficiency as she tracks her guns from target to target, barely noticing Huscarls dropping in and out around her, picking off more of the pods as point defense lasers pick off as many as possible.

The targets were a bit tougher than she'd expected, shielded and armored well beyond any boarding torpedo she'd ever learned about in training, but with her sharp eye she could pick out weak points and then it was just a matter of directing the appropriate amount of hate and discontent towards the enemy!

A warning flashes up on Varya's hud and she cries out;

"Break up and right!"

Before hauling her fighter clear as a particle cannon blast burns through a trio of torpedoes before slamming into a corvette's hull, encouraging the larger pirate vessel to stay well away from the growing melee. Varya swallows, putting a brief second of nervousness aside. That had been too close for comfort, but well within the safety margin for that particular weapon... but Varya didn't like the particle cannons. She'd had a gunner's mate explain what they did to her and she'd felt sick afterwards.

Getting ripped apart on a subatomic level sounded even less fun than most other ways to die, and when the lucky ones targeted by a weapon end up with acute radiation syndrome and a guaranteed horrible death without an immediate healing coma... Varya would rather stick to more honest and upfront methods of killing people. Particle cannons made getting gutted by a sword sound downright homey in comparison.

The swarm of torpedoes is moving far more violently now, doing their best to stay alive in a very hostile environment as Varya returns to Masha's wing. Some of them were even shooting back with defensive lasers of their own! Cheap units to be sure, but lethal enough if you got caught at a bad angle or had weak shields. Nothing to a heavy fighter like the Starblade or a heavy gunship like the Huscarls but that they had them at all was interesting.

"Like. What kind of absolute nutcase arms her boarding torpedoes? Aren't those things single use? And almost never used against targets that can actually resist?"

Varya asks, even as she cranks her maneuvering thrusters hard to get her fighter's nose onto a target and splashes her eighth torpedo with a plasma torpedo of her own.

Two to go.

Tosa's voice chimes in, casually answering Varya's rhetorical question;

"You never know with the kind of crazies that become pirates. I've seen all sorts of shit. While you girls were cooling your heels at the academy or on defensive duty I was out on anti-piracy patrols and believe me there's some absolutely stupid bullshit out there. Remind me and I'll tell you girls about it later. I- Shit! We got incoming! Coming from above on the Tear's orientation!"

Varya's head snaps up, even as she pulls the trigger and destroys a ninth boarding torpedo with another precision shot, looking through her canopy and sure enough one of the corvettes was coming in again.

The 'small' warship looked damn big from where Varya was sitting, looming over the formation, firing as she came, trying to drive the fighters off the boarding torpedoes and dumping a second volley of boarding torpedoes for good measure! Varya starts trying to maneuver, but immediately feels a hard impact and the alert that signals her shields are down is starting to scream. Suddenly everything is in slow motion for Varya as she realizes her starboard wing is gone, along with one of her engines!

In any other circumstance she could maintain control and limp away, but under a corvette's guns that could easily be a death sentence.

"Geirr two, eject!"

She didn't need to be told twice! Varya grabs the handles and is flung from her stricken fighter in a burst of silent flame as the seat separates and leaves her to go on her merry way alone... right towards one of the boarding torpedoes!

She immediately has an idea.

She checks her comm system, still active!

"Two to flight."

"Two, Leader. You okay?"

"I'm good, boss lady. I have an idea. Do you have me on sensors?"

"I think so."

"I'm going to hitch a ride, don't let anyone shoot the boarding torpedo I'm about to land on."

"You're going to WHAT?"

"Sorry Gaucha, gotta focus!"

Varya mentally closes off the comm channel. People were still talking at her, but the perky blonde simply wasn't listening. She couldn't. Not if she wanted to do this properly.

Because Varya had a special gift, and that gift required an incredible amount of concentration.

Everyone knew that the great power of the Apuk was their warfire. It defined the species in a fundamental, deeply personal way that was simply not to be underestimated and, for all besides the rare non-Apuk who learned to master the sacred warflame, not to be understood.

Yet, among the Apuk there were a few warfire users who could summon the flames in ways that were... non-traditional. Most Apuk breathed flames, then manipulated them. Even many battle princesses held the flame in their chest and breathed their passion into the world. Only those with a rare affinity, or those who spent near excessive amounts of time training, could manifest warfire without breathing it.

Varya was in the former category. She could call the flame forth, or manipulate flames around her, with all the ease of a normal Apuk breathing fire. While that had lots of exciting applications in personal combat, Varya had always been called to fly, but now her special gift was something she could really put to use!

The thruster on the compact EVA unit built into her armored flight harness comes to life and suddenly increases in ferocity, the flame turning blue and burning longer than the unit should theoretically be capable of. Her target was moving fast. She had to match it. Her reinforcement had to be perfect too. Or this was going to hurt... but only briefly.

She had seconds till impact. If she wasn't safely inside the torpedo on impact she'd be dead.

Varya puts her whole being into flame and strength as she slams into the boarding torpedo, jarring it off course slightly before its automated system corrects

Her maglock boots anchor her into place on the torpedo’s hull as the sensation of acceleration continues to tear at her. Inside was an inertial dampening field that would keep her intact, but until then she was just a bug on a massive missile with people inside it careening towards a giant mass of metal that was threatening to atomize her.

Blue flames coat one of her fists. For all her gifts she hadn't figured out the trick to green warfire yet. Perhaps if she survived this she'd beg for some training from the princesses. However, the blue flame was more than enough for this task, and she eagerly begins tearing into the hull of the boarding torpedo like some sort of nightmare from a horror story!

Some detached part of her mind can hear Masha yelling at Raven to make sure the Tear's gunners don't shoot her. That was nice. Masha was a good boss. Hopefully the troops counter attacking the pirates in these boarding torpedoes wouldn't shoot her either.

That'd just be embarrassing.

Embarrassment would be bad. She wasn't entirely sure if this would count as ten, but she'd push for it anyway. Why say no to a date right? Plus Humans were supposed to be interesting when going on dates. She couldn't help but wonder what Tyler Sarkin would do to surprise her.

The idle thoughts fall away as she breaches the hull of the torpedo completely and is immediately met with a few bursts of laser and plasma fire and one jagged chunk of metal pretending to be a sword.

Amusing.

She grabs the sword by the blade, crushing the metal and yanking hard, pulling the surprised pirate out of the torpedo and leaving them tumbling clear of the torpedo in the void of space. They'd probably land on the hull and survive.

Probably.

For the remaining miscreants within the torpedo however, Varya donates a gout of blue warflame that would make any human flamethrower proud as she continues to enlarge the hole she'd burned with her free hand to make sure she can cleanly make her way through!

Heedless of the molten metal she shoves her way into the breach and comes up swinging, crushing a Horchka's sternum through her space suit as the scorched interior of the boarding torpedo turns into a wild brawl that Varya can barely keep track of as she lashes out with fists, feet and flames in all directions, ignoring a few blows and at least one plasma shot on sheer will power and the strength of her reinforcement alone.

The melee comes to an end right as the torpedo's retrorockets begin to fire, the powerful mining lasers and plasma torches mounted to the front where the warhead would be burning through the hull of the Crimson Tear, a limited virtual intelligence aiming for what appeared to be the nearest pressurized compartment.

It was the hairiest ride Varya had been through, that much was for damn sure!

"How the hell do pirates do this shit more than once?" 

She mutters, dusting herself off as she does a final check of the torpedo she's in, breaking a few weapons and melting metal for improvised bonds for the surviving pirates before she saunters forward and smacks the release for the assault ramp, letting her out into the familiar halls of the Crimson Tear.

A quick look at the walls tells her she's in module one, and what frame and compartment she's at and she changes her suit's comm unit over to the ship's internal network.

"Flight Officer Varya'Nelkn to control. Checking in."

"Flight officer, report status?"

"I'm in module one and I'm in good shape. The torpedo I was on had something like twenty pirates. All are dead or disabled. Need the masters at arms... and probably a few corpsmen. The least wounded have a few broken bones."

"Copy that. Are you up for a little more work?"

"I prefer to fly but since I'm here control, where do you need me?"

"I'm marking the nearest major defense point, looks like the pirates are trying to get to Admiral Bridger, and while the Admiral can almost certainly handle himself he does have a naval engagement to command."

"Copy, prevent rude strangers from annoying the Admiral, I'm on my way. Can you inform Captain Sarkin and Commander Nelindra that I'm okay?"

"Already have. Commander Nelindra wants me to tell you that she's putting you up for a medal, but if you do something that stupid again she's going to skin your tail for boots then kick you so hard you can get back to Serbow without the aid of a spacecraft. Captain Sarkin says 'That counts.', not sure what that means."

"Means I've got a date to look forward to, Control! Moving out."

Varya resists skipping a bit as she races towards the nearest ladder well that would lead her up towards the flag office, her Starblade possibly being destroyed aside, maybe this was a good day to be Varya'Nelkn.
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Jab

Jab is nervous. Anxious. Uncomfortable even! All feelings she is not used to in the slightest, especially when violence is in the cards. She's a woman of action, or so she's always said of herself. Sitting around while shooting was happening just struck her as weird. What's more... from what the public address system had said, what the Humans said was called a '1MC', the pirates were absolutely doing their best to kill them all.

You didn't bring a large flotilla against an up gunned merchantman and its escort corvette and not intend to get something out of it, even if what you wanted first and foremost was a scalp. Too much effort. Too much risk. The prize needed to be big. Surely the Hag understood that.

She could only imagine that the Undaunted were giving as good or better as they got too. This ship had engaged and destroyed plenty of pirate vessels to date, and the Audacious, which Jab had confirmed used to be the pirate corvette Golden Fang, had a long service record and a skipper with a reputation for being damned good at her job in Incerra Palashen.

Even if she had apparently turn coated and become a naval officer, something that simply didn't make sense to Jab. Captain of her own ship, master of her own destiny. Why would she give up her freedom to bow to an Undaunted master? There wasn't much difference between one side of the law and the other as far as Jab saw things, so why not take the path where you only had the restrictions based on your strength?

Or rather... that's what she would have said when she came aboard the Crimson Tear.

Jab had been reading... and now she was a bit confused. She was still chewing through that human space fighter jockey story, it was all kinds of thrilling and intriguing that reminded Jab of her eventual goal of getting some flying lessons, but... she'd been reading the book Jerry had recommended to her. She hadn't been particularly interested in human philosophy. Or Cannidor philosophy. Any philosophy really, but this Marcus Aurelius guy had some interesting things to say!

Like, book four was her favorite so far. Line forty nine had been the first one she'd written down before she'd gone back and reread that chapter to see if she'd missed anything.

'Be like a rocky promontory against which the restless surf continually pounds; it stands fast while the churning sea is lulled to sleep at its feet. I hear you say, "How unlucky that this should happen to me!" Not at all! Say instead, "How lucky that I am not broken by what has happened and am not afraid of what is about to happen. The same blow might have struck anyone, but not many would have absorbed it without capitulation or complaint."...'

There was a lot to unpack there, but it spoke to Jab's Cannidor heart.

More troubling was a line from earlier in the chapter though. Line seventeen said;

'...Death hangs over thee. While thou livest, while it is in thy power, be good.'

Her eyes had glossed over line seventeen the first time she'd read it, but it had really stuck in her craw the second time for some reason.

Because what did being good mean? Not in the greater philosophical sense... but to her? What was good to Jab? She'd been pondering that question when the shit had hit the fan, and now, sitting in the ugly red of human emergency lighting, she's still considering it, trying to distract herself from the absolute hell she was experiencing.

She was completely at the mercy of everyone around her. She couldn't do a damn thing to affect her own fate at this moment and she hates that more than anything in the world. She could survive being poor. Could survive getting her ass beat. Could survive just about damn anything the galaxy could throw at her from what she'd seen in her life so far.

This though? This was just shitty.

She was stuck in her tiny metal hole, listening to the reverberations of weapons fire and impacts from the pirates returning fire. She didn't have the clearances to actually get any information. So she just had to sit here and hope she didn’t die.

Admittedly, the hole wasn't too tiny. As a contractor she'd been moved into VIP quarters even! So in point of fact the hole she might die in was pretty plush. The bed was nicer than anything she'd ever slept in or on before, that was for sure.

They were probably just keeping an eye on her, even if they'd said it was more for her convenience and for the convenience of the command team when they needed her. That didn't change that it was still a pretty swanky option for a place to die.

The cold grabs hold of her again. 

The Cannidor phrase for the feeling that was digging into her chest, like many Cannidor poetic terms, translated poorly in Galactic Trade. Something along the lines of 'Scraping the sides'. 

One of the traditional death goddesses for the Cannidor, or rather the embodiment of death, like the human grim reaper, was Kishak'kree. Unlike her human counterpart she didn't wield a scythe, to reap the souls of the newly dead, but while mortals dug a grave for the body, she dug the grave for the soul, and guided the newly dead to their eternal rest. 

So the deeply unsettled feeling that was running through Jab like ice in her veins was said to be caused by Kishak’kree’s shovel scraping the sides of your grave.

Jab takes a slow breath as the ship rumbles with what had to be another burst of weapons fire hitting them and tries to clear her mind.

Good. What was good?

Aurelius wasn't actually a ton of help here to a degree... He was big on his oaths and keeping faith with people. Yet. The people Jab had oaths with were apparently trying to kill her at the moment. That said, if someone failed to keep faith with you, did that render your own oath null? That seems to make sense to Jab at least, but did Big Mama know they were going to try to kill them all? She had said it was just observing... but this was a lot more than observing.

One thing was for damn sure though, if she survived this, she was going to get answers from Big Mama... and if her adopted parent had intentionally thrown her into the lion's den without a word of warning... well. Jab wasn't sure what she'd do exactly, but if she followed Big Mama's usual methods for getting back stabbed it'd involve a horrific amount of violence even by Cannidor standards.

It was almost a relief when a new alert started to sound and the 1MC crackled to life.

"All hands, vampire, vampire, vampire! Incoming boarding torpedoes inbound forward and to port! All hands brace for shock. Module one security teams, stand to and repel boarders!"

Jab didn't know what in the fourteen hells a 'vampire' was, nor could she in fact pronounce the word the way the voice on the 1MC had after a few tries. She did however know exactly what a boarding torpedo was, and what 'repelling boarders' meant. She wasn't a 'hand' per se... but the Undaunted allegedly like individual initiative, and she had a reasonable idea about just where the pirates boarding module one would be heading.

She might not be sure about what 'good' is, but protecting the fella you'd taken a shine too was probably at least morally break even.

A quick check of her favorite combat knife and her much loved heavy plasma pistol says she's ready to go put some boot to head, and she cautiously strides into the corridor, not even noticing the ship swaying around her as the presumed boarding torpedoes impacted. She was in her element now, prowling, ready to strike from the shadows. 

Dishonorable? Maybe, but few things were stupider than the dumb bitch who blundered into a light fight and got 'illuminated' before she even knew which direction to look.

Jab might be a direct solution to problems kinda girl, but you didn't survive as long as Jab had without a little in the way of brains. Luck only got a girl so far before she inevitably ended up on a slab in the city morgue, awaiting cremation if no one gave enough of a shit to actually get you a proper burial.

Jab's combat knife was a beautiful thing. A gift from Big Mama, it featured a knuckle guard that could get some voltage run through the knuckles, and the blade itself was an almost artistic, sweeping design that looked like a cross between the claw of a Ntral, one of the few things that actually considered a Canndior prey, and an ancient Cannidor war sword. The design was perfect for puncturing a Cannidor's thick hide and opening the target up like a fish. Jab's pistol on the other hand was all her. She'd taken the Djektek heavy plasma pistol off a woman she'd defeated in a brawl as a trophy, and started using it.

After some appropriate customization of course.

Djektek plasma weapons were a favorite for women in 'rougher' 'professions'. The pistols in particular hit very hard by plasma standards, but had a slight charge up time, a charge up that produced the 'Djek war growl', an intimidating sound that was perfect for scaring the hell out of someone as a threat. Just the thing to 'encourage' your average girl who owed Jab and her mistress some creds or what have you to enthusiastically pay their debts.

Jab had modified her own pistol so that it would actually function more like a normal plasma pistol. It could still growl, and had a little lever built into the trigger to let the pistol charge normally if she wanted, complete with the war growl, but if she yanked the trigger the firing time was blink of the eye fast. 

A simple trick, but one that had won her more than a few fire fights. If your enemy expected one thing from you, clearly you should do something else right? Something Jab had thought up herself, but it turned out a lot of human warrior philosophers agreed with her.

How strange that a people who so matched Jab's experiences and philosophy would be born, live and die in a region of space that'd literally kill Jab if she went there.

She sets the inherent oddity of the situation aside and switches her knife to a reverse grip, testing the new shooting position she'd seen on a nearby range with her left knife hand acting as a support for her gun hand. Time for a field test of this 'CQC' stuff a human Marine had told her about.

Jab stalks into the corridor nice and slow, letting herself drink deep of the local axiom. She wasn't exactly trained, but again, you learn tricks where you can... and axiom was a powerful survival tool that wasn't to be ignored so far as Jab was concerned.

She keeps to the shadows, moving quickly towards the command section. The pirates would be after Jerry if this really was the Hag's forces. She felt exposed in the sterile corridors of a spaceship. Stalking in the back streets of a city like The Crucible was a lot easier than ducking into the occasional side passage or trying to fold all eight feet of muscular beauty that was Jab's body behind a damage control locker or some shit.

The sound of boots on deck plates immediately makes her stop, getting to whatever cover she can. If they were Undaunted she'd announce herself. If they were pirates...

Swearing female voices drift around the corner.

"Son of a whore. Where is that bastard's office? Did we get turned around again?"

"This is all your fault Ruri, I thought you said you had the directions towards that asshole's office memorized."

"I dunno, I got turned around!"

"Gaaah! I'm going to rape this son of a bitch on the way to the Hag. She can take it out of my hide later, but I better get something out of this after getting the shit shot out of the ship."

"Just take a 'husband' from the crew and forget to report the loot."

The women continue to talk and Jab suddenly realizes... she could just announce herself. She grins to herself in the dark. This would work. She just had to be confident, and run these dumb bitches like she was running a scam. Confident. Cocky. She ran this shit. These bitches just didn't know it yet.

Jab takes a little breath, then strides out of the shadows and around the corner, pistol and knife in her hands, but down by her sides.

"Could you useless virgins talk a little bit louder, make sure the Undaunted Marines know exactly where the fuck you are?"

There were four of them, decently well armed and armored, suggesting the Hag either equipped and paid her people well, or it revealed the specific tactical tastes of their skipper. That they were off on their own was also interesting. Boarding torpedoes generally landed squads of up to twenty as Jab understood it. Smaller, more maneuverable torpedoes maybe? Or perhaps these particular pirates had split off from the main group in the chance of winning the glory for themselves.

The probable leader of the band of pirate assault troops, a Horchka woman with very gray skin that Jab absolutely towered over, tries to raise her laser repeater and Jab smacks it downward with the butt of her pistol and a growl that cows the other three pirates instantly.

"Watch where you're pointing that, cunt for brains."

"Who the fuck are you?"

"I'm the one the Hag hired to let you idiots know where the Tear was for this assault."

Partially true, if Jab had to guess.

"Now I find she sent some of her most useless assault troops to do the job."

The Horchka was already angry, but she's downright enraged now.

"Who the fuck do you-"

The growl of the Djektek heavy plasma pistol cuts her off.

"Shut up. Or I'll drop you where you stand. Now come on. You're going the wrong way and I'm not letting you fuck this up for me."

It was the language any one in these kinds of circles understood. Dominance was a mix of cleverness, ruthlessness and strength. You didn't need the first one, though all the longer lived mob bosses, war ladies and would-be pirate queens had it, but you could get by on the other two. Especially when dealing with a lower ranked mob like these fools. Jab resists snorting... and sets aside that she'd probably have been tempted to keep these bitches as her new posse even a week ago.

After killing the Horchka of course.

Now though, she's just waiting for her chance to drop all of these bitches. Then she'd find out if she was getting burned... and if she was, she'd come clean to Jerry about what had happened, and accept whatever judgment she might receive for that. 

It all made sense now as they walked through the passageways. Her comm unit probably had a tracker in it. Every time she made a report she was giving away the Tear's location. Something a bit more precise than popping ships into random systems and checking for the appropriate transponder code. Throw in her being able to tell Big Mama where the Tear was heading and an ambush would be child's play to arrange.

She literally hadn't known, but she probably should have guessed. If Undaunted were dead... Jab suppresses a shiver. She didn’t like that idea. She’d met a lot of Undaunted over the last bit of traveling with them and they all struck her as nice folks. Some assholes sure, but for the most part they were a fair cut above the type of hard cases Jab normally spent time with. She didn’t like the idea of any of the people she’d met while exploring the ship dead. Not at all. Something that surprises her, and starts fighting with the rest of the odd emotions in her stomach.

Jab pushes the emotions down and sets the thoughts aside. She couldn’t afford to consider that now. Whatever came of this mess, she'd just have to face it like a grown ass woman. If she wanted half a chance in hell of being Jab Bridger one day, shirking from responsibility wasn't the way to go. Nor, if she wanted to be good. She still wasn’t entirely sure what ‘good’ was, but not owning up to the consequences of your own actions didn’t strike her as good.

"Hey I think I hear some fighting up ahead!"

One of the pirates calls, getting Jab back on task, and two of the girls race forward to go and help their fellows. Perfect.

Jab's pistol snaps up and both pirates hit the floor with sizzling holes in their backs, even as Jab's knife slams into the base of the woman to her left's neck, ending her in a gory spurt of arterial blood and a few gurgles as she tries to breath through her now ruined windpipe.

That left the Horchka.

The tusky gray pirate reacts fast, not even shouting as she turns and opens up on Jab, her armor and fur catching the burst of laser fire before she slams the knuckle guard of her fighting knife into the other woman's guts and runs a burst of electricity through it, making the Horchka flinch from the unexpected pain and muscle strain, letting Jab pull back and stab at the other woman's hand then strike at the sensitive housing of the laser rifle, disabling the weapon and forcing the pirate to drop it in about half a second of furious movement.

The Horchka howls out a battle cry, drawing her own knife and trying to get under Jab's guard to attack the larger woman. Some combatants could overcome a massive size disparity. Whether with axiom, weapons or skill, but the Horchka was not one of them. Jab's tail swings around and catches the Horchka across the chops as she tries to rush inside Jab's guard, then she kicks the Horchka hard in the chest. Her armor saved her rib cage, but it accomplished Jab's actual goal, to put the Horchka on the ground, leaving her near helpless as Jab's pistol barked a third time and the Horchka went still.

She looks around, clearing the area like she'd been taught. Admittedly to look for oncoming law enforcement as much as anything, and immediately turns on a heel to race towards Jerry's office.

This party was only getting started and Jab sure as hell wasn't going to miss the festivities.
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The rest of Jab's path towards Jerry's office is clear... save for a few bodies of what had to be pirates. No signs of obvious Undaunted injuries, but if she had to guess, someone had moved from the area near the ship's flag office, to the Den, the Bridger family home. Likely Jaruna. The way the chest cavity of a few of the pirates were caved in certainly suggested her level of strength, and the way others were just straight up missing large chunks of meat and bone seemed like something that ridiculously big gun she carried around with her could do.

From the sound of things though, there was still plenty of fun to go around, suppressed gun fire, plasma bolts and laser impacts echoing through the passageways as she gets closer to Jerry's office. If she remembered her mental map correctly, the office's only door that she knew of had its own passageway that could be accessed from both the port and starboard sides of the ship. She was... to port. So if she turned here-

A burst of what could only be warfire races down a corridor, carrying an unfortunate pirate with it who slams against the wall and collapses into a sizzling heap on the deck. Seems she was in the right place for the party. Though how she could announce herself and not get killed while whoever was defending the Admiral's office was in the thick of things... Was not something she'd thought out properly.

Jab sets that minor issue aside however and starts to move up when boots on the deck plates herald reinforcements... hopefully Undaunted, but probably pirates. Jab shifts herself into something approximating cover as a dozen or so pirates in a motley assortment of space suits, some of which had been 'customized' with what amounted to armor for assault work. The apparent leader, based on her much nicer equipment than the other scallywags, locks eyes with Jab.

"The fuck are you doing loitering? Get a move on you daft bitch."

"Orders ma'am, the situation's changed, I was waiting for you all. I have a critical message to deliver."

The pirate gives her a dubious look as Jab saunters up to her, hopefully looking more confident than she felt.

"Oh yeah? Let's hear it then."

Jab gets as close as she can, pose relaxed, ambling along like she didn't have a care in the world and was among friends. It had taken her a long time to perfect not telegraphing her attacks, but the pirate officer's eyes go wide in a blink as Jab's massive war knife snaps out and slams deep into her gut. Jab instantly follows the momentum, rotating the blade forward, digging deeper into the meat as she delivers a punch that cracks the pirate's sternum even through the chest armor she'd added to her gear. 

With a tingle of energy the knuckle guard delivers a truly painful amount of voltage and the scents of ozone and cooked meat fill the air as the pirate drops to her knees. The extra movement helps Jab withdraw the knife from the other woman's gut and opens the wounded pirate up to having her throat cut as a gristly finisher to ensure she was down and stayed down.

Not that Jab stops to rest on her laurels. One fatal blow dealt in about two seconds, she had maybe three more seconds of surprise before the quickest of the pirates managed to react.

Jab had learned that three seconds could be a very long time.

Shooting on instinct alone like she'd been taught, Jab puts a plasma bolt into two of the remaining pirate's heads and is already punching a third so hard she can not only hear, but actually feels the woman's rib cage collapse as Jab grabs her, and spins, putting the pirate's body between herself and the other enemies in the hallway, catching a bunch of laser and plasma bolts on the now for sure corpse of the slain pirate as Jab roars out a challenge and fires her plasma pistol two more times as quickly as she can, missing both times.

Call it seven dead in approximately ten seconds.

Not bad.

Certainly not by Jab's standards.

The Cannidor inclination towards violence roars in her veins like a particularly good hit of a potent drug, and she throws her corpse shield at another pirate, putting the eighth woman on the ground as she moves to close quarters with the ninth, quickly overwhelming her with brutal blows before getting a clean opening to put a burst of plasma into the other woman's chest.

The other two pirates are hardly idle though, both women firing plasma weapons at Jab, making her laugh aloud. Plasma resistant fur was a hell of a thing to have, and the armor in her favorite jacket only made her even harder to kill.

It was beautiful really.

Before Jab can move to engage however, a bolt of lightning reaches out from behind her, and slams into pirate ten's chest, dropping her to the floor in a convulsing heap even after a burst from what had to be a suppressed human weapon lands center of mass into pirate eleven, dropping her instantly with a bloody mess where her heart used to be, leaving pirate twelve still in a tangled heap with the body. Not even thinking Jab goes to finish the Merra pirate off, raising her pistol and aiming in at the pirate's head-

"No!"

The synthetic voice is very... demanding. Like a woman who's used to having her orders obeyed. Jab looks up over her shoulder and sees two women Striding her way with the type of dominant swagger that you only found in lifelong cops, in armor with the colors of the ship's internal police force, the masters at arms.

The first woman is a fully synthetic Tret with a name on the breastplate of her armor that Jab didn't have a chance in hell of pronouncing. 'Jacques'. The second woman, a biological Ikiya'mas woman with some sort of human gun in her hands that had the name 'Talciea' on her breast plate.

"No?"

"No." The synth confirms. The rank chevrons on her shoulder plate indicate she was the senior of the two. "We don't kill prisoners. Besides, intelligence can interrogate her and potentially get some use out of her."

"That's a hell of a position to take when you're under active assault, but it's your ship. I'm just helping out."

Jab reaches out with her foot and nudges the laser rifle pirate twelve had dropped away from her, kicking it across the hallway.

"Master At Arms 1st Class Naressa Jacques. Who are you?"

The synth identifies herself, the lightning gun built into her left arm clearly already approaching a full charge.

"Jab. Just Jab. Civilian contractor, passenger. When the pirates managed to board us I figured Admiral Bridger might need help, and that getting active was probably better than just waiting for the pirates to pry open the door to my quarters."

"...I see." Naressa clearly regards Jab with a degree of suspicion, but exchanges a look with her partner, then shrugs. "If you're hell bent on helping I suppose we're not in a position to say no... You did a damn fine job with this lot."

Jab cocks her head slightly. "Not gonna lecture me about killing 'em?"

"Killing an armed combatant who means you harm is very different from killing a disabled prisoner. Talciea. Zip cuffs on both the survivors. I want them hog tied and trussed up like one of those Christmas turkeys my husband keeps talking about."

"Got it boss lady!" The Ikiya'mas calls out, letting her gun dangle on its sling and pulling what were apparently zip cuffs from a pouch on her armor. It only took her a few seconds each to have the two women divested of weapons and completely bound and helpless. "Disruption needles, ma'am?"

"No. We only have the two and if these two were adepts they'd have better gear and put up more of a fight. Let's go. The Admiral's bodyguards might need back up." Naressa looks at Jab. "I suppose you're coming along?"

"Yep. Whether you want me to or not."

There's a twitch in Naressa's lip, but the emotion's purged almost instantly. She clearly didn't like having her authority challenged, least of all by Jab, but she lets it go.

"Fine. Move out."

Naressa might not like her, but having back up was nice, Jab thinks to herself as they sweep up the corridors and stop at the corner to the silent passageway by the flag office, Naressa holding out a hand to stop Jab from surging forward.

"Friendlies coming in!" She calls.

"Authenticate!" Comes the reply.

("Thunder!")

("Flash!")

Jab mouths the unfamiliar words a bit, and figures it's either some sort of code or a human language.

"Alright, come on over."

Jab lets the uniformed Undaunted lead but eagerly turns the corridor... to find a goddessdamn carpet of corpses.

There were dead pirates everywhere. Mostly with burn marks, but also clearly blown apart, pulverized by blows stronger than Jab's, and... some damage that Jab simply couldn't understand. Like one pirate had been bisected with a cut that was cleaner than even a monofilament blade swung by a master could manage.

Standing at the center of this field of carnage was the blonde Apuk woman that Jab now knew wasn't actually one of Jerry's biological daughters, strong resemblance and temporal impossibility of that aside, Dar'Vok, backed up by the little posse of Apuk warriors that Jab usually saw her with, and Vera, the Horchka woman who Jab now knew was Jerry's chief bodyguard.

The power armored Marine was probably one of the less dangerous women standing in front of the Admiral's office by Jab's estimation, and that wasn't insulting the Horchka warrior in the slightest. Her subordinates were just that fucking scary.

Apuk who wore armor? Those girls were scary enough without more armor and shields nine times out of ten, and these were proper warriors. Jab had seen scrapes with Apuk twice in her life. The first time three city blocks had been leveled before the Khan's power armored elite guard dropped in and put down everyone involved. 

The second time the destruction had been more contained, but still topped out in nearly eight figures of property damage alone. Never mind the number of girls who'd ended up in local hospitals or in the morgue.

The Black Khans had been a bit leery about bringing in Apuk 'contractors' after that mess. Cannidor violence was already hard enough to keep a lid on and avoid attention from the authorities without adding Apuk wild cards.

Dar'Vok and the 'big one', a woman later named to Jab as Drah'Muk, were both hauling massive cannon looking things that did admittedly add to the intimidation factor. Plasma resistant fur didn't mean shit to kinetics and bullets looked like they hurt to get shot with.

The next largest, a purple eyed redhead who Jab could see was named 'Nek'Var' from her breast plate was hauling some sort of large kinetic weapon that had ammunition feeding into it on a belt from one of the sides, and had an odd looking 'thing' over her shoulder that certainly looks like a weapon but Jab can't figure out from a cursory look. Then there was the massive pistol on her thigh, the cherry on top of the death sundae.

The last of the Apuk was probably the scariest though.

She was completely untouched and wasn't bothering with her helmet. Whoever this Melodi'Sek was, she was a monstrously potent adept, floating slightly as she effortlessly channels the kind of brutal power that could reduce someone to atoms in the blink of an eye. She was only carrying one of the large pistols that most of the other Apuk girls all had on a second look. She clearly didn't need such pedestrian methods for defending herself. Apuk warfire was probably child's play if she was half as potent an adept as she seemed!

If Jab was on the wrong end of these girls she'd run screaming and probably die tired. No false sense of bravado here, Jab had always known to get when the getting was good and her instincts were screaming at her to get as far away from these women as possible and take whatever cover she could find till the screaming stopped.

Brave? Probably not, but Jab aspired to dying of old age in her own bed, she loved to fight, but a brawl or whatever was one thing, fighting a fucking nightmare was another. Same rule as Jab had for power armor. If anything that far out of your weight class is on the field, it's time to get gone while your hide is still attached to the rest of you. Knowing when to fold and beat feet was a survival skill and Jab thought of herself first and foremost as just that. A survivor.

Instead of running back to her quarters however, Jab steps forward with a smile she really wasn't feeling. She was among friends here in theory and she did want to help. Monsters like that Apuk adept were horrors to fight, but if the terrors were on your side... Well, that's a lot less scary and potentially far less dangerous to Jab's person.

It was clearly extremely dangerous to the pirates, but they picked their side, and luckily the man of her dreams was not just on the winning side, but was himself a winner. A winner who built a stable of winners around himself.

A girl could do a whole lot worse than that.

"Dar'Vok, good to see you again. Girls. Looks like you're all having a nice workout, need a spotter?"

Jab smiles at Dar'Vok and nods to the other Apuk warriors, having only learned Dar'Vok's name. She gets a nod from Melodi'Sek, a casual two fingered salute from Nek'Var, and a grunt of acknowledgement from Drah'Muk that sounds like it's covering a laugh.

"Jab. I'm surprised to see you."

Dar'Vok's dry tone is far from welcoming, but Jab presses on anyway.

"Yeah, well, I figured I could help out a little. I took out around sixteen of these girls on my way in. How many torpedoes landed?"

Melodi'Sek answers, her tone cold and emotionless even as her eyes blaze with axiom energy;

"Thirty and some change in the first wave, another twenty odd in the second. I'm sure we'll be changing our point defense to account for such things in the future. Annoying, but a one time trick."

Jab does a little mental math. "Most of those things can take what, twenty girls? You all seem pretty calm for having over a thousand pirates on the ship."

Melodi'Sek snorts derisively.

"If your count is true, and without accounting for Petty Officer Jacques and Petty Officer Talciea's neutralizations, the force standing in this hallway has eliminated nearly a tenth of the pirate force on our own. Speaking plainly, they’re going to need more girls than that if they want to seize this ship. A great many more."

Dar'Vok nods. "Plus these are just the leakers. The majority landed in perfect position to be engaged by Bridger clan troops with Undaunted support. The Cannidor brought them to battle... I suspect we'll have to mop up what remains. Lady Jaruna was always fierce, but frankly I think she's only gotten much more dangerous since delivering her first born. The warriors she commands have come to imitate her style... and the women of the Bonrak clan are eager to prove themselves in battle in their new Khan's name. Such enthusiasm is very unhealthy for the ones attacking them."

"To say the damn least." Jab mutters, wincing mentally.

The Bridgers had damn near a company of power armored troops and had just been reinforced with a bunch of Cannidor troops. Cannidor troops that particularly hated pirates. Those girls were in hard suits for now as Jab heard it, but for your average pirate, a Cannidor in a hard suit might as well have been in power armor, and a power armored Cannidor might as well have been Kishak'kree herself, come to collect souls personally. 

The Bridgers had more power armor in their personal forces than Big Mama could dream of fielding, and more than many of the minor warrior clans could field on their own.

She almost felt bad for the pirates.

Almost. The bitches had been trying to kill her along with everyone else after all.

The Horchka turns away for a minute, having been watching with some obvious amusement after popping the seal on her helmet. By the time she turns back however the helmet's firmly back in place and she's checking her weapons.

"Dar'Vok."

"Yes, ma'am?"

"How confident are you in this Jab?"

"I wouldn't say I know her, but if Petty Officer Jacques will vouch for her battle boasts, no sense in sending her away."

Jab nods eagerly. "Put me in, boss lady, I can help."

Vera nods slowly. "Fine, Jab and you two cops, stand near Melodi'Sek. Another group managed to break off from the main fight, so let’s make sure these rude strangers don’t interrupt the Admiral at his business, or we’ll all be peddling vacuum.”
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Jab trots over to Melodi'Sek and gives the adept a two fingered salute.

"I'll keep you covered so you can do your thing."

Melodi'Sek snorts. "I'll cover you. The three of you are the least armored and armed in our force, so Lady Vera is putting you somewhere safer to ensure your survival."

Vera chuckles. "She's got me. If one of you bit it I'd have to do paperwork, and that'd be a shame."

Jab isn't sure if she's being invited to laugh at that, but does anyway. She can appreciate this woman Vera's attitude at the very least. Professional, but she had a rough, charming edge to her that reminded Jab of some of the higher grades of merc she'd met.

"Guess I'll need to get some nicer armor and buy something a bit heavier than my pistol to make sure I'm up to Undaunted standard. Maybe one of whatever those things are."

Jab points at Drah'Muk's cannon looking thing. Up close it was a fascinating design, with the whole action as far to the rear as possible, likely to let it have a longer barrel while keeping it a more compact package.

"It's called a Lynx. Buy one, you won't regret it. They're just about right for girls seven foot and over. Or if you're just wicked strong like Staff Sergeant Dar'Vok."

Drah'Muk drops her magazine and demonstrates the reload as she ensures she has a fresh load of curiously colored cartridges.

"What do the colors mean?"

"Green and white tip's pretty much the only thing I carry when I'm not training on the range, it's called a Raufoss round. Armor piercing, high explosive, incendiary."

"...Ain't the last one redundant if it's already explosive?"

Jab asks, slightly in awe of humans once again.

"Nah. It's got a purpose, but-

Drah'Muk stops mid-sentence as a massive canine that Jab kinda recognized from the Bridger excursion on Coburnia's Rest, pads out of Jerry's office and sniffs the air. The damn thing looked like it had grown since Jab last saw it, and it had been big the first time she'd seen it!

It trots over to Dar'Vok, and delicately sniffs the air.

"What is it, Hel? I thought I told you to stay in the office and protect Yeoman Chalis."

The blonde woman reaches down and scratches the beastie between her ears. As the great beast takes another sniff and lets out a howl that chilled Jab to the bone. Humans had tamed those damn things!? Without axiom? Insanity. They looked like they would be more likely to eat a human than snuggle with them.

Melodi'Sek's eyes start to glow with power again as she focuses... and then her head snaps up suddenly.

"Hostiles inbound! Stand back. I'm going to prepare the field."

There's a slight 'snap' noise and suddenly Jab's tasting ozone again as Melodi'Sek's hands glow with power... and one by one the bodies start to vanish, just vanishing into the void as far as Jab can tell. In moments the floor of the corridor's not only devoid of bodies and body parts, but clean too! She quickly increases her estimations of how dangerous Melodi'Sek was again.

'Note to self, never, ever, piss Melodi'Sek off...'

Vera looks over from where she'd been fiddling with something.

"What did you do with the bodies, Melodi?"

"They're in an unused storage room, a deck down, that has its own stasis field. I turned it on. There's a couple live ones that need to be triaged. I thought about sending the wounded to the aid station, but they'll keep just fine in stasis and I didn't want to burn too much energy clearing the field. No sense limiting our mobility."

"You don't think the intimidation factor of a field of corpses was valuable?"

"Ma'am, very, but not as valuable as maintaining freedom of movement and motion in a relatively confined space."

Melodi'Sek grins, a toothy smile that wouldn't look out of place on a Cannidor and gives Jab the slightest shiver of fear.

"Plus... they'll be wondering where the other girls ended up. All they'll see is blood, the occasional dropped weapon. Not knowing'll put the fear of the goddess in them!"

Vera smirks, clearly liking that answer.

"Good. Very good. Right girls... From what Control just told me, it looks like we've got about five minutes. So if you want to pray or whatever, now's the time."

Jab blinks a bit as she follows the conversation. Were... were they training? Ye gods, they were! Even in the middle of combat they were still training! A lull in the fight and this Vera woman was doing lessons learned, and ensuring her subordinates were doing things the way she wanted them to!

The hell were these Undaunted made of exactly? The absurdity of it all distracts her for a few seconds before she does a quick check of her own gear and ensures she's got a full charge in her containment bottle on her plasma pistol.

Then someone taps her on the shoulder and Jab looks over to find Vera waiting for her patiently.

"You know, you gotta get out of your own head more if you're gonna be hanging out with us regularly."

The look on Vera's face suggests this was more teasing than anything, but the edge of correction manages to get Jab's attention completely. If this was Jerry's head bodyguard she'd clearly been well chosen for the job.

"Sorry, I’ve had a lot of food for thought recently."

"Yeah that happens a lot around humans for girls from rougher backgrounds like us. I was a two credit merc who only really distinguished myself by getting my hands on power armor and now I'm a bodyguard to royalty."

The Horchka grimaces. "Wish I had my power armor now. Was just doing an inspection in light kit so I'm lucky I've got my hard suit. Gonna need to work out a direct link teleporter between the armory for the Paladins and this part of module one... but that's for another day. I want you to have this little bag of party favors. They're Cannidor scale. Jaruna keeps them in a hidden panel in Jerry's outer office."

Vera passes Jab a canvas bag and she opens it up to reveal a bunch of large metal spheres. They had an odd little control of some kind at the top. They looked kinda like plasma grenades but something was odd...

"...What are they? Are these grenades? I haven't seen anything like these before."

Vera chuckles. "These are Cannidor size fragmentation or ('frag') grenades as the humans call them. Basically you throw that thing as far as you can and it explodes in a shower of white hot metal. Those are about double the size of the human model so their kill and wounding radiuses are huge. Make sure you throw them really damn hard or you and I are going to have words in the afterlife."

Vera gives Jab a quick lesson on how to use the death spheres, and finishes right as Melodi'Sek's eyes flare with another burst of white hot power.

"I have them. Thirty seconds. Coming in from port. They are not flanking us as of now. No potential hostages or anything in the line of fire. We are clear to engage."

That gets another grin out of Vera who double checks the magazine on her rifle.

"Alright girls you heard the lady! Let's give'em a nice warm welcome now."

Jab turns to face the port side of the passageway with the other girls and starts to take a shooting stance... before realizing she had toys to play with. She stuffs her plasma pistol back in its holster and grabs the first of five grenades from the bag and primes it.

"Ten seconds."

Jab checks the position, listens... and hurls her first grenade, quickly following up with the second, and third, trying to bounce the third grenade off the bulkhead to get it further up the corridor. 

The detonations ripple off in about a second and a half of each other as the five second fuses burn through, but these are hardened assault troops, and armored figures rush around the corner, led by a couple power armored troops. Jab hurls another grenade in response, throwing it deep and getting a chorus of shrieks as it takes out a knot of regular pirate infantry and maims a woman in a hard suit.

Jab turns to Vera and the rest of the girls. "Damn! I love these things!"

Vera chuckles. "Glad you're having fun! Drop that power armor ladies!"

The power armored figures, now cut off slightly from their immediate support, respond with traditional pirate hospitality, namely an unholy shit storm of plasma and laser fire.

Melodi'Sek, takes a step forward and casually throws a hand at the lead power armored warrior, who instantly collapses.

Jab's eyes go wide even as Dar'Vok and Drah'Muk unload into the second power armored pirate, ripping up her armor with their armor piercing explosive rounds.

"Holy shit, what did you do to her?"

Melodi'Sek shrugs, and tosses a long range ball of green warfire that takes another hard suited pirate off her feet.

"She was a Merra. I know their anatomy pretty well so I was able to use axiom to crush her heart. I can't do it often. It takes a lot of energy and a lot of knowledge on my part. Much easier to do this!"

Melodi'Sek winds up and throws an orb of absolute darkness down the hallway, a sudden roaring wind tearing at everything around her as it drags corpses and living pirates alike into its depths, before it collapses and explodes in a brilliant flash of white that leaves Jab blinking spots out of her eyes even as she fires her plasma pistol at the remaining power armored warrior.

"What the hell was that!?"

"I threw a black hole at them. Again, lots of energy, incredible fine control, but very effective... self cleaning too!"

Melodi'Sek's cheery, matter-of-fact tone was almost scarier than the fact that whoever trained this woman figured throwing black holes at people then collapsing them into a minor stellar explosion was a perfectly reasonable thing to do. Almost.

Jab pushes the fear down, reminding herself that she was on the same side as the terrifying Apuk adept and focuses on her own part of the job, dropping three pirates in rapid succession with her plasma pistol before hurling the final grenade, rendering another knot of pirate troops into chunky salsa.

It was enough to convince Jab that things were going well... when the sound of heavy armored boots on the deck plates heralds the arrival of more power armored troops.

"Jab! Catch!"

Jab looks over at Dar'Vok and just barely manages to grab her rifle one handed.

"Don't break it, ask Drah'Muk for more ammo if you need extra mags... and for the love of the goddess don't hit me!"

The blonde beauty cracks her neck and draws her sword, a ball of green warfire coming to life in her hands.

"Wait, the hell are you going to do?"

"To take out the power armor the fun way."

"...Ain't that suicide?"

"I am Apuk. The only ones committing suicide today are the ones who wish to harm my prince."

Jab shivers again. Those blue eyes were down right frosty. Whoever Dar'Vok had been once upon a time, she was ice cold now, and Jab moves her up a notch on her list of people she doesn't want to get on the wrong end of, even as she fumbles her pistol back into its holster and shoulders the big rifle.

The back up optical scope is dialed in perfectly and with a bit of adjustment of the shoulder stock's position, comes to her eye easily. She didn't understand all the symbology, but the little red design with a chevron at the top was clear enough, and she didn't need to worry about the rest of whatever this crap was at this range.

Dar'Vok begins to walk down the hallway like something out of a Human Western that Jab had watched the other night, utterly unperturbed as pirate reinforcements begin to open fire. Jab barely hears it as Melodi'Sek calls out a warning that they're being flanked, as mech suits and power armor round the corners from both directions.

Two mech suits go down with single shots from the massive pistol that the woman known as Vera was wielding. Perfect hits to the cockpit at this range? Even with a HUD and targeting computer that was scary accuracy, and Jab raises her own weapon determined to do her part while making every round of her magazine count.

BANG.

The kick from the gun as its big barrel recoils backwards was actually... kinda nice! Not particularly hard but it certainly made you feel like you'd just done something! The smell of cordite lingers in the air, tickling Jab's sensitive nose as she lines up a second shot and sends a woman with a plasma cannon tumbling to the deck as Jab blows her spine out of her back.

The massive weapon gave her a funny, warm feeling around her stomach. She takes another shot, and sends a round square through the cockpit of a mech suit, killing the pilot before shifting her fire and hitting a Kohb adept who was throwing bolts of lightning at Dar'Vok and more or less exploding the diminutive pirate.

"I gotta get me one of these!"

Jab settles back in and continues to fire, only vaguely aware of Naressa and Talciea getting on line with her and opening up with their own weapons, picking off the lighter armored pirates while Drah'Muk worked the mech suits over with Jab. Throughout the melee, Dar'Vok and her war hound danced through the mob of pirates, leaving blood and pain in their wake like something out of a movie instead of a flesh and blood warrior and her beast.

The bolt on the Lynx locks back and Jab grabs a magazine out of the air, fumbling her reload as Hel tackles a Gohb pirate, grabbing the stunned green woman by the neck shaking savagely, snapping the pirate's neck with a crack that was as almost as loud as gun fire.

Melodi'Sek was apparently running out of steam. Jab could hear her panting over the absolute shit storm of weapons fire and she'd switched to a more defensive role, throwing up shields and blocking hits from getting anywhere near them. Even tired, she was neutralizing or negating enemy adepts, leaving them vulnerable to Jab and the others with a kind of practiced ease that was just... impressive.

All while Dar'Vok continued to stride down the center of the passageway without a care in the world.

The Apuk warrior's scarlet cloak dances behind her as she throws balls of warfire seemingly without even looking, the green flames greedily eating away shields, armor and flesh alike. Someone would rush her, and Dar'Vok would dance out of the reach of their blow before sliding back in and delivering a brutal blow with her sword, another ball of green flames, or opening up their guard to give Hel a chance to leap in and attack.

A pure flow state. Dar'Vok moves like living lightning and slams her sword into the neck joint of a suit of power armor and fills the crack she created with warfire in a blink as she pulls her sword clear, dropping a power armored warrior like it was child's play.

Dar'Vok bounds off the collapsing power armored pirate and pounces on the next, slamming her sword through the neck joint again, this time using her strength and momentum to hammer her sword in nearly to the hilt.

All while Vera is casually picking off pirates, armored or not with that massive pistol of hers, single well aimed shots inevitably sending a bad girl tumbling to the floor with a hole in her helmet, cockpit, or squarely between their eyes respectively. She even had one arm tucked behind her back, blading herself to the target as she casually picks off some very heavily armed customers without a care in the world. As if she was just enjoying a little target practice on the range for pleasure. Not fighting for her life and the life of her boss.

It was all a bit too much for Jab. Just who the fuck were these people? How understated was the combat footage of Jerry that had gotten Jab feeling so damn romantic that these were the kinds of warriors that rallied to his banner?

Drah'Muk nudges her. "I don't blame you, but keep shooting, there's still a few left. If you're out of ammo, switch to your pistol, I'm running low."

"Uh. Yeah."

Jab extends the Lynx's bipod and gently sets it down, robotically drawing her pistol in time to witness Dar'Vok launching a warfire upper cut into a mech suit, setting the pirate up for Melodi'Sek to hit it with a lightning bolt that makes Jab's fur stand on end, shorting the mech's circuits and dropping the last of the pirate warmachines to the ground in a torrent of crunching metal.

"All clear!"

Jab just stares for a second.

"...Goddessdamn. Where in the world did Dar'Vok come from?"

Drah'Muk shrugs. "She says she was a guard for a minor noble for a couple decades."

Jab stops short. Some low level grunt? Her? The avatar of violent death Jab had just watched rip through power armor like a Nekerian Battle Hound eating its breakfast?

"...Then how the hell did-"

"I asked." Drah'Muk chuckles. "She said anyone can do what she does. People like Melodi'Sek have inborn talent, Dar'Vok says everything she's got? Was discipline and working her ass off."

"Huh."

Suddenly the red lighting indicating an emergency shuts off, and the 1MC crackles to life.

"Now hear this, now hear this! All hostiles in the system have been neutralized. All enemy combatants aboard the ship have been neutralized."

Drah'Muk reaches out and slabs Jab on the shoulder.

"Well, it seems like we got the last of'em. Come on. Help us secure the prisoners. I'm sure Vera will make sure the Admiral hears about you helping out."

"Yeah, sure thing."

Jab holsters her pistol and strides towards the mounds of dead and wounded, her head anywhere but work. The old Jab, the Jab that had boarded this ship at Coburnia's Rest, would be terrified of the women around her.

Maybe it was Jerry being just that damn handsome. Maybe it was Aurelius. Maybe it was the philosophy of the Undaunted she'd been reading about. Maybe it was Dar'Vok. She'd have to get a beer with the other woman, see if she could get her story out of her for real. If she actually had been just a thug, admittedly for a noble instead of a crime boss... did that mean Jab could get to where Dar'Vok was?

Was that what being good meant? Jab sets the thought aside, ready to settle into some solid work instead. She had a lot of questions and not a lot of answers, but one thing she was sure of... she needed to start training more. Back on Coburnia's Rest, she'd been a top player, but now she was in the big leagues, and she was small time... and she wasn't going to get anywhere, be anything, or impress anyone if she stayed small time.

"...Hey Melodi, you got a second?"
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Jerry

While celebrations continued throughout the ship, the clean up was already beginning. Nothing messed up a hull quite like boarding torpedoes, and Al Gray's girls down in engineering would have their work cut out for them putting in space worthy patches, with some major work needing to be done once they made orbit around the Charocan's homeworld.

Losing a few fighters wasn't great either, but all but one of the Huscarls could be repaired from the sound of things, and Varya'Nelkn's Starblade would be back in fighting condition in a literal blink of an eye if this report was anything to go by... which meant a valor medal, maybe two, for Varya, and a commendation for the Apuk chief mechanic who ruled the roost over the Starblade flight.

It always paid to appropriately reward heroes of the martial and maintenance varieties for their efforts. Recognition meant a lot more to the average career military man or woman than just cash... but cash didn't hurt either.

That Varya'Nelkn had apparently won herself a date with Tyler Sarkin for her efforts in shooting down ten boarding torpedoes on the other hand was the kind of 'non-traditional' reward that Jerry decides he should probably discourage Tyler from using in the future, even in the heat of the moment.

The door to his office slides open and Diana sweeps into the room, Commander Hawthorne and Nadiri following up in her wake. The look on her face has Jerry's attention immediately and he sets his data pad aside.

"...Commander, considering you came in unannounced and we still have some time before the meeting with the Charocan task force, I assume this is important."

Diana nods curtly, her face drawn, and far more pale than normal.

"It's bad, sir. Really bad. We were doing some interrogations, field stuff. You know how it goes."

Jerry arches a brow at her, wordlessly asking what he considered the most important question about that.

Diana's hand immediately drops to her stomach, picking up on Jerry's thoughts instantly.

"I had Nadiri, Hawthorne and some of the others doing the actual work, I was nearby monitoring the interrogations with some of the techs. Pulling vitals, brain activity scans, that sort of thing."

Jerry nods slowly.

"Alright, what did you find?"

Diana pulls a holo emitter out of her pocket that was marked specifically for 'secure' use, and displays a projection of a small piece of intricate jewelry with a prominent piece of kutha, and a bit of material Jerry didn't recognize.

"How familiar are you with cognito hazards, Jerry?"

Jerry pauses and thinks for a second, trying to remember the brief.

"Cognito hazards are a class of axiom artifact that can control and shape the thoughts of the victim, with a variety of effects. A common cognito hazard is the frenzy patch, a particularly nasty mix of an axiom 'curse' and combat drugs, though the frenzy patch is a very low level cognito hazard in terms of impact on the mind and body. They go all the way up to mass planetary mind control or worse. I believe there was a case from another Undaunted group that found a world under control of a massively potent adept where certain words would result in instant death. More 'common' though are various forms of enslavement tools. While many don't have the money or skills to acquire or produce a true cognito hazard, those that do or can, can produce utterly loyal assassins and minions out of even the most unwilling of subjects."

Diana nods. "Precisely. The Hag is using low scale cognito hazards on a significant scale. Not enough to really overwrite her girl's personalities or anything, but it encourages loyalty, and accounts for some of the more 'mindless' behavior that Vera and Dar'Vok reported while defending your office, and the Marine defenders reported elsewhere in the ship. The Hag's foot soldiers are rather relentless and will absolutely throw themselves at the enemy with admirable ferocity... or it would be if it was actually their own ferocity."

The hologram switches to a recording of a Merra pirate who had a wide variety of bandaged wounds.

"Right, the Hag, she has these bands, they stick'em on the new girls. They help them get to be a bit tastier in a fight in a hurry you know? Course they're tailored to species where possible, though putting a Cannidor combat imprint into a Kohb's brain is pretty funny. Then as you progress you earn your earring. The Hag promises it'll make you stronger, faster, even more dangerous, and the more dangerous you are, the more your pay in the Hag's fleet. Each girl gets a share. Boarding party girls get more, the elite assault troops start at ten shares. Goes for the fighter pilots too. Once you become an assault girl, if you really make an impression, take down a big prize or win a fight you shouldn't have, you can win the second earring..."

The Merra gets a bit of an odd look, as she reaches up and touches her mangled ear, where her own earring had clearly been.

"The second one's... The pay's good, but those girls. They get mean. Real mean. They can do some stuff too... stuff that doesn't seem... right. You know?"

"Considering you're a band of marauding murderers and thieves, you'll have to define 'right' for me, miss." Says the unseen interrogator.

"...Oh. Fair. Not natural. Heard all sorts of weird fucked up shit but ain't seen it myself. Only met one girl with both earrings and she damn near ran me through with her sword because I was in her way... Funny. I remember admiring her at the time. She was scary, dangerous, but I was impressed. I craved what she had almost, like it was getting my blood up. Now though, she just seems scary. Like. Really scary. Some sort of horror movie monster, like. You know the holos where the monster takes over a girl's body and it moves wrong? That's what it reminds me of now."

Diana switches the display back to the earring.

"She goes on like that at length. This is the second earring she's talking about. The construction is similar to the 'normal' earrings, in that they're ear cuffs with a large piece of kutha and a few other pieces and a lot of runes. One particular vicious feature is that whatever shape they take, they always have these nasty little claws that dig into the flesh. Once they're on they can't be removed without surgery or a skilled adept. That pirate's earring got shot off in the fight. She'll be put under a healing coma for her cooperation after we're done with her... Jerry, she seems like a normal girl now but she was apparently pretty impressive when she was fighting."

Jerry nods slowly. "Right, well. That's not great news. So what's special about the 'second' earring?"

Diana highlights the material that Jerry didn't recognize, an oily red metal that just... looked upsetting. Somehow. It bothered his eyes and it was just a hologram.

"This is blood metal. It's a unique and extremely rare material because of how it's produced. It can only be distilled from massive amounts of suffering from sapient life forms. Extreme amounts of torture and brutal murders are required to produce blood metal. It is practically a fairy tale in the wider galaxy, which is a blessing, but the Hag's not only aware of it, she clearly can produce it. The small amount in that earring's setting probably represents a bare minimum of ten people being slaughtered in the cruelest ways the Hag and her specialists can dream up."

"...Well, that's really not good. What does it do?"

"That's the interesting part, it somehow acts like an alloy of kutha and trytite in a sense."

Jerry's brow furrows. "...An alloy of the most axiom sensitive and axiom resistant materials in the galaxy?"

"Yep. It gives people some very interesting abilities depending on how you use it, being able to cut through or 'dispel' axiom effects, but at the same time it can empower your own. It also has a... aura of sorts. Of raw terror and revulsion. I have the small sample we have under extreme quarantine and have issued orders that pregnant personnel aren't to be within 50 yards of the stuff even in containment. Because it can absolutely terrorize a fetus in the womb."

Hawthorne steps forward. "I was part of the team that recovered the blood metal Admiral. It... I threw up. I’ve seen some bad stuff in my time, especially in Afghanistan but… That stuff, the blood metal. It’s revolting. Being near it's like having insects crawling under my skin."

Nadiri chuckles bitterly. "And you humans are axiom insensitive. Trust me. It's so much worse if you're more axiom sensitive. Remember, the whole galaxy besides you are latent empaths. I'm amazed the girl who found it was able to keep her head long enough to call in specialists. To an unprepared mind it's..."

Nadiri makes a face, a mix of fear and revulsion that had Jerry wanting to give her a hug to comfort her after what had clearly been an excruciating experience.

"It's painful, and it's disgusting for most people, like dipping your soul in rotting meat. Mixed with this dread, this impending sense of fear and doom. With long term exposure you can practically feel claws clutching at your heart, like an animal's stalking you but it's already inside your chest ripping at your organs and..." Nadiri stops and takes a slow breath. "I've run into blood metal once before while investigating a particularly nasty cult. Seeing that crap twice in one lifetime is two times too many."

Diana takes back over. "In its current mounting the cognito hazard would give the wearer significant increases in strength, axiom potency and some other benefits, while also locking in fanatical devotion to the Hag. A bit more 'elegant' perhaps than Talz's brainwashing techniques that more or less erased the person in question, but the result is about the same. Total obedience. The Hag's enforcers will see her like a living goddess, and preach the same to the other pirates, adding far more natural zealotry and other factors into the cocktail that makes pirates in the Hag's fleet so seemingly single minded... and dangerous if overwhelming force can't be brought to bear.”

Jerry frowns. That is not what he wanted to hear.

"Where did we get the sample of blood metal? How common are the higher grade of implants? Do we have any idea?"

Diana pulls up another image of the interior of one of the boarding torpedoes, it was, to say the least, a bloody mess.

"We got lucky there actually. This boarding torpedo didn't get shot down, but was damaged enough that its retro rockets didn't fire and its inertial compensators were fried. Everyone inside was reduced to a pulp, including the elite trooper and a couple combat adepts. So while they're almost certainly more dangerous than many galactic combatants, they're far from immortal. They also appear to be very rare. Once we secured the sample we have, we scanned the wreckage of the shot down boarding torpedoes. There is trace evidence of blood metal within it but a very minute volume. So our estimate is that one percent or less of the Hag's forces have these little 'upgrades'. One in a thousand. Tops.”

"So not only is the Hag using cognito hazards, she's got access to or is producing a decent supply of meta material that is produced solely from the suffering of thinking beings? Charming. Really. I think that's shifting our priority list slightly. Or adding a new objective actually. Once we have a report generated on this, I want two copies sent out via courier. First to Admiral Cistern on Centris, and the second I want to be taken straight to the Golden Khan with the pledge that we’ll deliver this nightmare's head to her on a golden platter."

Diana nods sharply and looks over at Hawthorne. "Get it done Commander Hawthorne."

"Aye aye, ma'am. By your leave, sir."

"Carry on, Commander."

Hawthorne clicks his heels and marches out of the room, walking at a speed just slightly above his normal. Good intelligence agents never run, but they can walk very quickly.

Jerry focuses back on Diana again.

"So do we actually have any information about the Hag's fleet from this? Did we just take out a sizeable portion or what?"

"We're still processing interrogations and will be for days, but this was about half the Hag's directly owned assets besides the cruiser and her flagship. She has a bunch more allied captains on call, including two destroyers. Those girls sign on for terms. Less loot, but they're still independent. When she makes a girl a captain she generally gives them the choice between being one of her girls and being on a contract. She'll generally try to lure contract girls into the fleet proper with ample rewards and generally succeeds. Rewarding skippers and senior officers with men is very common... and of course that results in children. The Hag generally insists on keeping both the husbands and the children on her flagship for their safety."

"So she's a big fan of hostages then."

"Seems like it, though there is actual utility benefit to pirate skippers, likely helps them keep their edge by divorcing them from the child rearing process. Past that, there's some dissent in the fleet, earrings or no. Lots of the corvette captains feel the big girls steal all the glory and loot, which matches up with this attack being a splinter operation, not an official mission from the Hag. All the same, the Hag's probably going to back off from direct conflict now. She's far from dead, but we gave her a body blow, and she'll need to regenerate her forces and rethink her tactics if she wants to engage us directly."

"Good. Have we learned anything else about the composition of their troops?"

"Beyond having actual power armor and a good supply of actual combat mech suits? Not really. The Hag's pretty good about finding adepts it seems, but their quality tends to be lesser than a lot of our adepts. Though comparing anyone to Cascka or Melodi'Sek is a fool's errand to start with. Past that, the girls are aggressive, mostly disciplined and fairly well trained. By pirate standards this is clearly the cream of the crop for this region of space."

Jerry resists smacking his forehead against his desk as a slight pressure builds just above his brow.

"Well. They can't all be idiots. Sounds like the Hag really knows what she's doing. Did we get anything on her personally?"

Diana shakes her head.

"Nothing so far. Most of the girls we've interrogated so far haven't even seen the Hag. Just heard her voice. Nor have they seen her flag ship. It's rumored to be a full size battle wagon. Which seems reasonable considering she has a subordinate cruiser under her command. Only girls who have proved themselves get to visit the main ship. She's got a couple heavily fortified star bases complete with dock facilities for everyone else."

"Charming. Guess we'll have to get out there and start looking for opportunities to cut her infrastructure to ribbons once we finish our current political dance card."

Jerry checks his communicator and gets to his feet coming around his desk to offer Diana his arm.

"Speaking of which, it's time for the next meeting to discuss the situation with the Charocan, shall we ladies?"

Diana takes his arm with a reassuring squeeze. "I thought you'd never ask."
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"As you were!"

Jerry strides through the door before any of the actual officers present could call the room to order and quickly makes his way to the head of the conference table. 

This was the sensitive part of the meeting, so Jab and Gale Flynn were still out in the atrium, waiting, with two large chairs sitting empty for them. 

Also new to the table, Dar'Vok has joined the assembly, in a chair just to the right of Diana's usual seat which Jerry figured meant that Diana had invited the Apuk warrior.

"Alright people, I know we'd all rather be enjoying the various parties no doubt starting as people come off duty now that we've managed to butcher a chunk of the Hag's fleet, but we've still got work to do... and frankly that was a far closer call than I wanted it to be. So let's start with that. Have we confirmed how the Hag tracked us? Or did she just get lucky?"

Diana raises two fingers for attention.

"Well I think we all know that Jab was likely the source of the tracking. Whether she was aware of it or not. However she is certainly not a direct agent of the Hag's fleet, and doesn't appear to be aware of their plans. Seems the Black Khans haven't been entirely on the up and up with her either."

"Do we have the details of the transmissions she's been sending back?"

Diana nods. "Of course. That we didn't manage to find the tracking information is a bit concerning, but I'll have Baby Doll get to work on that. As far as her communications back to Coburnia's Rest, they were in the clear, no encryption and were more focused on us as a culture and polity than tactical information."

"Any idea how we're being tracked then Diana?"

"Hmmm. Well there's no way to be sure, but I suspect Jab had a beacon concealed in her stuff, probably concealed within the communications system she was using to make her reports. Something subtle that would hide within the Tear's other transmission traffic. It would be easy to build that in without Jab, or any other user knowing about. The other agents we neutralized had similar devices, but all both devices and the theoretical third, worked on different principles in terms of how they sent their information out. Clever actually. "

Diana taps into the holo terminal and displays mug shots of both infiltrators, and then images of the tracking devices. Just in terms of style they were very different pieces of equipment. One was some sort of Cannidor musical weapon, the other was a piece of technical equipment used by some skilled trades. Common enough items for someone on an interstellar trip.

"The other Black Khan infiltrators we took prisoner did not know about the location beacons. They were just to gather information about the Undaunted and us specifically and transmit it back to the Black Khan boss on Coburnia's Rest, they both thought the Black Khans would be making some sort of offer or attempt to extort us. The girls were very cooperative once we promised them witness protection and steady work. They're both being smuggled off the ship on the next transport to Centris. We'll be monitoring them of course, but they’re being paid quite well, plus actually having a crack at a husband instead of a whore should be more than enough to keep these two on side."

"Alright that seems fairly open and shut then. Jab's behavior certainly matches like she was under the same orders. Anything else?"

Diana raises an eyebrow, giving Jerry a coy smile.

"Sensors detected the discharge of a plasma pistol in Jab's quarters, shortly after we secured from battle stations. She called it into security as a negligent discharge, and said she had jitters from the fight while cleaning her weapon."

"Right." Jerry considers that for a second. An interesting response from their guest to be sure. "So it's been dealt with?"

"For now. I have a team tossing her room to confirm it now since I know she's going to be indisposed for some time. Personally, I think she's fine and we can proceed as planned. Little Jab's still going to need to pick a side... I suspect she's got some questions she wants to ask, likely on Narkaris, where there's sure to be a presence for the Black Khans, before she'll actually come to us."

"Fine. We'll proceed with the bait plan. Either we feed false information to the Black Khans and the Hag, or we confirm Jab isn't compromised and we can retain her aboard the ship."

"She's a clever girl. She might just manage to do both."

Jerry and Diana exchange a look before Jerry turns to Nadiri.

"Nadiri, we're going to give Jab an opportunity to leave the ship and move independently on Narkaris. When she goes planet side, I want you in her shadow. I think I know how this is going to play out, but if Jab surprises me the wrong way I want to make sure we know and can start mitigating."

That gets a chuckle from the shadow alien.

"Happy to help of course, but you seem pretty confident she's going to choose you- Err, the ship, over her crime family. Why?"

"Because I think Jab wants something more than just credits. Like a lot of young men in organized crime back home she wants respect, family, and if she gets proof she's not actually family, that the loyalty she thought the Black Khans were built on doesn't exist, that she got betrayed, she'll take the opportunity to get what she really wants out of life."

"Like you?"

"Heh. If she's got that big a reach and really makes a swing for it right off the bat, I underestimated her... I suspect she will take a crack at me though. One day. She's got more pressing things to work out though. Like who she is." Jerry raps the desk gently. "Any other thoughts on Miss Jab at this time?"

Diana raises two fingers again.

"Yes actually, a little more information, which reinforces my analysis. As we know, Jab distinguished herself in combat recently. I have some security camera footage I won't be sharing with you all at this time where she says something alarming... but uses it to get in close and eliminate a group of pirates. My analysts believe Jab was lying, and I concur based on further actions Jab took in the field. Which included more lying and bravado to set up a second ambush against an even larger force. Dar'Vok is here to further testify to Jab's behavior and combat performance. Dar'Vok."

Dar'Vok nods curtly, clearly doing her best to be professional, and portray not just a warrior, but the role of leader of warriors she'd gently started to be pushed into.

"Yes m'lady. Jab performed very well in combat during the defense of Admiral Bridger's office. She is... a talented combatant. For a rank amateur that is. She adapted well to new weapons and tactics, and I believe my team liked her quite a bit and would even like to work with her again. I have been informed that she asked Melodi'Sek, my adept, for some training as well. It strikes me that she is aware of her deficiencies in terms of higher level combat training and is seeking to correct that."

The grudging respect in Dar'Vok's voice said more than anything else.

"She showed no hesitation fighting and killing pirates, and had to be stopped from executing a pirate she'd disabled in the passageways leading to my lord's office. The testimony from Petty Officer Jacques and Petty Officer Talciea on that specific incident are in the report I prepared with Lady Vera. That came after she took out damn near fourteen pirates on her own, by a mix of subterfuge as Lady Diana noted, and natural combat prowess. She may be a member of an organized crime group, but I don't believe she's in league with the Hag directly based on my observations."

Jerry nods. "Thank you Dar'Vok. Pass my compliments to your troops... and tell them that they've earned their cloaks. Work with Nikita to prepare an appropriate ceremony. As to Jab, I think that's enough amateur psychology for now. As I said, we'll proceed with the plan. Diana, if your team finds another location beacon in her quarters... bring her in. Full interrogation. Otherwise... we'll let this play out."

Diana grins. "I do like a good game. If my people see anything suspicious, we'll make sure to reel her in."

"Good. Now that that's settled, let's get Jab and Captain Flynn in here please, no sense leaving our heroines of the hour out in the atrium cooling their heels, drinking tea and making Petty Officer Chalis nervous."

"Allow me~!"

Nadiri vanishes from her seat, and a whisper in the air suggests she's already out of the room. Jerry was pretty sure he was getting a handle on the concept of her shadow walking trick, but it was still damn impressive to watch.

In a few moments the doors open, and Nadiri leads Jab and Gale Flynn in, the two Cannidor absolutely dwarfing the Shallax woman in an almost comical way as Nadiri vanishes and reappears back in her seat while Jab and Gale get comfortable.

"Well then ladies. I suppose first and foremost thanks are in order for both of you, and for your crew Captain Flynn. Both of you made rather timely intercessions on our behalf, in the defense of this ship and in direct defense of my person respectively, and for that you have my thanks. In particular we'd probably all be dead or in chains without you Captain Flynn."

Gale Flynn tips her leather tricorn-esque hat back a bit, making eye contact with Jerry before looking away. If she'd been human Jerry would have figured she'd be blushing red hot.

"Wasn't nothin. Just doing my job."

"And in Human culture people who do their jobs well are lauded and rewarded for it. Nadiri, the envelope please."

Nadiri was clearly enjoying being Jerry's on-call girl for theatrics and shenanigans, and vanishes from her seat, reappearing and presenting an envelope to Gale with a flourish and a bow before flashing back to her seat faster than the eye can see.

"...A goddamn Shallaxian. What kinda crew is this?" Gale mutters as she opens the envelope.

"An interesting one of course. Being boring is a sin in the native Shallax religion."

Nadiri answers the rhetorical question with an impish tone that simply gets a grunt out of Gale who reads the contents... and then her eyes go wide as she gets to the end.

"You sure someone didn't put a typo in this letter? That's a buncha zeroes. Twice."

Jerry nods. "I wrote it myself and had it checked by three people, a payment for your timely intervention and an offer to join us short term... and if you wanted to stick around..."

"I'd have to clear it with the Admiral, but yeah, you fuckers pay like this, I'm your girl. My girls need to eat damn it, and busting up small time pirates ain't paying what it used to. The Gutshredder's an expensive boat to keep in the sky."

Diana leans in a bit. "What kind of ship is your Gutshredder by the by? She seemed to have some impressive capabilities and we haven't seen the configuration before."

"Ah easy, she's a specialized frigate, with some special systems the sisters of the void developed. She was built to eat corvettes for lunch. We were a pirate guild once upon a time, but like many pirates before us, and many since, we threw our lot in with the ruling government in exchange for a pardon and wealth. Or rather our predecessors did. We're a bit of an odd duck for a navy. We're independent commands for the most part, able to go and work as we see fit, coordinating only when dealing with large threats. Our ships are a mix of customized 'off the shelf' models and custom pieces like the Gutshredder and her sisters."

Gale connects to the conference room's holo projector and throws up an image of the  Gutshredder, an angular, aggressive looking, arrow-like warship that absolutely bristled with guns, including special pods mounted near the leading edge of the wings, peeking past the 'edge' of the wing to ensure maximum coverage for the laser emitters, at least one hundred and eighty degrees in the forward aspect, where the majority of the ship's guns were concentrated. Not that that meant a would-be attacker was safe coming in from the flanks. There were plenty of guns along the rest of the ship to keep anyone coming in from the sides or aft honest.

"Design philosophy is simple. Our ships need to be able to fight multiple ships our size or smaller solo. So larger generators, massive capacitor banks, shields that at their highest setting put your fur on edge if you're within 50 meters of the emitters. They're two thirds a ship more than a Jules class or Marita class corvette interceptor but only require about the same amount of crew."

Gale changes the view over to some combat footage of two of the frigates working in tandem, the wing pair absolutely shredding through pirate lighters and similar 'small' craft like the vessels were just in their way.

"We trade a little speed for all that, but we can fight bigger than us to a stand still. I received the  Gutshredder from my captain after she retired. Some start in a Jules or similar, pay off the upgrades and then buy one of these, but the dream and the road to being more than just a cap'n is seizing a warship from the pirates. Doesn't happen often, but our fleet admiral commands from the battlecruiser Sovereign of the Stars. They don't send the big girl out much anymore, but I've had the pleasure to take a nest out with her before, and lemme tell ya, it's one hell of a light show."

Jerry nods, taking all that in. "Well Gale, our enemy, The Hag, has at least one cruiser in her employ. You've got dibs if we manage to take her as a prize... and let me be clear. I want that ship as a prize."

"...No fooling?" Gale blinks, clearly surprised. "Didn't know the Hag had toys like that. She runs an interesting operation. So you'd give me a clean run at seizing the cruiser?"

"We'll even help... but you have to stay with us and work with our battle group of the Undaunted in general for a time. During which you'll be paid handsomely for your services of course."

"...Shit. Didn't I already say I've got a husband? You can't just say things like that to a married woman." Gale slaps her thigh, laughing hard now. "Alright little man. You got a deal. You help me take that cruiser off the Hag and me and my girls will have your back and the Undaunted's back for as long as you need us. Keep up the pay and keep us pointed at the bad girls and I just bet we'll stay longer."

Gale wipes a tear from her eye, her mirth spreading to the people around her.

"Ah this is gonna be a fun call to the Admiral. She wanted me to make initial contact, get a feel for you Undaunted before she meets you on Canis Prime. She's not a Grand Matriarch, and the sisterhood doesn't get much respect around here, but the Golden Khan does listen to her on space security matters."

"More than valuable enough to me. Please pass my compliments to the Admiral. I'll look forward to meeting her in the near future. Always nice to get a chance to socialize with someone else who's gotten stars stapled to their shoulders."

Jerry shifts in his chair a bit as the laughter dies down, focusing his attention on Jab, who suddenly looks nervous as soon as she realizes that Jerry's eyes are on her.

"Which brings us to you Jab. Not quite operating on the same scale as Captain Flynn and her crew, but no less brave for all that, especially as you lack the shields and firepower of a warship like the Gutshredder when it comes to getting stuck in and gutting a few pirates."

Jab damn near does manage to blush, anatomy and her black and white fur be damned, scratching her neck while completely unable to meet Jerry's eyes.

"Well y'know. Just did what anyone would do."

"No you didn't, and regardless of your personal motivations to leave the safety of your cabin and fight..."

Jerry let it hang in the air for a second. It was up to Jab whether this incident would be in the name of her cover, enlightened self interest, wanting to do good or trying to get in Jerry's pants.

"...I appreciate it. Dar'Vok spoke well of you, as did her trainees. Since you do work here but not in a combat capacity, I've authorized you to get a share of any bounty on the pirates you dealt with, to be split with Vera, Dar'Vok, her team and the two masters at arms, and some hazard pay on top of that. If you want to get in gun fights on the Undaunted's behalf regularly, be sure to let me know and I'll change your contract, cheaper that way."

Another good round of laughs, which Jab hesitantly joins in, as if she's not sure if she's allowed to laugh.

"No promises either way. Trouble does seem to follow you Undaunted around a lot."

Jab does her best to play the comment off nonchalantly but it's very clear she's basking in attention of any kind like a lizard in a particularly good sun beam. Just how starved for any form of positive anything was the poor girl?

Jerry clears his throat, bringing everyone's attention back to him.

"So I've already gone over the butcher's bill from the attack. Once again, we got very lucky. Around a hundred and fifty injuries across the battalion, two suits of power armor damaged, twenty mech suits out of action and it's only thanks to the emergency stasis fields that a couple of those injuries weren't fatalities. Of the severely injured most are fine for healing comas, but a few are opting for cyberization and cloned material, wanting to stay 'older' in case they catch a more severe injury down the line."

The display switches to a patch for the Tear's ACE, then displays two images of a destroyed and damaged Huscarl respectively, then switches to a damaged Starblade.

"On the ACE side, Lieutenant Junior Grade Dara Kandji and Flight Officer Miki Nekar, flying as Storm Three, had to punch out or eat a capital scale gout of plasma fire. Thankfully Miki noticed and was able to eject while Dara was focused on struggling with a critical engine fire. Both of them have mild injuries. Their ride is rubble. Not even worth salvaging by all accounts. Geirr Nine, Lieutenant Dennis "Stomper' Ankrum and Flight Officer Dorset Conair also had to eject, a rare miss for Lieutenant Ankrum, he's one of our best. Thankfully he and Flight Officer Conair are full up, and their Huscarl will be in service by the time we reach orbit around Narkaris, our next destination."

Jerry flips through a page of notes.

"Thanks to a little begging and backroom dealing on my part, we actually have a spare Huscarl we can break out of stores that was delivered with the rest of the Valkyries when they came aboard a few months ago. So material losses aren't great, but are recoverable to the fighters. Similarly, Flight Officer Varya'Nelkn had to eject from her Starblade.Then Flight Officer Nelkn did one of the dumbest, most heroic things I've ever heard of.”

The holo display changes to show a small figure boarding a boarding torpedo in flight the hard way, little electronic chunks flying off it as she tears her way inside. 

“She tore into a boarding torpedo, killed the pirates inside including a combat adept, then rode the torpedo into the ship. She then assisted the defense of module one, and further distinguished herself. I'm promoting her, per her squadron commander's recommendation, but will be telling her in no uncertain terms that if she makes a habit of doing suicidal shit in combat she'll be back to flight officer with her ass in a sling before she can blink."

A wire frame of the Crimson Tear flashes out, with parts of module one outlined in red, and incidental marks of red across the rest of the ship.

"To the ship itself... The design of the ship, our heavy shields and armor, the heroic efforts of Audacious, the fighter pilots, our own gunners and of course the timely intervention of Captain Flynn minimized our damage beyond some serious surface damage to module one from the boarding torpedoes. A couple compartments near the outer surface of the hull depressurized but damage control systems performed as they should and locked them down, both slowing enemy internal movement and protecting other parts of the ship. Most major damage is to one of the forward electrical buses and to one of the forward cloning farms. That's a couple million credits at risk, but Syl's people are working on it."

Jerry looks up from his notes, making an intense eye contact with every person at the table.

"Make no mistake. We got damn lucky. If Commander Le Fae and Flight Officer Le Fae hadn't managed to take out that first corvette before the enemy even managed to spring their trap, we'd have been in deep trouble, and we were in deep enough trouble as is. Resource wise we are now out of the large anti-ship torpedoes that let us open the engagement with another enemy corvette splashed. We'll be trying to assemble more, but it could take quite some time. Several months in fact. So ears to the ground and heads on a swivel.” 

The holo display switches again, now showing a planet with its orbital facilities. 

“We'll be getting repairs in orbit around Narkaris, but considering the state of Cannidor space power and the lack of a Sisters of the Void base in Charocan territory, as I'd expect from one of the conservative Cannidor factions, we'll be maintaining a regular CAP, including patrols from the Audacious and now the Gutshredder. The only surprises I want are the ones we're preparing for the Charocan. Clear?"

There's a chorus of agreements from around the table and Jerry flips to the next page of his notes on his tablet.

"Right, moving on straight to that then. Initial warrior trials to earn a spot in the Cannidor warrior caste are fairly variable time wise. The Charocan are infamous for saying their trials take 'as long as they need to', so I'm anticipating being indisposed for at least a month. They're going to push me as hard as they can and I fully intend to make the fuckers eat every word."

Diana raises two fingers. "While I'm sure you'll be able to do just that, with the Hag willing to make strikes in Cannidor space, what about your security? No offense to Makula and Enrika, or indeed to the Charocan, but you and the two girls plus whatever recruits and drill instructors the Charocan have around does not fill me with confidence."

"Well I'll be keeping a hold out in my axiom holster so I will at least have a live weapon on me, as will Makula. Enrika is getting the holster tattoo too, so we'll all have our pistols, but I'm mostly relying on orbital interdiction preventing bad girls from getting to the ground."

Diana shakes her head dismissively. "Uh uh, we can do better than that, and Syl would have my head if I let you off the ship with that little security will you're being hunted by the Hag personally."

"Always did want a nemesis." Jerry says, grinning wickedly.

The red haired intelligence officer lets out a theatrical sigh. "You don't have to sound that pleased with yourself about it. Anyway, I'm thinking we put a stealth ship with a cloaking field over the training ground from the Nightstalkers. VSC-23 has the pilots who can handle the job flying wise, and Dar'Vok and her girls can do the job fighting wise. Maybe beef that up with some power armor, or get JSOC involved, but I'm happy to leave that decision to Nikita, Vera and the other women who generally run your personal security."

Jerry takes a second and types up an email with his implant, giving Nikita and Vera the task specifically before looking up.

"Done. Alright. Moving on, we need to discuss the general situation with the Charocan. I'm not expecting as nearly a warm welcome as the Hammerhands rolled out for us, that means a traditional Cannidor 'welcome'. Jaruna?"

"Some of us have been through this shit before back with the Crimsonhewers on Awauynis. If we were merchants or whatever we'd just make port like normal, but we're specifically arriving as a fellow warrior house, so that means there's a dog and pony show. The commanders, being Jerry and the Charocan Khan, will negotiate some initial terms in terms of coming into the 'camp'. There will be some token payment... we got a plan for that?"

Jerry nods. "Yep. Got a whole black angus cow butchered and aged to perfection in stasis for the Khan's table."

"...Yeah, that'll do it. Hell, keep the gifts like that up and the Khan might start throwing her daughters at you trying to get a son in law hah! Food's perfect actually. That's very traditional, and exotic, very tasty food is all the better. Highlights us as a trade partner too, which is also good. Credits talk, even among the warrior clans. So that'll sort out what the rest of us can and can't do while Jerry's out dealing with the Charocan trials. She'll issue that challenge after the initial dance when she finally gets to asking why you're here. She may preempt bringing it up and cut to the point. I'm sure Khan Charocan's heard about us by now."

Jab sits up a bit. "Yep, sounds about right from what I know about her. She's not got much in the way of vices and is a general hard ass... at all levels of society actually. She's distant to the non-warriors in her lands, but more out of disinterest than contempt or anything else. If you're not one of her warriors or contributing directly to her armies, she's not got much time for you. Farmers are the exception. She's got a lot of respect for the folk who feed her troops."

"So she's not a complete idiot at least." Jerry muses, considering that. "Anything people on shore leave need to watch out for while we're on world Jab?"

"Beyond amorous single Cannidor?" Jab shrugs. "Gotta call some girls, see if there's any no go zones in the Charocan's capital city. A capital city's generally pretty secure, but there's always cracks to slip through, and where there's poverty other things will grow. I'm sure there's a few bars we shouldn't let the troops and sailors go near for example."

"Right, good. What about interfacing with these farmers, any ideas?"

Jab shrugs again. "Maybe? Depends on how you want to interface with them. If you just want to send folk out to talk to em they'll jaw with you friendly enough, they don't get a lot of visitors in many cases, so if you show up, and make a camp gift, nothing as extravagant as a whole cow, whatever that is, but enough meat for a family for a meal or whatever, or some exotic spices or something, they'll welcome you easy enough. Very low pressure out on the farms. They don't care for much... but they'll damn well string troublemakers up if they need to."

The words play through Jerry's mind as he listens to Jab's counsel. It was actually pretty good advice and information... and a good opportunity to give Jab a little rope.

"Right... So contact teams to head out there and meet 'normal' Cannidor is a good idea. Jab I want you to go make a survey of the impoverished areas of the capital city when we arrive. Tag in a friend from intelligence if you want back up. I'm sure Commander Bridger has someone she can pair you up with. Find out where things are at their worst, and just how bad that worst is. I want to understand how far Cannidor law and order extends, and what happens at its edges when they fray. Especially in a more autocratic traditional Cannidor social structure."

Diana nods, setting her vibrant red hair swaying; "My thoughts exactly. We got some decent data from the Hammerhands, but now we need more samples to really get a deep understanding of the Cannidor as a people and a society. The Hammerhands are more liberal, the Charocan more conservative, and then our next stop, which is dealing with Cannis Solutions on the world of Primus where they keep their corporate HQ, is an example of corporate domination of a world Cannidor style. I'll make sure you're fit for some new gear, Jab, and if you want back up we'll find someone."

Jab blinks, seemingly only starting to have it click that she's being trusted with something important... and clearly liking it, a big smile growing on her face.

"Nah, I'll be okay solo. I know how to move around on the streets, and running around with someone who isn't a Cannidor will just make me stand out. As is, I'll vanish in the crowd. Go down with the first liberty boat or trade shuttle and then I'll be off."

"Good, come by Intelligence with me after this and I'll get you an emergency beacon and some other field gear. On the house of course. Some of it's only borrowing, but ask nicely and I'll let you keep the weapon."

"You're gonna give me a gun?"

Jab's practically wagging now, clearly excited by the promise of new hardware, making everyone around her grin at the pure hearted enthusiasm the young woman was displaying.

"Sure, if you want one. If you want something kinetic though, you'd need to submit to an axiom brand."

That got Jab's attention.

"...Wait you Undaunted get axiom brands for your intelligence folks?"

Jerry shakes his head. "Actually a lot of Undaunted across the force have them. I have an even dozen beyond the holster mentioned earlier."

Jab's eyes widen, and her mouth drops just a bit. "...Don't those hurt? Like. A lot?"

"Yep."

Those blue husky eyes blink twice then settle into an icy determination.

"I can do anything anyone else can. What type of brand do you have in mind?"

Diana grins. "Just an axiom holster for now. Gives you a way to carry a concealed pistol with even less effort, while being harder to find than a normal axiom pocket. Stick around and we'll see about giving you some more brands."

"Sign me up! You guys need me for something, I'm your girl."

Jaruna leans over and slaps the other woman hard on the back. "Good, we're counting on you kid. You're the best placed to handle this job and it's an important one..."

The 'Don't fuck it up' hangs in the air for a minute before the meeting pressings on, and Jerry watches Jab as he discusses the next order of business for their meeting with the Charocan. The bait was laid. The trap was set... now he'd just need to wait and see if Jab would disappoint him or not.
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Avia

Avia was nervous again. She was sitting alone in a quiet corner of the ship that she liked to retreat to when her officer's quarters were a bit too noisy. She shared a large common room with five other junior officers, two married, four single, counting Avia.

It was fun. Between the girls and the Sarkins she certainly had no shortage of friends, and that wasn't even factoring in her friends from the squadron, but even then, sometimes she just needed a break. For all her processing power, for her ability to alter her perception of time itself. Every now and then she just needed to take a breath.

Which was weird considering she didn't need to breathe.

It was part of her Humanity though, and she didn't deny that urge or instinct. She was a synth, but just as much as she was a machine, she was Human... where it mattered most. The soul, if one listened to the doctrine of the Synth Ascendancy.

Usually she wasn't nervous when she was here. Or anxious. Or worried. Nothing. This little bolt hole with a view of space, a rarely used room with a screen that mimicked a porthole, looking out at near space with a little help from stellar cartography to make things a bit more interesting, was peaceful.

Or had been.

Marian had pinged her location beacon.

She was coming to talk to her.

That made Avia, very, very anxious.

Because now there was no putting off the conversation they'd started back on the good shuttle Percheron. They had to work things out between them, and even as much as Avia craved that more than anything, she feared it too, like an ancient Human trying to tame fire.

She'd been burned before after all.

By misunderstanding as much as anything perhaps, but burned she had been, and knowing it had been an accident and didn't represent Marian's true feelings didn't make that particular wound hurt less.

It had struck deep, right where Avia was most vulnerable. All her greatest fears in a single sentence and a slightly harsh tone. It'd take some time to come back from that.

That's okay though. They'd have time though. She didn't think Marian was going to reject her... and they still needed to...

The door opens, and Marian herself enters.

It was as strange looking at her as looking at Avia must be for Marian. They looked so much alike that they really could be sisters, but there was no doubting they were blood related. Avia's lack of real flesh on her cybernetic body didn't change that in the slightest.

"Hey."

Marian's tone immediately registers as nervous to some of Avia's analytic systems. Maybe Marian was as nervous about this as she was?"

"Hey."

"Nice little hideaway you've got here. I need to find something like this. I do the same thing you know. When it gets to be too much. I find somewhere quiet to be."

Avia tilts her head, that was surprising.

"You get worn down from being social too? But you're so outgoing!"

"You're pretty outgoing too, but here you are. Just because you're social and like socializing doesn't mean you don't need time to yourself and to recharge... and looks like you're just like me in how you need to recharge."

Marian sighs and picks a chunk of floor and sits down, drawing her legs close. Avia suppresses a smile, that's how she sat unconsciously too. Another similarity. They had so much in common, but it felt like they were worlds apart, and Avia just didn't have the experience to bridge that gap with more than honest pleas and an extended hand.

"So... We need to talk. Obviously. Preferably without a major pirate incursion interrupting us this time."

Avia takes a slow breath. She just had to be brave. Everything would be okay. Right?

Why was talking about your feelings with someone important to you more difficult than going into combat?

"Okay. Let's talk."

Marian nods, a grimace crossing her face for a split second.

"I suppose more accurately, I need to talk. I... I have a lot of complex emotions about this whole thing. I'm still trying to figure some of them out. It's. It's funny. When I first got the news I didn't even stop to think. I just knew I needed to get out here. I stormed into Cistern's office and demanded orders to the Tear or I'd resign, and if he wouldn't take my resignation I'd go AWOL. He had my orders already. I'd been up for squadron command, you being out here just meant me getting the Shield Maidens instead of some other squadron. Easy."

Avia looks up from where she'd been carefully inspecting the deckplates.

"I didn't know you'd threatened to resign."

Marian shrugs.

"It was important. I had to get out here. So I just. Did what I had to do. I had the squadron loaded up on our transport and we were angling for our lightspeed jump from Zalwore before I actually managed to stop and think about what all this meant. How I felt about it."

The redheaded woman tosses a few errant strands of hair over her shoulder.

"It was like taking a cold shower, let me tell you. I realized I had no idea what to actually do. About anything! Just as easy as one of my buddies finding out he fathered a bastard in Japan he hadn't known about."

"...What did your squadronmate do about that?"

"Well. He took a month of leave, flew out there, met his son and dated the mother a bit. Decided to get married and brought 'em back to the states. Pretty sure he lives out there with them now, and has another couple kids by her. They made it work, but I was there for a couple hellacious fights. Thankfully without the kid around. They did fall in love eventually though, and I think that helped a lot, but it wasn't a situation they really chose."

"Just like you didn't choose this."

"Yeah, though this is... weirder. Like it's not like I went out, got laid and woke up hungover and knocked up or something. So there's a violation there, not that that's your fault in any way of course. Then there's... well." Marian blushes. "I. When I got the initial news, I'd been told... well. I understood it as you being a little girl still. A toddler, no more. I'd been looking up basic parenting stuff in an all-fired panic, then realized that shit wouldn't work for a synth baby and how the hell does any of it..."

Marian trails off as her tone gets a bit more frantic, clearly remembering what obviously had been a very emotional time for the other woman.

"Then I hear you're a woman. A grown woman. A woman who's already an ace. Then. I. It. Got more confusing. What can I teach a woman who's already splashed five enemy fighters and is clearly grown? What. Can I offer? What's my relation to that entity? Maybe it would have been easier if I could have had a hand in your raising, though I know now from talking to Chaplain Danzia it doesn't really work like that for synths."

Marian shakes her head, still looking at the deck plates.

"God what I wouldn't give for a cigarette, but my mother'd teleport across the damn galaxy to slap it outta my mouth. Anyway, that put me in a bit of a tail spin. I just didn't. Know what to do. I hoped it'd get clear once we met, but it didn’t. For the life of me I couldn't find the path forward. So I defaulted to treating you like a mix of a kid sister and a new girl at the squadron."

"I didn't mind that for the record."

"I know, but it's not what you wanted either." Marian finally raises her head, looking into Avia's optical sensors directly. "I didn't have the courage to do what really needed to be done. Or maybe I was just being a dumb, scared little girl when you needed me to be more... and what you really needed was for me to be woman enough to actually ask you what you want. What you need. From me in particular, but in general. Because this isn't just about me... and I was selfish, mostly focusing on myself, and how I felt, and in that, I failed you."

"It's... okay. I think I was in my own head too much too. It's not like I advocated for myself. Or brought the conversation up. Or. Even wondered or considered how you must feel. Not till recently. I was really... scared. I still am. Of being rejected. Family matters so much to me, because of your imprint I'm sure, so the thought that you might not want me. Might reject me. Hurt. A lot. So when you said that..."

"You took it as a rejection. Right." Marian sighs. "Well, let's take this from the top. The right way. Open, honest and direct with each other."

Avia takes a little sigh, the useless motion still comforting for whatever reason as a result of deeply buried human instincts in her program. What did she want? She knew. She'd always known. She just had to be brave enough to... say it.

"...I want you to be my mother. In terms of defining our relationship. I know you think I'm grown, and in many ways I am. I am more educated in raw terms than many humans can dream of being. I have lots of book knowledge... but I haven't lived. There's still lots I can learn from you. I crave that even. So that would make me... really happy. I don't know why it's what I default to, but I do... and I'm sorry."

"You don't have anything to apologize for if those are your honest feelings Avia... 'sides I kinda figured that's where your head was at." Marian lets her eyes shut, clearly thinking deeply before they open again. "If you think I can help you like that. Be that for you... then I want that to."

"...Can I hug you?"

Marian chuckles and smiles, holding her arms wide. "Sure, I'll even hug you back."

Avia practically throws herself across the room and wraps herself around Marian, holding her mother tight.

Marian gently pats the top of Avia's head, the sensation adding to the warming sensation Avia was savoring as she held her mother close. She'd denied it. Tried to follow the church's teachings, to be all manner of things to each other in terms of progenitor, but this, this is what she'd always dreamed of in her heart of hearts.

"I'm so glad I found you."

"Pretty sure that's my line."

The two women break apart, and Avia settles back down, sitting a lot closer to Marian now, as the other woman looks her daughter up and down.

"Though I gotta say kid. I don't know if you technically have a father, but you must have because your eyes and face are all me, but those curves ain't from my DNA."

"You'd look just like me if you fully opened yourself to axiom."

Marian pauses for a second and considers that.

"...Nah. I'll stay svelte I think. Never thought I'd consider a D cup 'humble', but I'm good with the assets I've got. Speaking of though... Are we close enough for you to tell me about your boyfriend now?"

Panic rushes through Avia's circuits for a moment as she tries to figure out what in the galaxy Marian meant!

"Buh- I don't. I don't have a boyfriend, Mom!"

Marian gives her an incredulous look. "I talked to Chaplain Danzia about the neurolink process along with all the other synth stuff. Intimate is what she called it. The Church describes it as souls meeting and intertwining. You do that with Captain Sarkin and his wife constantly and you can honestly tell me you're not involved with them?"

Avia just sits there, red internal lighting simulating the blush her body would have generated if she'd been born a normal human girl instead of a synth.

"I. I. Uh. Oh goddess of light..."

"Not there yet huh? Well I know some tricks that'll knock his socks off if that's what you're after."

"Well what would you know about it anyway? When's the last time you had a crush on a guy, Mom?"

Avia grins as Marian reels back a bit, blushing a touch. Hah! Got her!

"Well. I uh. There's this guy I met the other day he uh. Really. Handsome."

"Hmmph. Well who is he then? I need to know who my potential Step Dad is right?"

Marian buries her face in her hands. "Uh. He. Well. He's definitely a really good Dad." Then she mumbles something Avia can just barely pick up without refining the audio a few times with her sensors.

"...Did you really just say DILF energy? Please. Please tell me you did not just say DILF energy."

"Okay. I didn't say that."

The two women's eyes meet and they both break down laughing, as Marian pushes herself to her feet and extends her hand to Avia. A courtesy, but useless in this case considering Avia's frame was significantly heavier than Marian by an order of magnitude.

"Yeah. I don't care how you were born. You're my kid for sure. No doubt about that. I'm still not great with my own romances and I was a real mess at your age... isn't the right word. Stage in development? Anyway, I was an awkward dork until my mid twenties. That's enough jabbering in a closet though. Come on, let's go have dinner and talk. We've talked a lot... but I've got a lot to tell you. About me. About your family. Oh. Hell spawn." Marian stops and smacks her forehead with her palm. "Fuck. We gotta send a video home sometime soon. My mother's gonna kill me if I don't tell her she's a grandmother. Though admittedly, she will not be expecting a grown ass woman for a granddaughter already, but hey, life's full of surprises."

Avia takes Marian's hand, but doesn't put any pressure on it as she rises to her feet.

"So where should we go for dinner?"

"Pizza sound good?"

"Yeah!"
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Sylindra

"Goddess, just when you think a pirate attack would be the worst part of my week!"

Getting attacked by pirates was stressful. Finding out the pirates were specifically after Jerry was a new level of stress entirely. The aftermath was... less stressful in the life threatening sense, but more stressful in terms of cleaning up the goddess forsaken mess the pirates had made of her ship!

And it was hers. Her name was on the charter and everything. Jerry and Sharon were masters of the vessel, but as the head of the Bridger clan, Syl was the owner. She was a woman who had dealt with what she thought was cut throat business practices on one of the most competitive planets in the galaxy for damn near a century before Jerry had convinced her to up stakes, but dealing with regular violence? That simply wasn't something Syl had ever faced before.

Until she met Jerry.

Now it seems she'd been exposed to every scale of violence imaginable, from low level street thugs attempting an armed robbery, to a gang hit after the robbery went very wrong for the robbers, to orbital strikes and large scale naval engagements.

The odd part was... she was getting used to it now. Perhaps she was exposing herself to risk too often, but now she felt she had the measure of such things. She could see and understand herself after all, inspect her own actions. She carries herself differently when things go wrong, imitating her husband to a degree perhaps, being the same rock to the civilian staff as Jerry was for the military part of the ship. An immovable object, a point of certainty in the storm. She’d always been strong for herself, now she could be strong for everyone.

It was a slow change, something Syl knew was only truly beginning to blossom, but then, she had an excellent instructor in this part of leadership. Just thinking about such things conjures images of a hundred meals with the man of her dreams, learning from each other as they discuss work in between bites of food, sips of wine and an inexhaustible stream of kisses.

She wasn’t about to put on a uniform and stump for command of a ship or anything silly like that, far from it… but she knew the score, and she could be there for everyone, undaunted, just like Jerry was there for her.

Her hand drifts down to the sash and belt combo she was wearing with today’s silk dress, where her field pistol waits in its holster for when she needs it. She was a damn fine shot now. Hopefully she'd never need it again, but she was ready in the personal sense... and it would take better pirates than this Hag to get through the Crimson Tear and its defenses!

Syl smiles to herself as the door to her office slides open, and she looks up, expecting to see Nezbet returning from an errand, but finding Jerry instead!

He's across the room in a blink pulling her out of her chair and up into his arms. There were few things Syl enjoyed more that didn't involve her children or some private time with Jerry than being princess carried and her stress slips away as her arms slide around her husband's neck and shoulders. Syl leans up and delicately plants a kiss on her husband's lips. So very kissable. Just the right shape and plumpness to really make the mechanical part of kissing take Syl's breath away.

"Admiral, to what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?"

"My spies inform me that you've been working non stop without even a break for coffee for three and a half hours. I'm here to force you to at least take a break if not stop for the day."

Syl snorts. "Spies. Nezbet you mean?"

Jerry leans down and kisses the tip of Syl's nose, grinning like a maniac all the way.

"I can neither confirm nor deny that, I have to protect the identity of my intelligence assets."

"Uh huh. Anyway, it's neither here nor there. I can't take a break. I've got far too much to do!"

Syl's ears waggle, trying to communicate her firm stance on the subject, even a few feet off the ground in her husband's embrace, which was, admittedly, not the most intimidating or firm position to make such declarations from.

"Galactic citizens are used to four hour work days. Six at a stretch. You've generally always done five to six hours personally and you're heading towards eight or more now. You need to stop for the day for your health's sake."

Syl crosses her arm, arching a brow as she looks up at Jerry.

"Is that an order, Admiral?"

"No. Just a husband's concern for his wife."

The warmth in Jerry's eyes softens her almost instantly... and suddenly she feels the weight of exhaustion that she'd been studiously ignoring hit her like an air car, making her slump a bit in Jerry's arms.

"...I just. I need to keep going."

"No you don't. Everything's under control. You've done amazing work, and we managed to save the stock in the forward cloning tanks in addition to getting all those compartments air tight again. Sharon wants to put you up for a medal for all the work you've done. We're safe. We've got a bunch of pirates to turn over to the Charocan for a truly epic bounty, even with shares going to the crew of the Audacious and the Sisters of the Void. Everything is fine."

Syl's ears flicker, then fold in submission. She knew when she was beaten. It didn't happen often, but it did happen.

"...Fine. You're right. I should rest. Eat something at the very least."

"Both. You'll do both. Besides, you know the litter wants to see their Mama more after all the fuss."

"Mhmm. Yes. That."

A vision of herself wrapped up with her little ones in her warm, comfortable bed crosses Syl's mind, making her body ache slightly for rest.

"That does sound appealing. I take it that you have an idea for the meal?"

"I do, actually."

"Are you going to tell me?"

Jerry grins down at her, that damned little half smile of his that always makes her heart flutter.

"Nope."

"Are you going to let me down?"

"Nope. Need anything from your office?"

"Just my communicator."

Jerry grabs the device off her desk with a little axiom powered telekinesis and in a blink they're out the door, and out of her office, as her love carries her off to parts unknown.

Well. Parts known, but the trip down to the Promenade was still something of a surprise, as was Jerry whisking her through the doors of the terrarium instead of heading towards one of the Promenade’s restaurants.

It was an instant change in Syl as she takes in the peace of the little park hidden away on a starship. The smell of living plants, the sensation of the artificial sun's warmth on her body, it all puts Syl at ease as the gentle breeze ruffles the fur of her tail. Artificial it might be, but it was more than real enough for Sylindra Bridger right now!

"Mhmm. This is a good start."

"Wait till you see who we have for company."

Deeper into the terrarium they go, and Syl just lets herself relax, snuggling against Jerry’s chest while watching as a squirrel races through the nearby treetops with a nut lodged in its cheek.

While the terrarium itself wasn't extremely large by the standards of say a planetary version of such a place, there was plenty of green grass and lots of trees that had been planted in clever ways to build out little 'alcoves' so families or groups could have a degree of privacy while they enjoyed the park if they so pleased. Jerry heads straight for one of the alcoves, and Syl smiles as she sees Cascka and the motley mix of young ladies informally referred to as 'the coven'.

The girls were former slave adepts of the pirates the Tear had defeated at the Alaqin mining colony, and were looking far more robust and healthy than when Syl had first seen them. Only Alyria, a red haired Tret woman known for both her beauty and her talent with Axiom, was wearing a full Undaunted uniform so far... and there was a flash of silver on her left hand that certainly looks like a wedding or engagement ring to Syl! Clearly she’d made a complete recovery after her ordeal!

Also helping out, acting like a big sister as she organizes the younger girls with Alyria while Cascka supervises from nearby, was the Apuk woman Melodi'Sek.

Looking at her now, she honestly looked a bit like Cascka to Syl's eyes, both women sharing fiery manes of red hair and pale skin. They even had similar shades of scales on their respective tails. An amusing coincidence most likely. The greenish hue of their scales was common in both the snake-like Nagasha and among the Apuk after all.

There's a little growl in Syl's stomach as she sees all the food the girls are laying out. It might technically be a picnic but it looked more like a feast to Syl's eyes!

"We were invited to the girl's little graduation party as the heads of the family that's been sheltering them." Jerry says quietly, finally letting Syl down with tender, loving care.

"So I see. What are they graduating from?"

"Well most of them are done with major therapy. The older girls are all taking their oaths tomorrow, and the younger girls will continue as Cascka's apprentices and aides. Cascka was going to delay, but I convinced them to press on. The girls already helped out with damage control and other adept work, so they've earned a break themselves."

"I see! Well that is a special occasion. Why didn’t you tell me before?"

“I confess. I actually forgot. Thankfully I can pull rank to get you out of most things.”

Syl huffs at Jerry’s little half smile, that lopsided grin of his that seemed to be an artifact of a long ago childhood, a boyish charm that somehow makes the love of her life all the more wonderful.

There’s a flash of red moving in the corner of her eye as Melodi’Sek looks over and stiffens up immediately on seeing Jerry and Syl.

"Ladies! Prince Jeremiah and Lady Sylindra have arrived."

The coven immediately stop what they're doing and turn, curtsying in unison in a move that must have been rehearsed a few dozen times, likely till Melodi'Sek was satisfied with their display of good manners.

Just sweeping her eyes across them she feels a happiness in her heart. These weren’t exactly her daughters, adopted or otherwise, but seeing them so healthy was wonderful. It was in their eyes, how they sparkled, glimmering with joy that no longer needed to be hidden. There were signs of life even in something simple as their hair, a rainbow riot of colors from Melodi, Alyria and Cascka’s various shades of red to a royal purple that shined like the night sky on her home world on one of the older girls. There was a sea green color in the carefully styled hair of a Merra girl that seemed to hint at the ocean’s depths. Another girl, a Takra in Undaunted fatigues without any markings, she had taken the name Pantheia, and had black stripes and right highlights that cascaded through her long hair. A proper tigress indeed.

When Syl had first met them these girls' hair had been dull, roughly cared for if it had been cared for at all. Their eyes were similarly lifeless and dark. Now they were taking care of themselves, and being cared for, and that health shines forth under the artificial sunlight in the most beautiful way.

She looks through the crowd and quickly finds the two young twins Misa and Risa. The youngest of the girls, regular playmates with Cindy, the adorable Tret girls were a bit of a mystery. Their actual names were unknown, and their family hadn’t been found, but their curly, wavy hair, cute button noses and the bright pastel colors they’d been born with, pink for Misa and a bright baby blue for Risa, made it clear as crystal they were twin sisters without any need for a blood test.

To a girl or woman, any way Syl cares to look or check, it’s abundantly clear that these children were happy, healthy and finally receiving the love they had always deserved and that made her heart swell with pride.

They had been blessed to receive much for their efforts and courage. It was only right to share the fruits of their labors with those who had nothing, as these once victims had when they’d been taken in by the Bridgers and the Undaunted.

The girls rise from their curtsy, a smug grin creeping across Melodi’s face as her ‘little sisters’ greet Jerry and Sylindra formally, prompting her husband to hold out a hand to stop them.

"Now girls, no need for that. You're part of my household and you're not on duty. We're all family here. You too Melodi."

Melodi curtsies again, bowing her head.

"You honor me my lord, m'lady."

"Considering you got blooded in defense of the family just recently, perhaps we haven't yet honored you enough."

Syl offers, as a little tongue of flame escapes the corner of Melodi's mouth and the coven breaks into giggles.

Any tension expertly broken, Syl and Jerry quickly find themselves sitting next to Cascka as the girls finish passing out lunch from what had to be an axiom expanded picnic basket for the sheer volume of food it could contain. Dishes of all kinds make their way around, as the girls continue to chat happily with each other.

It was a stark contrast from the sullen, broken young girls that Syl had met the first time she’d come to see the coven, shrinking back from her handing them a treat like she was about to strike them!

Syl turns to Cascka.

"My word sister, I wouldn't know the girls were victims of those terrible pirates from how they're behaving now. What magic did you work on them?"

Cascka smiles quietly. "Nothing really. Just gave them love and support, and helped them learn to harness their gifts. Getting stronger. More capable. More in control. That helped them all feel more confident. The boys from the Nerd Squad acting like a bunch of big brothers or potential charming boyfriends respectively also helped."

"So I see, did Alyria get engaged?"

"Married actually, to Lieutenant San Martín. Apparently he was so respectful that she had to really overcome the last of her reservations to make the first move. With a little help from Babydoll."

Syl grins. Another happy marriage under her family's purview. It was days like today that Syl truly loved being a matriarch.

"Wonderful. I'm sure Marvin will take good care of Alyria, and vice versa."

"Oh he will, he's a very able second to me in the dojo, and does a good job commanding the ship's military adepts. He's also been helping me and the coven with our new project."

Syl cocks her head slightly. "Project?"

"Mhmm. I'm calling it a scrying choir after something I read in a human book. It's a long range 'viewing' and search technique. It requires a powerful adept to do alone, but it's much more effective working in a group. The bigger the group the easier it is to refine a position and information and 'see' whatever you're looking for."

"...So how does that work? I admit I'm not much of an adept."

Cascka nods, a pleased hiss escaping her lips as she takes a bite of a sandwich.

"Well it's simple, the most powerful adept present builds out an axiom construct and empowers it. The other adepts join their energy into the construct. They can simply add their power, making the effect stronger, or focus on specific 'tasks' to modify the construct. If at least one adept is familiar with the target it might even be possible to 'see' their local surroundings, or track them down to incredibly close proximity."

Syl raises an eyebrow; "That's an incredibly powerful technique."

"In theory it is. We're still working on it. Refining and developing the construct has been quite difficult. The goal is interstellar distances after all. There's techniques that can work on the same planet already, this needs to be more. I think it's got incredible potential as a galactic scale search and rescue tool. Like say finding the girls after they were kidnapped. With this technique, security forces could find the pirates who took the girls."

Syl nods considering that for a moment.

"Sounds like a worthy project for the coven. On another note Cascka, when are your eggs due to hatch?"

A dusky bluish color crosses the Nagasha woman's cheeks and the bridge of her nose. It wasn't quite a blush, something unlikely in a more reptilian species, but it did signify embarrassment.

"Oh! Uhm. A few more months for the first clutch. Nagasha eggs take a long time to develop." Cascka covers her face for a moment. "I uhm. I also... peeked. A bit. In the eggs. By accident."

"How do you look inside an egg by accident?"

"Well I was just caressing them and singing to them like I normally do and I well... I touched their spirits a little more than normal. I try to keep my touch light. I wanted... Well. I thought it would be nice if whatever comes out when they hatch was a surprise."

Syl grins. "I know exactly how you feel, I kept myself in the dark about my own litter for just that reason. I take it you know now though?"

Cascka nods, still covering her face. "Uh huh. Two girls and a b-boy."

"That's wonderful news sister! So many boys in our family, we must have pleased a goddess of fortune at some point."

Cascka nods, clearly having trouble speaking for a moment as she covers over her awkwardness by eating more of her lunch.

Syl just chuckles and leans up against her husband, letting her eyes flutter shut as his body warms her back. Jerry had been correct. A little rest was exactly what she had needed.
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Makula

"What a fucking let down! Big ol' combat party and we don't get to take out the trash!"

Makula gripes as she settles into a lane in the shooting range nearest to the Den with Enrika. The other Cannidor girl looks over and rolls her eyes at her friend with an exaggerated motion she had to have learned from a human somewhere.

"We did our part, we can't be too upset that very few pirates got past the main defense line to threaten the Den. Besides, we got complimented by Sheryen and Vilka because we did such a good job!"

Makula kicks at the deck plate lightly. "Yeah, good job standing around. We'd have had more to do if we'd had a tennis ball for Fenrir for all that came our way! I haven't dropped since we got to Cannidor space. I need a chance to wreck some bad girls."

"Yeah yeah, take it out on the targets."

"Oh come off it. Like you didn't want a chance to try your new shotgun out on something a bit meatier than hard light target dummies."

Enrika uncases her new Great White Shark. Like Makula's, it was devoid of decoration for now. Both girls had decided to wait till they earned their power armor before doing anything fancy. Not that either of them had any idea of how they wanted to decorate their weapons, but that was now officially besides the point.

"Well. Maybe a little. With Sheryen, Vilka, Fenrir and the turrets there I think we would have been fine. Especially once Jaruna got back."

Makula snorts and pulls her war belt out of her range bag. Amusingly, for its martial name in Human tradition, the belt was more of a training tool than anything, rigged up with slots for magazines, a holster for her pistol, a trauma kit and a combat tourniquet. Perfect for doing a little training in just utility trousers, boots and a t-shirt. Casual wear for Cannidor warriors.

"I know we would have been fine. I'm just saying, if we're gonna stand out in front of an armored door, it'd be nice if a little bit of action came our way. That's all."

The young warrior calls her new field pistol out of the axiom holster hidden on her thigh, and locks it into the more normal kind of holster with a satisfying click.

Enrika finishes her own preparations, checking that her war belt is snug before sliding a magazine into her shotgun. Then she smoothly switches magazines in what had been Makula's Tiger PSD until a few days ago, setting the combat load, the special, and expensive rounds that could rip armor plate a new asshole, aside for specialty training rounds.

"You're probably right. Still. We shouldn't wish for trouble. Not when we're standing in front of one of the most important doors in the ship for our clan. There's what. A hundred infants in there? More than a few non-combatants. I know the Apuk are supposed to be dangerous, but if we got taken out they could be in trouble too. All those babies would be helpless against the kind of filth the Marines cleared off module one. Sure, we probably would have won, if not certainly, against whatever the pirates could throw at us between the two of us and three women in full power armor... but with that kind of precious cargo behind us. I'd rather be bored."

Makula stops dead for a second, in the middle of pulling her own shotgun out of its case as the thought catches her across the mouth like a slap.

"...Shit. Didn't think of it like that."

Enrika shrugs. "I get you, I do, but our time will come, and once we're full warriors we’ll get our fill and then some. Besides, you've already seen quite a bit of combat. No need to wish for trouble, not when it'd put lives at risk."

"Yeah. Fair point. Guess I'll need to offer some prayers of thanks instead of wishing a fatherfucker would tonight."

Both girls laugh as they rack the slides of their shotguns, and manipulate the controls to start up the hard light targets.

Makula looks over to Enrika.

"You’re right though. Trouble seems to find this ship pretty regularly as it is, so let's train hard so we're ready for the Charocan and any surprises that pop up. What are you loaded with? Buck?"

"Yeah. You?"

"Same. First to a hundred hits?"

"You're on!"

Both girls stuff their electronic ear protection in, and go to a low ready stance.

"Shooter ready?" Makula calls.

"Ready!" Enrika responds, an excited tone leaking into her normally rather stoic tone.

Makula reaches out with computer control tools that were part of her armor implant and triggers the shot timer system to engage for both their lanes. A little more sensitive than the ones human competition shooters back on Earth wore on their belts, not only would the timer track their entire engagement and their splits, but it would also track how long it took them to reload automatically.

Makula had learned to hate the shot timer's beep early in her training, but she'd come to appreciate the impartial judgment of her skills.

BEEP!

Moving almost in sync, Makula and Enrika's shotguns come up and they immediately engage their first targets, the hard light replica of a generic bipedal body going 'red' to indicate a lethal hit before despawning as the girls move to their next targets, working their way up and down the range, the massive brass shell casings of their cannons pretending to be shotguns slamming against the ground with a far deeper sound than mere rifle or pistol ammunition's brass decorating the floor.

While they start out fairly even in terms of pace, Makula starts to pull ahead after the first reload. Her reload time was blazing fast even without axiom. She had quite literally drilled the motion until she physically couldn't any more nightly after the day's training was done. It had paid off during her first official drop with Shark platoon, and it served her well now.

Makula grins as she hears Enrika swear in one of the Cannidor tongues, but doesn't look over, the other woman had almost certainly short stroked her shotgun. Makula was pretty sure she'd heard the tell tale 'clunk' and softer racking noise of the action not going fully to the rear and letting the weapon eject the spent casing properly. Important for normal pump action shotguns. Very important for a weapon the size of the Great White Shark shotgun, which were much more of a pain in the ass to clear malfunctions from, even for someone Makula or Enrika's size.

She tightens down on her own weapon and surges ahead, arm starting to burn and shoulder starting to ache. These things were fun in armor, but with only her muscles, fur and a t-shirt to 'pad' the recoil of the shoulder fired cannon, she was really starting to feel it after nearly a hundred rounds rapid fire.

A good pain. Not conducive to good shot placement though.

Makula bites down on her lip, focusing herself and pushing through.

Last magazine.

BANG!

BANG!

BANG!

BANG!

BANG!

The sound of the shots bleed into each other for a second until at last Makula pulls the action to the rear, sending the final case flying. She could tell without looking from the lack of weight shifting in the shotgun that the magazine was empty, but she drops the mag, and leaves the action open as she lets the weapon dangle from its sling and goes for her field pistol.

No sense not winning with style, right?

The gleaming weapon was beautiful to Makula. This was art as a handgun. The PSD, in its original and Tiger variants, were fantastic, but now Makula could understand why her father loved this handgun. A more elegant version of the PSD, it wasn't just for defense. It was absolutely for offense, and with the new rounds they were developing for it, its reach, in both calibers, would only be getting longer, and its hits getting harder.

The weapon speaks for the first time today, a 15mm round hurtling down range straight between the eyes of the target before Makula transitions to the next. In the blink of an eye, the slide is locking back to the rear on an empty magazine, and Makula is panting as she tries to recover.

"Well. That was admittedly pretty cool." Enrika notes. She'd apparently finished her hundred rounds and was watching Makula intensely now.

"What was cool?"

Exhaustion suddenly burrows deep into Makula making her sag just a bit before she calls on a touch of axiom to perk herself back up.

Enrika stoops down and picks two empty field pistol magazines off the ground.

"You didn't even know you were doing it huh? Completely in the zone. You went through three mags just as fast as the pistol could cycle. Didn't drop a shot that I saw. We can check with the computer to be sure... looks like most of them were headshots, with a few center mass for good measure."

"Huh."

Makula looks down at her smoking field pistol, then sets it on the bench in front of her.

"I've hit a flow state before. Once. With a knife. Snict nearly took my head off, so I returned the favor."

"Sounds about right. Looks like all your training's paying off."

Makula smiles, the grin crossing her face slowly like a sunrise. Flow state was the pinnacle of the Cannidor war arts. To reach a point where you were hyper aware, hyper present, merging with your weapons to become a literal whirlwind of destruction. Hitting that once had been good. Hitting it twice? That felt really good. It could take warriors years to regularly hit flow states… and she’d done it twice. There’s a deep satisfaction in her voice as she says;

"Yeah. I guess it is."

The sound of the hatch to the range sliding clear interrupts their chatting, and Makula looks up, hoping to see her father... but instead sees... Jab? Makula scratches her chin for a second. She had heard that Jab had come aboard at some point. Trying to get in father's pants, no doubt about it.

"Do you know her? I don't recognize her. Maybe she's that Cannidor who helped defend the Khan's office?"

Enrika asks, as Jab walks to a bench and begins uncasing a new Tiger PSD, fumbling with the various pieces like the magazines and the holster that came with it a bit.

"Yeah that's her, and I do know her. Her name is Jab, she's from Coburnia's Rest. I shoved that PSD you're carrying in her gut at one point because she laid hands on father."

Enrika's eyes go wide. "On the Khan!?"

"She apologized and didn't do it again. I guess she's got it bad. Maybe she's got Volpir blood and is addicted to Father's pheromones? Can't imagine she'd have come along out of the goodness of her heart or a sudden urge to travel."

The two young warrior women watch as Jab ties her long blue hair back in a ponytail and starts to load her magazines with a fresh can of 15mm ammo, using the loading tool Wichen provided with most of the handguns she sold or issued and quickly figuring it out after a few minor mistakes.

"We should help her." Enrika says quietly.

"...Why? She's a big girl, and it's not like she's in the clan."

"Sure, but no reason not to help, right? We're all on the same side. And she did just defend the Khan. Some basic instructions on how to use kinetic pistols properly is a reasonable 'thank you' isn't it?"

"...Yeah. I suppose it is. Let's load up a few magazines for our pistols so our war belts are stocked fully and keep an eye on her for now. Then we'll go help."

"Got it."

Makula goes through the motions of loading magazines without even looking down. It was routine at this point, and it meant she could watch Jab. It looked like she was point shooting. Something Makula herself had done once upon a time.

More 'pointing' the weapon than 'aiming' it properly. It was popular with some talented gunfighters specifically because it was fast. Makula herself had liked it for that reason. It was also very easy to do with laser weapons in particular with their complete lack of recoil.

It was much more challenging with a chemical kinetic pistol, especially one handed with something the size of a Tiger PSD. You could one hand the pistol with enough practice, but even the recoil mitigating properties of the suppressor rings had trouble taming a handgun that size. Never mind that something that big really demanded both the shooter's hands, and a good stance to keep stable.

Jab had that at least. A left leg back stance not unlike a melee fighter's stance, similar to what Jerry called 'Weaver stance'. It was a very good position for fighting with everything from your bare hands and sticks and stones to rifles. Blading yourself to your target slightly also presented a narrow profile and made you harder to shoot. Sensible for unarmored shooters, or for those who had armor all the way around. From Jab's jacket, which Makula figured had armor in it, up to power armor.

Another magazine down range with some shaky hands from Jab as she reloads and Makula figures it's time.

"Come on. Let's go greet the new girl."

"How are we going to play this? If she's after the Khan should we-"

"Nah. Even if she's got a ghost's chance in the eighty seventh hell of being a wife to the head clan, she isn't yet, and she's not too much older than we are. A few decades at most. Be nice, but no need to show deference. We're warriors. She's just a contractor who just did our family a solid, nothing more."

Enrika nods. "Got it."
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Jab

BANG!

Jab resists flinching. These damn things were loud! It was surprising, but she could see why the humans liked them so much. Especially now that they came in Cannidor sizes.

She drops the magazine and slaps another one in, slowly getting more confident with the proper way to operate her new hand cannon as she lines up on the target again and fires.

A hit.

Follow up shot on the next target.

BANG!

Miss.

Jab snarls and shifts the position of her wrist a bit, trying to better control the strong recoil of the weapon before firing and missing a second time.

She could usually hit with the first shot but her follow ups were all over the place! It was really frustrating, and part of her wanted to activate the suppressor ring at the muzzle of the gun. It would drastically reduce the recoil to something more comparable to her heavy plasma pistol, and make it silent besides if she activated it completely. It would be a lot easier. Yet. Jerry had told her to never use it for practice outside of certain situations as it would give her bad habits.

Part of her dearly wanted to ignore that and simply focus on doing what worked for her time and again... or maybe swallow her pride, go back to Diana, or even better to Jerry and ask for a few lessons in how to shoot one of these infernal things. Sure it seemed really damn dangerous... but worth the price she'd paid. Her thigh was going to ache for a week with the sensation of the 'holster' that had been branded into her thigh, but she had a whole new type of weapon now. Something a bit. Quieter.

Her oversized heavy plasma pistol was a potent weapon, but first and foremost it was a tool of intimidation. It's why she, like women in her 'profession' across the galaxy chose Djektek plasma weapons. That growl was worth more than beatings, and far less likely to attract a cop than actually pulling a trigger. Of course, as Jab had clawed her way up through the muck, she'd needed to fight more, hence her modifications to really make her baby a surprise waiting to happen.

Mostly for other bad girls. The kind who'd know a Djektek plasma pistol like the back of their own hands, and would never see Jab's super fast shot and lightning fast follow up shots.

This thing though.

Jab looks over the monster kinetic pistol she was carrying now slowly, enjoying its lines. This thing, compared to her plasma pistol, was a pure weapon. No modification needed. This was a professional's tool. Which would be why Jerry carried the even nicer version.

She'd seen the field pistol at work. Hits at incredible range compared to the forty yards a modified plasma weapon setup for 'long range' could do. Hell these pistols could easily out range most laser weapons in atmosphere, and the big 15mm rounds would rip through power armor if given enough axiom juice.

Then there was its ability to be suppressed. A full on nightmare in the hands of a spy or assassin, or indeed a commando like humans seemed to like. All that power, the range... and it wouldn't make more than a whisper of sound? That took the very high end handgun into the realm of something you could put in a really good trivid action flick. A signature weapon for the heroine, not a mook gun that's for sure! Only one of these bad girls on screen at any one time.

It was a hell of a thing to just hand her.

It had to be a test.

A challenge.

To prove she could master this beast of a pistol.

To start though. She probably needed to figure out how to actually aim.

Heat rushes across her cheeks, thankfully any flushing of skin is well hidden behind her black and white fur. No. She couldn't just go ask for help. She'd have to this her-

"Hey."

Jab's head snaps up from reloading a magazine as she contemplates her weapon to find the girl who'd shoved a pistol just like this one into her ribs back on Coburnia's Rest, and another Cannidor girl she didn't recognize.

She searches her mind for the girl's name and places it. Makula. Which meant that the other girl was probably her training partner Enrika.

A guilty, anxious spear of ice lances through her gut. She'd been so excited she hadn't really figured out who else was shooting, just noticed that two other lanes were occupied. She resists spitting, the ice giving way to a rotting disgust. Acting like a pup with a new toy on her birthday, was she a grown ass woman or not?

She did, however, need to respond to Makula, or this was going to get weird.

"Hey. Makula, right? Sorry again about getting a little too friendly with your Dad back at the Crucible."

Makula's eyes narrow, suggesting that that little move was going to be held against Jab for a while, but the younger woman's expression softens almost instantly.

"It's fine. You apologized and were perfectly polite the rest of the day. Besides, You helped the clan out during the pirate attack. I figure I owe you for that."

Jab shrugs and repeats the line she'd prepared for the staff meeting.

"I just did what anyone else would have done."

"No you didn't."

The finality in Makula's tone sounded a lot like her dad, and just like Jerry, brooked no argument. Jab reassess the girl for a moment. If she was like this now, she was going to be a force to be reckoned with when she became a full adult clanswoman. It made her wonder what the elder sisters she'd heard about were like.

"Anyway, I figure we owe you one. Enrika and I are training. Some bullshit with the Charocan we're gonna have to deal with. Human style kinetics are a bit weird compared to galactic weapons. So. Favor for favor, we can give you some pointers. We just went through learning how to use these things."

Enrika nods. "Hell you should see the cam footage of the shot Makula made with her old PSD. One hundred and seventy five meters! Three shots. All hits. All while she was in the air from a drop!"

Jab mentally processes that for a second, she'd seen the basic statistics but that was... way out there.

"...Holy shit. They can reach out that far?"

"Further. Especially if you get an optic mounted or have armor integration." Makula says matter-of-factly. "You should go see Mother Wichen in the armory, I bet she'll cut you a deal on a red dot for that pistol of yours as the heroine of the hour. Might even hook you up for free."

"...What's a red dot do?" Jab asks, trying to puzzle it out for a second.

Makula looks around for a second, then taps the side of her head, an 'Oh duh' motion for Cannidor.

"I can't actually show you, because Enrika and I both have armor optical integration worked into our pistols, so we don't need them. Basically it's a little device that projects a dot that serves as a point of aim. You can acquire the dot a lot faster than iron sights like you have on yours. Some come in different shapes and patterns. Good stuff. Never hurts to practice or learn on the old school iron sights though. Dad didn't bother with a dot on pistols back when he was fighting on Earth."

Jab nods slowly, trying and failing to visualize exactly what Makula meant. It did sound useful though.

"Sounds like I need to swing by the armory then. Can't say no to cheap or free kit, and I have a job to do on Narkaris too."

Makula's eyes narrow slightly. She might be being friendly, likely primarily out of obligation as she'd said, but the girl was sharp. Jab would need to tread lightly around her to win her over. First though, a quick distraction to paper over the moment.

"So look. I'll level with you girls."

Jab pats the plasma pistol in her holster.

"I never learned to shoot properly, and I think this thing demands you do it right."

Makula raises an eyebrow. "...What, you don't have sights on that pocket plasma cannon of yours?"

"Nope. Girl I ah... 'inherited it from' had taken the sights off. The girl who taught me to use it didn't bother with 'em either. Faster she said. Especially without implants."

A curious look crosses Enrika's face. "...What happened to the girl you got the pistol from?"

Jab grins, that standard toothy Cannidor smile that never failed to scare the hell out of a lot of the smaller races.

"She died suddenly."

Makula and Enrika both chuckle, but they'd clearly gotten Jab's meaning too, exchanging a look with each other that was nothing but a slight motion of the eyes. For girls who had just started training together they'd bonded pretty damn fast.

Maybe that was a benefit of being able to trust the people around you?

Makula steps forward and motions towards the range.

"Alright, let's do this shit and get back to shooting shit instead of just shooting our mouths off. So first off, the girls who taught you were half right. Irons, or a good optic, if you train well, are about a half a second slower. That's what Father says anyway. I believe him. My Mom taught me to point shoot, and while it can be faster, fast isn't what matters in a light fight, or a gun fight for that matter. Hitting is what matters. So taking the brief moment to aim can be the difference between winning an encounter and ending up dead. Not to say point shooting doesn't have its place, and it's worth training, but most weapons, especially kinetics like Human guns, reward proper markswomanship. Enrika, show her the stance."

Enrika stiffens up slightly, clearly not expecting to be called out during the lesson but she quickly gets into what Jab would think of as a fighting position and draws her own Tiger. The younger woman smoothly drops the magazine and racks the slide.

"Clear! Going condition three."

Jab raises a hand. "What's condition three?"

Makula nods. "Oh right. Basic basics. Condition three is magazine in the gun, no round in the chamber, safety on. Most people carry like that aboard ship because it's a secure area. In the field you generally carry in condition one, magazine inserted, round in the chamber, safety on. Condition four is an empty chamber and no magazine. You'll hear the terms used as instructions on Undaunted ranges that actually have a controller, so try to keep 'em in mind."

Enrika nods eagerly. "I think of'em as ready to fight, ready to deploy and ready for maintenance or inspection. Don't worry about condition two. It's some extra condition that only applies to guns with a specific feed mechanism."

"Makes sense, there's similar terms for plasma where I'm from."

Jab decides to not share the far more 'colorful' terms the Black Khans used for the various conditions of a plasma weapon, and it's just as well, Makula's already pressing on.

"Until you get used to Human pistols, and hell even when you do, especially for something the Tiger's size, you really don't want to shoot one handed. It's easy enough for plasma or laser weapons, and even rail guns since there's not much recoil on those. It's a key feature of human guns though. Part of how they work is utilizing the energy from the chemical explosion that pulling the trigger sets off."

Enrika bounces a bit before settling back into her stance, feet about shoulder width apart, one foot slightly forward as she presents the pistol in a kinda funny looking two handed grip.

"Show her how to move Enrika. If it's only gonna be one class, may as well not waste it."

Enrika starts moving to the left and right, forward and backwards, stepping off diagonally, all while keeping her body quite stable, the better to ensure she's able to hit what she's aiming at.

"...I think I get it. How's the grip work exactly? Can't quite see what's going on there..."

In short order Jab's standing about like Enrika was and is ready to actually try putting a few rounds down range.

"We normally shoot on the clock, but take your time and try to hit first. Slow is smooth and smooth is fast. Just focus on the fundamentals and you'll speed up naturally as you keep shooting. Shooter ready?"

Makula's behind Jab, controlling the range in front of Jab while Enrika watches from the next table over.

"...Uh. Ready."

There's a beep and hard light targets start to pop up. Jab jerks her pistol on target... but stops for a half breath, focuses on the sights and squeezes the trigger like she'd just been taught before transitioning to the next target and doing it again. She can vaguely see the hard light target she'd first shot going red, hear the little tone the system played for a hit, but she's already two targets behind and Makula's throwing more her way!

The gun leaps in Jab's hands, and she snarls, tightening her grip. She was going to tame this weapon damn it!

She- the slide locks back.

Empty magazine.

Jab looks up sheepishly. "Whoops. Got a little too into it."

Makula grins. "Not bad for your first proper go at it. Only dropped a few shots, and I could see what you were doing. Try not to tunnel vision too much. You want to focus, but not too much or you lose awareness of the fight... but I expect you know that already."

The black and white shark woman rubs the side of her head, pushing her mane of blue hair around a bit to cover a quick flush of embarrassment rushing through her.

"Yeah, got too into it like I said. That was fun!"

Enrika comes over from her booth, nodding eagerly.

"Right? Took me a bit to get used to them, but human kinetics are a lot of fun. Nasty in a fight, but I enjoy shooting them a lot more than laser or plasma weapons. I figured out really early why the Khan shoots so much. Not just for training, but purely for the fun of it."

The Cannidor street punk thinks for a second. "...Fuck me, Humans really are Apex. Combat skill training purely for the joy of it?"

Enrika nods. "Yep. There's a lot of really popular shooting sports in the country where the Khan comes from on their homeworld. There's civilians that have never spent a day in their military that can outshoot the Khan and he's a damned good shot."

"Wild. Well. I guess I'll get some more practice in. Then I need to go see Mrs. Wichen. What about you girls?"

"We've got a few more mags to go through, then we have some sparring. Look us up if you have any more questions."

Jab smiles honestly as Makula and Enrika turn and walk back to their chunk of the range. She really was having fun. Not just because of the new toy, but the company too. Makula had turned her back to her. Jab could have killed her and Enrika with ease... but they were offering her their trust. Just like Jerry was... and that warm sensation of being trusted? Jab can feel it crawling through her veins like a drug as she turns and reloads her pistol before setting the range up for another string.

She had to focus, and make sure she knew what the hell she was doing with every tool and weapon she had.

Warm and fuzzy feelings weren't going to help her when she went to get some answers from the Black Khans.
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Jerry

The transit to the Charocan Khanate's capital world of Narkaris took two weeks.

Two weeks of training, two weeks of repairs. Of working out a contract with the Hammerhands to have one of their bonded shipwright guilds send a repair ship to meet them to affect the more major repairs from the bruising they'd taken at the hands of the Hag's strike force of corvettes.

Of helping out Syl with a significant amount of business in Charocan space, and most importantly spending as much time as possible with his family before some potentially enforced time away from home.

It wasn't something Jerry was looking forward to.

Perhaps he too was simply aging in mind instead of just body, and was seeking the comfort of his own hearth instead of adventure and the road, as had the older men in the Council of Patriarchs back on Coburnia's Rest. Perhaps he was simply that enthused with his home life now that he actually had a home to go home to, compared to his life back on Earth. 

Perhaps it was getting close to time to hang up his guns and find a successor for doing jobs like these. Would his first born son be the one to take up the mantle? Or would it be Joan who would lead the head clan forward in the coming centuries?

Both James, still an infant snuggling with his littermates, and Joan, much older than her tiny baby brother, need time to grow before any thought of that can happen. Which means Jerry still has work to do. He's still needed. Still needs to venture forward, take the challenges, hold the standard and lead people to the horizon.

As it should be.

Jerry smiles to himself and checks over his uniform one more time as the Olympia burns through the atmosphere of Narkaris, Masha once again at the controls.

The delegation today was very different from the one that had greeted Khan Hammerhand. Different even than the 'light' version of this that they'd done for Khan Isuras and the Crimsonhewers. This was the full show.

Every Cannidor warrior in the family was armed and armored down in the hold or further back in the crew compartment along with the whole of Paladin company. If the troops in question had power armor, it was on. Everyone else was in the custom hard suits Wichen had been tirelessly working on since the Bonrak clan had joined the family.

All except for Jerry himself, who'd decided to stick with the dress uniform and cloak combo. He had his equipment of course. He'd need it for the challenge, but being armed and dressed as he was in Cannidor warrior society in this kind of display was very much a statement of his own confidence. Both in his own skills, and in the skills of his troops.

Whether this went well or not, he wouldn't need his armor.

Not quite an insult, but a message that Khan Charocan would get loud and clear.

"Attention all hands." Masha's voice cuts in over the Olympia's intercom. "We're about five minutes out. We're being vectored to a secure landing pad on the Charocan khan's fortress palace as expected."

Jerry nods to himself, rises, and straightens his uniform, checking his weapons before placing his Crimsonhewer war ax back on his belt from where it had been resting nearby, once again serving as an important mark of distinction. He hadn't hired the Crimsonhewers among his troops. He commanded them. A whole different animal in Cannidor society.

"Alright ladies, let's make sure they remember our names!"

Exactly five minutes later, the Olympia was on the ground, and Jerry was waiting for the Olympia's cargo bay ramp to drop.

Jerry turns to Jaruna. "Anything out of order when you called in to demand a meeting between khans?"

Jaruna shakes her head, her helmet is mag locked to her hip, so her red mane flutters briefly as she moves.

"Nah, pretty professional. Bout normal for a welcome, but I'd say they were definitely expecting us. Heard the first commercial transport get cleared into the docks no problem, so they're following standard trade rules too. Nothing out of the ordinary. Merchants used to not be able to come and go as they pleased once upon a time, but shockingly it was a real drag on trade. Anyway, by the book. That's what I'm expecting."

"Well. Let's put on a good show then."

The ramp drops and Jerry steps out into the sunlight of the world of Narkaris. The landing pad is a large stone edifice, with high walls and evidence of some very heavy defensive gun emplacements nearby, but otherwise, no one was around, exactly like they were expecting. For this kind of meeting between warrior houses, the only time you went to meet someone was if you had a weapon in hand. Anything else was a tacit invitation provided you'd checked in with the sentry on duty.

Easy. Almost refreshing compared to how complex some alien rituals could be.

The Paladins march out, flowing around Jerry. They'd worked out attaching their cloaks to their power armor, and the scarlet cloth flutters beautifully as Nikita and Isabella begin leading the march towards the entry hall. Dar'Vok and her squad are at the end of the formation and they split off and fan out, serving as Jerry's direct bodyguards for this particular display, a considerable honor in Cannidor society, but something the Paladins themselves had suggested to honor their newest blade sisters rapid ascension and Dar'Vok's promotion. They were still training... but as Jerry himself proved, training never stopped if you were actually as good as you thought you were.

Jerry steps down the ramp, Jaruna right by his side, Dar'Vok and her team around him, and Joan, Boudicca, Khutulun, Makula and Enrika immediately behind him. Joan had been given the honor of carrying the Bridger clan war banner, while Boudicca was carrying the Undaunted standard. It was a bit odd to march before the banners in Jerry's book, but this was how the Cannidor did business and they were doing things Cannidor style.

Khutulun was right behind her sisters, forming a triangle with Makula and Enrika behind her to her left and right, their shotguns at port arms, acting as the guards for this particular detail, leading the way for Nikita and Isabel at the head of the paladins, each woman with her sword shining at her shoulder.

Behind them however...

Jerry can almost feel the reverberation as Zraloc calls out an order to advance in one of the Cannidor languages, and the rest of the family's forces start forward with a crash of left feet as they all let out a battle cry that sounded more like a lion's roar than anything else.

All the Crimsonhewers. All the Bonrak warrior women, the whole force together. Bull Stone and Cori'Aceia were two small armored figures among giants as the Cannidor began their march. That most of them were in hard suits did not change the imposing nature of so many armed and armored women in a tight formation.

It was a heady feeling, to have all this military might around you... and have it be yours.

Everyone in this formation listened to him. Answered to him. To his clan. Not just because he was the admiral, but also as the master of a now growing clan that might just rule a world one day.

It was enough to make him slightly more sympathetic to dictators and their giant missile parades back on Earth, this was heady stuff!

Down the steep walled 'avenue' from the landing pad and into the entryway of the fortress, at last the Charocan made their appearance. Troops in power armor surrounded the area, several heavy weapons installations were manned from what Jerry could see out of the corner of his eye, forcing himself to not look around and use the telemetry his implants were putting in front of his eyes again, feeding off the suit sensors of the power armored warriors around them.

It was, in point of  fact, a 'warm' welcome by Cannidor standards.

Not in the sense of welcoming you with open arms. That wasn't how the Cannidor did business. All these troops though? All these weapons held in their general direction in the entry hall? That was something far more important in Cannidor space than plastering a fake smile on your maw and handing out handshakes and hugs.

It was respect.

A hard coin to come by in general, and not one that Jerry had been expecting from the Charocan. He had been expecting casual dismissal at best. Instead they were welcoming them properly as a fellow warrior house. Not equals per se, but acknowledging the Undaunted and the Bridgers as a threat.

A token force of troops would have been a slap in the face outside of very specific circumstances, like Khan Isuras greeting the daughter of an old friend back on Awauynis... and being one of the most potent single combatants in Cannidor space for that matter.

It's what Jerry had been expecting. Instead they were getting proper treatment.

A good sign.

The two lines of paladins before Jerry split, forming ranks with a large gap in the center for him to walk forward with his official party. The rest of the girls would fall in behind the paladins.

The room itself was much like the entrance hall of the Awauynis Crimsonhewer refuge. Two stories, the balcony being where all the exciting heavy weapons to defend the entrance to the heart of the Charocan's fortress were. A grand staircase led to the mighty doors, and split to lead up to the balcony. This room was isolated. A very solid place to defend an incursion from the landing pads from.

The massive doors open, and Khan Charocan makes her grand entrance.

Charocan Mirek was her full name, and she was an imposing figure by anyone's standards. Towering over the proceedings at nearly thirteen feet tall she was in a crimson uniform that Jerry knew to be associated with the Golden Khanate's formal military.

Jaruna had pointed out some of the features in a photo, little odds and ends that communicated the Khan's status and battle history, but most important of all was the silver belt buckle at her waist with a Cannidor skull sculpted on it.

It was a special badge, the shape, the design, the Cannidor runes carved into the buckle. The mark of the Golden Khan's personal executioner.

Past that, and her numerous battle scars, Khan Charocan was assuredly a Cannidor beauty in addition to her prowess. Curvy in all the right spots in a volume that few women in the galaxy could hope to equal, muscular like only a Cannidor woman could be, her blonde fur was crowned with another of the glorious manes of red hair common among the Cannidor.

Her face was marred with a few battle scars, and more peeked over the tight collar of her uniform. Part of her neck seems to only be being held together by some sort of mechanical augment. Like she'd been shot, had a patch put in and proceeded to ignore it till she was damn good and ready to rejuvenate in her own time.

Looking her over a second time and Jerry notices her left hand is also metallic, and something about the way the whole arm moved under her uniform suggested she'd lost her arm at the shoulder at some point.

Anyone else might ask why the Khan hadn't undergone a healing coma or something on losing a limb instead of just getting a prosthetic. Looking deep into her purple eyes though, Jerry knew the answer as clearly as if she'd told him herself.

The Khan had shit to do, and didn't have time to be out napping because she got a 'minor' injury.

Jerry could respect that.

Finally, Khan Charocan speaks, her voice is surprisingly warm, sensual even, with the kind of throaty purr to her tone that could tighten the trousers of any man in ear shot. Admittedly, not the tone Jerry had expected from the proud warrior woman. Not at all.

"We could go through all the ceremonial crap, but I've seen what I need to see. So... little Khan said to be from a place many religions call hell. What brings you and these warriors to see the Charocan?"

Jerry nods, and steps forward having been acknowledged.

He had thought long and hard about how he had wanted to address Khan Charocan, and indeed most of the khans. They weren't quite as polite or as willing to get a bit closer to the ground to better communicate with people shorter than they are that weren't their own children as many Cannidor throughout the galaxy.

After discarding numerous options ranging from telepathic communication, to growing himself in height with body sculpting, to just shouting really loud, Jerry had gone to see Marvin and the nerd squad for a nifty little modification to his kutha lined combat boots.

He'd tried and failed to learn to fly, but levitation on demand was a decent substitute for this sort of thing.

Jerry clicks his heels together once and pushes off the ground, calmly moving as if walking through the air till he's eye level with Khan Charocan.

She lifts a brow before smiling. She'd expected him to do something to literally level the field between them a bit, or to protest, or request she 'meet him where he stood', but she clearly wasn’t expecting him to come up to her level.

Not quite a test, but it was certainly something she'd remember, both about Humans and about Jerry. It didn't matter how big you were, meeting as equals was how Humanity strived to do its galactic business.

"Well Khan, I suppose that little question about our origin is part of why I'm here. I am in fact here to introduce myself, my nation, the Undaunted, and my species. The Humans."

"Mhmm. I see. I admit I'm a bit disappointed it's only you Khan Bridger. I was told the Undaunted have quite a lot of men, and yet, I see only yourself and all these female warriors. If you're going out of your way to try and make me more comfortable with the situation I assure you I don't mind the company of men."

The slight edge to her tone made the implication that that company was less in the military or peer sense or more in a 'pet' sense perhaps. An outrageous statement from a woman Jerry knew to be several centuries married and fiercely loyal to her husband.

Intelligence hadn't had to dig particularly hard to determine Khan Charocan was a very loving wife. Jab apparently had a contact in the fortress's support staff who said the woman was out right embarrassing to observe when she was more or less alone with her hubby.

Then there was the time she'd annihilated an entire pirate clan because the admiral in command had made a salacious comment about her husband during a negotiation.

That one was public record.

It was one of the more simple types of tests. Offering him another insult to see if she could off balance him. Which meant the best response was being gracious in return.

"My apologies, Khan, from my adjutant's discussions with your majordomo I understood the invitation as being to my clan's forces first and foremost."

"Are not all the men and women aboard your ship your soldiers?"

"My nation's madam, not mine. These women? They are the warriors of my household. If you wish to meet the warriors of my nation perhaps we could build a fire pit and-"

Khan Charocan holds up her hand to stop him.

"Smoothly handled, but let's not rush too quickly. Speaking of. You seem to know our ways Khan Bridger. I assume you brought an offering for the encampment?"

"Two actually."

Jerry grins. He'd been waiting for this, with a gentle motion of his wrist, he slips a special bead from within the sleeve of his coat, trapping it in his palm with his thumb.

"By your leave, Khan Charocan?"

The Khan nods slowly.

"...What, you're going to go get it?"

"No need, it's already here!"

A motion of the hand, a raised tone of voice and the bead is already heading towards the floor while everyone's eyes are elsewhere. When the bead smacks against the ground, the little jolt of kinetic energy triggers the tiny teleportation rune that had been carved into it, and a large stasis pod appears next to the Khan with a sharp ‘crack’ like a firecracker going off.

"There's a few cargo containers full of similar meat, called beef, from an animal called cattle from my home world on our ship. This stasis pod on the other hand is just for you and your immediate family or senior officers, whoever you wish to share with. It's some of our top shelf meat that's leaner than some of our other products. Just how you prefer it."

Another rise of the eyebrow from Khan Charocan as she slowly nods. She clearly appreciates the showmanship, but the knowledge of her personal tastes in meat isn't missed either.

Two can play at the subtle threats game, and as far as displaying one's intelligence 'reach', it was a lot harder to complain when the display of strength is dressed up with a very nice gift.

The CIA had pulled something similar with a senior member of the Soviet Politburo during a state visit in the 70s. The man had come on a state visit and when he went to his rooms for the night, found a bottle of his favorite wine, a French brand, and two bottles of his preferred vodka. A vodka which could only be acquired in the Russian SSR. A few other gifts had been left on the table. All of the man's favorites... and all somehow smuggled into the Soviet embassy!

Langley's point was made loud and clear.

This particular gift and demonstration was a bit more friendly, because part of the 'getting to know you' process for Cannidor warrior houses was sizing up each other's capabilities. The Undaunted could get all manner of information. The Charocan on the other hand were receiving only information Jerry and his team wanted them to have or they had the best spies in the galaxy having managed to outfox Diana’s Counter Intelligence Division.

With the latter unlikely, the Undaunted were displaying a skill in which the Charocan could certainly use a talented friend to supplement their shortcomings. That friend having proper warrior houses among them, honorable, stand up fighters like the Bridgers? That was icing on some already fairly decent cake just from very lucrative potential trade between the Undaunted and Charocan.

It paid to have friends in more ways than one.

It had already helped Jerry in this negotiation for example.

Jerry had made friends with Jab. One of Jab's friends got them information in under a day that would have taken a high speed shuttle and one or two intelligence officers a few days to gather instead.

Khan Charocan mulls the gift over for a minute, glancing at the meat occasionally as if she's tempted to pull it out of stasis and devour a good chunk of it raw!

"Well I'll certainly accept such a generous gift. I'll send porters to fetch the rest. You and yours are welcome in this camp. Your people up on the ship are cleared for shore leave in the city as well. If your people break our laws, I'll turn em over to you for punishment, but reserve the right to impose fines on them, and for my citizens to bring civil cases against them. Considering the nature of your troops, I will note if any of your boys try to renege on a marriage they entered into openly and honestly without provable coercion we will try to press the matter legally speaking, or at least assess a fine. I ain't letting exotic demon apes from hell mess with my girls' delicate maiden-like hearts."

"Of course. That said if one of your girls tries to take one of my boys the hard way we will be taking him back the hard way. Past that, any... complicated situations, like say one of your warriors marrying one of mine we'll just have to deal with like reasonable adults."

"Haha! The tits on you little man."

Khan Charocan is actually amused, at least, Jerry thinks she is, but there was no telling with a woman with centuries of experience in her field.

It was always worth remembering when dealing with galactic rulers. Many of them had been doing their jobs for literal centuries. You underestimate that kind of experience at your own peril.

"Something particularly funny about wanting to ensure we deal with any issues about avoiding interstellar long distance marriages fairly and equitably?"

"No, more how you hold yourself. I was skeptical about a Human khan. About a male khan too, though it has happened before. More skeptical about a man who has the right to command Crimsonhewers. Now though... if you're half the warrior you carry yourself as, half the man your combat footage seems to show, I'm going to be very interested to see what you, and the rest of you Humans do in the galaxy. Because you don't offer me an inch. Don't ask to be accommodated, you simply move yourself up to the appropriate height to look me square in the eye. You don't show any throat, but offer the proper respect that I am due... as an equal. This is good."

Jerry paces through the air for a few stops as he nods, smiling affably. Seems like they were getting to the main event after dealing with minor matters like shore leave.

"Sounds like you're ready to get down to the brass tacks then."

"Yep."

Charocan grins, a big toothy Cannidor smile that had just a hint of menace behind it.

"I wanted to get your measure. I at least want good trade relations with your people, and if I dismissed you too casually I'd be liable to have a minor mutiny on my hands considering you personally are something of a minor celebrity. I've seen your combat footage. You seem to fight well. I can see why Bridger Jaruna's so proud of her spouse. I also know why you come to me. If it was just as you, perhaps seeking a clan marriage or something, I'd accept out of hand... but this Undaunted. That's something new. And in reality so are you Bridgers. A minor clan walking around making blood ties as they grow? That's one thing. The Undaunted getting control of a system in Cannidor space? That's another."

Charocan steps back a bit, moving up a few stairs to really loom over the proceedings with an imperial majesty that a woman of lesser stature would be hard pressed to match.




"So. Here's what we're gonna do. You, and two of your youngest warriors or warrior candidates will attend our proving. I want to see what you're made of by Cannidor standards. See how you fight. How you perform under steady pressure. I know you'll do fine... but I want to see what the young women you're training are like. If you succeed, you'll have my endorsement to the Golden Khan and the council."

The Khan steps a few more paces.

"Do really well, impress me... and I'll offer your clan something too, the same alliance I'm offering the Undaunted, but for you Bridgers personally. I believe you've a son. We've a few daughters in my clan that'd be about your boy's age in terms of development. They’d reach maturity around the same time if my physician understands Human development properly. When the time comes, when she's ready to begin formal training, I will send her to you to raise and train alongside your son, and then when they come of age, I would have them return here, and make their proving. Together."

"Can I assume that that would constitute a betrothal?"

"You can."

“And they’d be free to select where they wish to live and make their careers as warriors?”

“I am assuming she would join your clan. You Humans do things differently, immersed in your ways, she’ll be a new kind of Cannidor warrior, I believe she’ll wish to remain. Plus, most clans retain their menfolk. I won’t complain if they wish to sweat out a term in my forces of course, but if they do it’ll be under your clan name, not her birth clan.”

Jerry considers the Khan's proposal for a moment. He hardly wanted to make a pledge on his son's behalf, especially when James might not follow in his footsteps, but the Cannidor were a rather independent people to start with. Betrothals like this were always with the caveat that let the children involved opt out when the time came, but the arrangement almost always came through. Pledged at birth or not, few were the childhood friends and companions that didn't blossom into a healthy marriage in the wider galaxy, and if they didn't... Jerry had other sons.

The odds of the Charocan daughter not finding a husband within the Bridger family were low indeed, and a strong blood tie to the Charocan would only help the Bridgers as a clan in the future. This type of tie generally meant better tariff rates and the like as 'part of the family', a lucrative opportunity indeed. Khan Charocan controlled hundreds of thousands of soldiers, and a large civilian populace in the hundreds of millions, if not many billions, all of whom could be ready customers for the Bridger clan's products.

It would also tighten the Charocan’s bond to the Undaunted. It would be up to others to truly forge that relationship, but it was an effective start of locking down the relationship with the most directly powerful single clan in Cannidor space. Plus, with a likely first wife joining the family, it meant James would be staying with the Bridger clan unless he decided to up stakes. This would likely please Syl in the name of easy access to her son, daughters in law and eventual grandchildren.

All that factored in, for the Undaunted. For the family. It'd be dumb to refuse.

James and this daughter of the Charocan would steer the course as to what exactly this meant in the future when the time came, but selecting this path now? Well. Nothing ventured. Nothing gained..

"Very well Khan Charocan. I accept your terms. I look forward to welcoming your daughter into my household in the future."

Charocan laughs, a low rumbling chuckle with a bit of a booming quality to it. "Hah. Not a moment of doubt that you’ll impress me eh? I suppose we'll see Khan Bridger. The Proving will begin shortly. If I am honest, we were waiting for you."

"We'll be ready. I hope you enjoy the show."


56

Jab

While Jerry was off parlaying with Khan Charocan, Jab was on the first merchant transport down to the surface, departing around the same time as the Olympia.

Admittedly, Jab would rather be on the other transport, if just to get to travel in what had to be luxury and totally not eye fuck the ever loving hell out of her dream man. This ride on the other hand was a bit less obtrusive, and given the free movement of merchants in Cannidor society this was a lot better for doing what she needed to.

It's amazing what you could get done when you were on the up and up. Jab had been listed as a trade 'scout' for the Bridger family conglomerate, so she was given a merchant's pass into the city without anyone looking at her twice! No bribes. No fuss. No muss. Being legit was the best cover story of all in the end, and even doing her new job properly, she'd have plenty of time to handle her real missions, both for herself and for the Undaunted.

The rocking of the lighter shakes her around just a bit as it clears the atmosphere. The hold was full of meat in stasis, and a few passengers. So Jab was strapped into a jump seat that was more a collection of cargo straps than something as structurally cohesive as a chair. Even with decent inertial compensators, which were rare on cheaper light spacecraft like this one, she'd still feel every sway that made it through the field.

It made Jab very thankful that she didn't have a weak stomach.

She was nervous enough as it was.

Jab shifts a bit, her new sword is digging into her side and she catches sight of her reflection in the brassy hilt. It was called a 'cutlass'. Apparently the design was a Human favorite for pirates and shipboard soldiers like Marines. Like Jerry. 

Wichen had offered her one, cheap, along with some other goodies when she'd gone down to the armory and gotten the new optic for her Tiger. She'd been thrilled at the time. The cutlass was a brutal, effective tool, perfect for fighting in close quarters. Paired with a pistol or her knife, she'd be able to really dish out some pain!

Now though, instead of the smile she'd first seen in the bright metal, Jab looks like an absolute wreck to her own eye.

This was going to be dangerous, but Jab had to make contact. She had to know the truth.

Demanding the truth from the boss of a criminal organization like the Black Khans might seem like an inherently absurd concept for many, but for Jab, this wasn't some faceless entity. This was her family. Big Mama went by the name Big Mama because she said she was a mother to her girls. Sometimes that meant handing out a beating, but it was for their own good. Big Mama knows best after all.

Jab had fed on the praise and affirmation that Big Mama had offered her like her birth mother's milk. Not that she'd ever gotten a sip of that to Jab's knowledge. Food. A little pocket money. Education. Toys. All she had to do was perform and do her jobs and Big Mama'd make sure she got what she wanted out of life.

It was good, and Jab had thrived, especially as she absorbed the philosophy of Big Mama. Hurting people wasn't wrong if they'd hurt you. Like for example not paying their debts. Or disrespecting you. Big Mama was real big on that last one. 

Respect was worth more than credits. More than a bar of axiom ride. You had to make sure people respected you... and feared you. Because that meant you had real power, the likes of which even some of the Khans couldn't manage anymore, doddering and senile on their thrones.

The only thing that mattered in Big Mama's galaxy as much as respect was loyalty. If you kept faith with Big Mama, Big Mama would keep faith with you, and she always came for her daughters. Whether it was sending in a lawyer to spring a girl from lock up, or if a girl was stuck on the inside making sure she was getting treated well and had little luxuries and the things with which to continue to conduct business within the prison.

Opportunities were everywhere after all.

And when that girl's sentence was up? Big Mama would be there to greet them and welcome them home.

Jab didn't quite like the idea of doing time, but whenever she went out on a job and came home, she melted for being welcomed back like a daughter who had been out on a long trip, so she felt she understood the girls who had been inside to a degree. Why they were so loyal to Big Mama after they got out.

As her skills had grown, and her loyalty was proven, she'd been sent out into the galaxy, a trusted hand of Big Mama and the Black Khans. She'd built her own little network, not finding individuals per se, but making sure she knew people who knew people. Girls who had their thumbs on the pulse of cities, worlds, or entire star systems. A little information broker work on the side, that's how it had started, and it was those connections that had made her an asset to the Bridgers already.

The shuttle grounds and Jab pushes her thoughts aside as she unstraps and heads to the aft cargo ramp, taking a few breaths to center herself and leave her anxieties in her wake. It was time to work, and if she was a nervous wreck either the guards would twig she was up to something or a Black Khan would take it as weakness and try to cut her throat.

She can barely hear herself talking with the guard handling customs, she was joking with the woman, chatting normally like she was just going out to get a little work done, and not about to head straight for the heart of the organized crime family that ruled this planet's underworld.

Jab tips a two fingered salute to the Undaunted cargo handlers who've begun moving cargo loaders into position to bring their initial cargo to a warehouse Jab had helped secure the lease for, and heads off the landing pad and out of the star port.

Immediately, she's at ease. It wasn't Coburnia's Rest, but this was home. The dense pack of Cannidor in a large metropolitan area with heavily fortified megastructures towering above her, the things that the Crucible hid away in the mountains. The slight darkness in the lower parts of the city because the sun simply couldn't reach every part of the depths unless it was right overhead.

The smells of street food cooking nearby and the kinds of industrial chemicals that signify a working neighborhood. The whine of an air bike going through an artificial canyon of skyscrapers. The rumbles of arguments and the occasional meaty impact of a fist as an argument ended up getting heated. Jab vanishes into the crowd without a hitch of effort on her part. No invisibility, no skills or anything like it required, because here she belonged.

Just another face in the crowd.

Not that she hadn't always aspired for more than that, but sometimes going 'home' was good. Being among normal folk and not thinking about pan galactic militaries or handsome alien princes with really sexy eyes who had the strangest tendency to make her think. A lot. About all sorts of things!

It made the familiar surroundings slightly less comfortable now as she remembered some of the things she'd been wondering recently. The questions she wanted answers for. Jab had never asked why. Never thought twice. She followed orders, issued orders where she needed to and did her job. 

Now though... she was wondering if that was actually enough for her, if that was actually the road to real leadership in the Black Khans. Big Mama told her it was, but that next promotion, next advancement, her big chance... it was always just a little bit further away wasn't it?

Maybe it wasn't the stoic philosophy that was getting at her, or Jerry's little questions, or the outright heroic statements the man made without even a second thought. The little things he did that made him so much sexier than just an admittedly very pretty face.

It was how he treats his people.

Good work was the standard of course, but exceptional work was always clearly and cleanly rewarded from what Jab had seen. Bad work was met with counseling and correction to encourage the individual to improve.

Not once had she ever heard Jerry have to raise his voice or raise his hand to one of his people... save to praise them or to offer them a handshake or the Human 'fist bump' ritual.

That was very different from Big Mama.

The path forward, the standards, were as clear and clean as could be, and while obviously a criminal organization wasn't about to be quite as organized as a military, the reality remained that Jab was completely in the dark about her future with the Black Khans.

Meanwhile after a few weeks of work she'd had it mentioned off hand by one of the intelligence officers she'd been working with to help them prepare agents to send into Cannidor society that longer term and higher paying contracts would likely be made available to her if she signed on again. Another had said she'd likely have been promoted already if she'd been in uniform.

How did her cover gig for a job have a clearer picture of her future than her work for an organization she'd been with her entire life?

'You're not a lieutenant because you haven't demanded it yet. Big Mama respects strength, and only strength. You get the job done, but you're still too soft. Finish this gig, go back to Coburnia's Rest and take old Cirila's spot. Kill her if you have to. She'd have done the same to you if your roles were reversed. It's just how the world works. Even in those goody two-shoes Undaunted's world. You know it's gotta be a show.'

'A show to what end though? To make me think they're nice or whatever? That's a lot of effort for little value... and the normal folks. The sailors. The Marines. They act like that too.'

The voice doesn't have an answer for that and falls silent as Jab catches sight of a familiar sign, carved into a wall with Cannidor claws. She's close.

She tightens up a bit now, eyes scanning, hands ready to go for her weapons.

The knife at this distance. The plasma pistol would be too loud, and the sword too flashy and not fast enough to get into action in ambush. Draw her knife. Make space. Go for bigger and better weapons as the situation requires. Simple.

No threats materialize out of a dark alley or whatever, perhaps rightly assessing that the heavily armed Cannidor was more fight than they wanted in their victims.

The bouncer at the door of the club eyes her up as Jab hikes up her sleeve a bit and pulls a leather wristband down, revealing a brand.

"Need to use the network."

The bounce gives Jab a once over. "...Yeah. Guess you do. Ain't seen you around before. Down the stairs. Punch the right numbers in and the elevator will take you where you actually wanna go. Get it wrong and you'll just end up in the club, then we'll beat your ass and throw you out."

"Got it."

Jab pushes into the stairwell without another word, the smell of stale smoke thick in the air as she starts to head down the stairs. It was time to get some answers.
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The elevator was her first challenge. It was unguarded but there would be sensors everywhere. Then there was the matter of 'the combo'. It was the same across the entire Black Khans, a complex numerical series of passwords that were based on Cannidor numerology.

It changed every now and then, but the 'recognition' phrase was always the same, as was an 'identity' phrase for different girls who left their parent Khan's turf regularly. Jab considers the board, and punches the first recognition phrase in, a numerical representation of the founding alliance of organizations that became the Black Khans. Then her own recognition code.

The screen goes black, and Jab waits in the dim elevator for a moment, anxiety growing quietly in the pit of her stomach. If she'd been burned, if she wasn't supposed to survive the attack on the Crimson Tear, she'd be finding out right about now.

Instead the screen lights up again, and Jab quickly begins punching in the series of counter signs that become the 'combination' to access the hidden den of the Black Khans in this city.

In a few moments the elevator starts to slowly slide down into darkness, and Jab purges herself of emotions again. A simple axiom trick, but a critical one for the high stakes world she'd grown up in. Any emotion besides rage and hate could be perceived as a weakness and used by a rival or enemy. For that reason alone, Jab's playful attitude had always annoyed some of the older Khans, who felt she wasn't serious enough.

When she'd started pulling in big credits, they'd shut up, except for a few, muttering to each other behind her back.

The worst of those had finally shut up when Jab killed her. The back biter had picked a fight, lost, and Jab had taken what had been the other woman's and had been running with it ever since.

That's when she'd started getting real jobs and more responsibilities from Big Mama.

The Demon's waiting for her when the elevator doors open again, like she'd suspected. The guardian of the lair, an older Black Khan whose primary skill set was violence, the Demon was in charge of security for a Khan headquarters. Smaller bases had 'Terrors' occasionally, but without one of the bosses on hand, an actual Black Khan, most didn't bother to stand on ceremony.

The Cannidor warrior, scarred up and brutalized nearly beyond recognition, lightly sniffs Jab before snarling; "Search her." To her subordinates.

Jab's patted down briefly, her weapons cataloged, but not taken. They're searching for wires and recording materials.

"Heavy plasma pistol, sword, combat knife, boot knife. Nothin else."

Jab suppresses any hint of a reaction. They hadn't found her trump card, the Human style pistol hidden in the axiom tattoo on her thigh.

The Demon snorts approvingly.

"Fine. Come on. They're waiting."

"Whose waiting?"

"The Black Khan of the worlds of the Charocan, and head of the Cruelfang Cartel, Madame Cruelfang and you damn well better show proper respect, pup, or I'll beat your ass so severely they won't even think you're a Cannidor when you get back to Coburnia's Rest. Pretty sure she's got your boss on the holo too."

Jab nods slowly, as if it was just information, but Cruelfang had already contacted Big Mama. Had they been waiting for her? Or had Cruelfang just called her fellow boss when one of Big Mama's girls had turned up on her doorstep?

She's led into a large throne room, something altogether more ostentatious than Big Mama's comparatively humble office. Differences in style, not so much status really.

Madame Cruelfang is a giant purple furred Cannidor with what Jab figured was dyed white hair. She's got a few scars, and a rail cannon that was nearly as tall as some of the smaller Cannidor watching the proceedings leaned against her throne. There were a few guards in power armor lingering nearby, looking more like they were guarding an actual Khan of a warrior house instead of a queen of the underworld.

Big Mama is 'standing' nearby on a holo pad, conversing with the other woman amicably.

"Here's your girl now, Calra."

Cruelfang leans forward, her smile revealing the origin of her name. Her mouth was a mess of teeth growing at odd angles and positions. A normal Cannidor bite was devastating, but even a light bite from Cruelfang would be more akin to making minced meat than cutting anything.

"I just had to call when she ID'd herself. Wasn't expecting a guest. Or a messenger, no smuggling at the moment. So I was curious."

Big Mama smiles at Jab. "There's my girl! Like I told you Cruelfang, she's just on a little job for her Mama." Big Mama's face takes a more stern, aggressive turn, her eyes narrowing as her nostrils flare. "Though I'd like an explanation about why you stopped your check-ins like I damn told you. I didn't give you that secure communicator just so it could gather dust."

Fire rushes through Jab's veins in an instant as she remembers her righteous indignation.

"I had to destroy it. The Undaunted were going to make me. Security tightened like crazy after the Hag's pirates tried to destroy the ship. I thought you said they weren't out to kill the Human! They were going to kill or enslave us all, I'm damn sure of it. Did you know when you sent me? There was a location beacon in that damn communicator wasn't there?"

Anger leaks into Jab's tone as she presses Big Mama. She probably wouldn't get the truth, but the type of lie would tell her a lot.

Immediately Big Mama’s tone becomes placating, soothing, her expression one Jab remembered from when she was a pup and Big Mama was trying to be ‘comforting’.  

"Jab, Jab. I wouldn't just... throw you away like that. I wouldn't want you to die. It's me, your Big Mama we're talking about here. I don't send my girls into the shit like that, and I wouldn't just give you a secret location beacon, that'd be silly. Telling you would let you better handle the device and do your job. All I wanted was contact reports and information about the Undaunted, and you did a good job for me."

Big Mama was lying. That tone. That expression. There wasn’t a second of doubt in Jab’s heart that she was being lied to. What about exactly Jab couldn't tell, but Big Mama used that same sickly sweet tone she was using with her now whenever she was trying to pull one over on one of her girls... and once upon a time, Jab had bought this little routine.

"As to what happened, you can trust that I called the Hag and got some damn answers out of her as soon as I'd heard what happened. It wasn't part of the plan. Spontaneous operation. The Hag told me some of her girls got a little overexcited. Overzealous. Wanted to bring the Hag a rich prize. You're an ambitious girl after all, you can understand that right? Doing something impulsive in the name of getting what you want out of life?"

Jab wanted to laugh. She really wanted to laugh, because a few weeks ago... this would have worked on her, but now, for whatever reason, perhaps just time away among decent people. People who treated her well and actually respected her, she could tell it was so much bullshit.

"So... You okay letting bygones be bygones and taking another comm unit back aboard the ship? Once you finish this gig and we get our pay out... I've been needing a new lieutenant for the docks district. All yours. Just do this one little thing for me."

So many ways to respond, even as Big Mama dangled a juicy prize in front of her, dripping with fresh blood. The docks were a very lucrative district. It had a fair amount of girls and room to expand. Perfect for a new lieutenant to make her mark... and yet. Yes wasn't the answer that came to mind immediately. 

Instead it was telling Big Mama to shove it down her own throat or blow it out her ass, going for her field pistol and killing as many as she could, one of a billion answers... but her path forward suddenly lines up clearly in her mind and Jab pounces on a good path forward.

"...If you're finally gonna promote me. I'll do it." Jab bows to Madame Cruelfang. "Can I assume Madame Cruelfang's people will hook me up with the comm system? And let's skip the location beacon this time. If the Hag wants location data I can provide it, but we need to charge her extra. She wanted information, not pathfinding, and that makes this job a lot more dangerous."

Big Mama leans toward the Camera, all smiles now. "Oh Jab, of course sweetie. I'll make sure you get what your owed. Now… Do you have any information you can give me now since your last check in? About damage to the ship? Numbers of pirates captured? Something about missile weapons?”

Jab’s mind flashes to the report she’d heard about the Tear being short on torpedoes and immediately discards giving Big Mama that information. There were some tidbits Jab could give her that wouldn’t be a problem, and maybe even lie here and there to give the Tear an advantage.

“Ten thousand per chunk of info.”

“Beg your pardon?”

“Information’s got value. Twist the Hag’s nipples for twenty thousand a chunk and I want half up front.”

Big Mama’s eyes narrow. “...Fine. If it’s good enough info.”

“I got the goods. A lot of the Hag’s girls died in action. Those boarding torpedoes got ravaged. There was a girl from one of the fighter squadrons playing gun camera footage on her phone in the bar. It was a massacre. I heard from a maintenance girl that they converted a decent sized cargo bay to hold all the survivors and another one for the wounded. They’re all going to the Charocan. The Khan will get the ones she wants to keep, the rest will go to the council. Everyone involved in the action gets a slice of the bounty.”

Including Jab herself, but that little detail wasn’t something Big Mama needed either.

“Okay. Good. That’ll piss the Hag off but it’s good information.”

“Heard a little something about the Tear being a bit more vulnerable on the sides instead of the forward arc, she’s not a warship after all, and the Hag’s corvettes came in head on.”

A lie. A big one. Jab knew for a fact that the Tear had some turrets that couldn’t fire forward that absolutely could fire in the broadside arcs. Including some advanced stuff people didn’t talk too much about that were concealed until the ship went to battle stations.

Pirates coming in from port and starboard would get a rude surprise.

“That’s good. So, still more or less a merchantman. Lots of guns, but a Merchie all the same. Anything else? Who fought off the girls that got aboard?”

“Ship’s internal security and some of the line infantry only from what I heard. Their power armor girls barely got involved.”

Another lie. Obviously those girls were involved, but Undaunted regulars had done the bulk of the fighting, and the power armored warriors of the Bridger household had been in the thick of it. If Jab had to guess a thousand pirates or more had met their end in module one.

“...Damn, their security forces must be good. Way too hot for the likes of us. If the Hag’s stupid enough to fuck with them that’s on her though.”

The picture would hopefully make the Tear a lot harder of a target. It could mean bringing more force to bear, but Jab was willing to guess that after this little debacle the Hag would change tactics, and this information would only reinforce it.

“Got anything else for me?”

“That’s the bulk of it. You might be able to get some more if we have girls on any of the orbital docks.”

Big Mama nods. “Fine. I’m transferring forty thousand to your account, for a job well done. Now you get out of here and get back to work!"

The sudden edge to Big Mama's tone made it clear it was an order, and Jab spins and walks out of the throne room, waiting for a bolt from Madame Cruelfang's rail cannon to end her life... but she passes out of the room without incident.

By the time she makes it to the elevator, there's someone waiting for her with another transmitter. She takes it, and walks into the elevator without a word. 

Only when she's back out on the street does she let herself breathe freely, still not entirely sure she's not under a rail gunner's optics right now. An unseen sniper just waiting for the word to rip her heart out of her chest.

It just wasn't fair.

Years. Decades of loyal service and this was the thanks she got? Big Mama hadn't set her up to die. Jab was reasonably certain about that. However, Big Mama had known about the location beacon, and absolutely had known the Hag would be out for blood and use that location information accordingly.

It wasn't that Big Mama was setting her up to be killed. If anything that'd be better. It would mean Big Mama feared her, and wanted to get rid of her before Jab ripped her throat out with her teeth.

No, what finally got to Jab was that the woman she'd looked up to as a mother figure didn't give a rat's ass if she lived or died.

Jab 'vanishes' down a side street, blending into the crowd as if she was a native. In a way, she was a native. This place, all the places like it. It was the same as anywhere else. Bit worse off than Coburnia's Rest, but not everyone was as prosperous as the Hammerhands.

The warriors called places like this slums, and spat on the people who came from them. Mostly metaphorically, sometimes literally. The high crime areas made it on Cannidor news segments, with pundits calling for everything from charity to carpet bombing to 'deal' with the problem, but Jab couldn't see the problem from here in the end.

Maybe it was clearer up there, with the powerful. Maybe the prince would be able to tell her what was really so horrible about places like this... and finally break her heart because she was so far out of her league it didn't even make sense to try.

It was a cold feeling, being cast adrift. She didn't have anything now. Not for real. She could pretend to have the Black Khans... but they didn't care about her.

Jab settles at a food cart with a bench, ordering a big bowl of spicy noodles with a barbecue meat on top that was one of her favorites, trying to sort out her head as life flows and ebbs around her. Kids playing. The occasional argument. The hint of a male voice deep in one of the larger family compounds. Old women gossiping... usually about the young women who were themselves gossiping and chatting nearby after a hard day's work.

The broth was good. Just the way Jab liked it, and the sensation of it started to warm her from the inside.

Maybe it was a good thing.

She... had an opportunity now. Didn't she? If the Black Khans weren't loyal to her, she didn't have to be loyal to them. The large comm unit she had in an axiom expanded pocket in her jacket. Diana Bridger'd be able to get all sorts of interesting uses of it, surely… And in reality she’d already betrayed the Khans. She’d lied through her teeth to make the Tear an even harder target than it already was just now… She just had to commit.

She just had to choose.

Warmth reaches out to her extremities as Jab starts putting a plan together. She had a job to do. For now, she'd just stay on world and do it. Gather all the information she could before she inevitably had to go back to the Tear and face the Bridgers. If she put some hard work in, she could prove herself a useful asset and keep that job. She still had her contacts. Her network was hers... and Big Mama wouldn't burn her until she knew Jab had ditched them.

Jab smiles into her bowl for a moment before bringing it to her lips and drinking the last of the broth, tossing the woman running the stand a hundred credit sthaqu coin, the green metal glimmering as the cook grabs the hefty tip and gives Jab a friendly smile as she stands back up and starts to make towards the star port.

Once this crap with the Charocan was done, she'd bring Jerry down here. To this world. He’d wanted to know about it. How better to know than to see directly? Surely he'd be able to see that there was life here. Value here. He was a compassionate guy. Someone who wanted to help people. Sure he was a Prince... but he wouldn't call anyone gutter trash unless they actually earned it. Not people like this.

She'd just... show him. Her world. Where she came from. What she was... and if he could see the value in where she came from. The people she was born of. Maybe, just maybe he could see the value in her too. As an employee, as a friend… and maybe even more than that one day.
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Nadiri

Back in the lair of the Black Khans, Nadiri was hiding in the shadows like she normally is.

Riding in with Jab had been child's play, as had been shifting herself to one of the local gang queen's guards. Part of her feels like going with Jab, keeping an eye on her, more to protect her than anything, was the right call, but something made her remain in the gang queen's throne room.

Nadiri was confident that Jab wasn't going to betray the Undaunted, especially after Jab hadn't tossed any debilitating information out about the Tear's weapons or repairs. They'd specifically laid some bait for her for that, false intelligence about the torpedoes and the like. It would have actually benefited them for that information to filter back to the Hag... but instead Jab had opened up an avenue that Diana could use to send that false data along anyway, and sent along some false or misleading information herself.

Then there was the matter of the communications device itself. Jab would probably bring the new tracking device into intelligence... or, possible, try to run a counter intelligence operation all on her own.

Cute. Admirable. Less than optimal. She might take the smarter option. Maybe.

Still. The girl had moxie. Most of the women in the room had clearly bought her bullshit, especially when she'd demanded more pay since the Hag wanted more dangerous work.

The Cannidor on the holo call though. The one Jab had called Big Mama. That was a different story.

With Jab safely out of the way, and no 'sensitive ears around', Big Mama turns to Cruelfang.

"Have someone watch her while she's on planet. If my little Jab looks like she's turning traitor. Kill her."

Cruelfang simply nods her assent, clearly not particularly invested one way or the other.

"Any particular method?"

"Nah. Just drop her and leave the body for scavengers. She's just trash. No one will look for her when she goes missing. No one will notice but me." Big Mama clicks her tongue. "Jab always was a bit too ambitious for her own good... and now she's thinking. Even if she does the job, I'm going to have to take care of her soon, or she might actually start turning into someone dangerous."

"Any instructions from the Hag about Jab's little dream boyfriend? This Khan Bridger?"

Big Mama shrugs. "She's a bit wary after she had a bunch of her corvettes reduced to scrap. You heard Jab, there's probably well over a thousand of the Hag's girls that are about to be turned over to Clan Charocan in chains. I don't have any confirmation on that, but the Undaunted seem like the types to take prisoners."

"Hmmm. I hear they even recruit pirates in some cases. As full on independent privateers occasionally, but mostly bringing them into a uniform." Cruelfang taps her chin. "Clever honestly. Considering their shortage in raw manpower terms compared to the entire rest of the galaxy."

"Nah, 'man' power's about the only thing they've got."

Both gang queens laugh.

"That's my take in a nutshell." Says Big Mama. "They're only seen as tough thanks to a strong propaganda mill, and a bunch of brain dead little girls who can't handle a little dick in their lives."

Cruelfang nods. "Exactly. We have a few bugs in the Charocan Fortress Palace, so I was able to watch the formal greeting between this human 'khan', Bridger and Charocan. Nice to look at, I can see why your girl's apparently messing her panties over him, even if he is short. Yet... warrior race of men from Cruel Space? He was the only man in the room. Pure bullshit."

"Our girls on the Crimson Tear besides Jab didn't report anything out of the ordinary either beyond there being a lot of men around... but they also went dark pretty quickly. So they have some competent individuals in their staff."

"Makes me wonder how they haven't nabbed your little Jab yet."

"Maybe she's actually as good as she thinks she is."

Another round of laughter.

"Or maybe this Bridger guy likes her as a person." Cruelfang chuckles, her tone cruel and mocking. "Speaking of. Do we want to take the initiative and do something about him? The Hag wants him and is happy to pay with more enough credits to go around, so I don't mind sharing the pay day. We could make a move while he’s on world easily enough. He'll be going through the Charocan warrior induction out in the desert. He'll be vulnerable. Just a few instructors and the other recruits. Hit'em with a null barrage and we should be able to get girls in and out to bag the fucker while he's out."

"Not worried about Humans allegedly being immune to null?"

"If I believed every stupid thing I heard on the trivid I wouldn't have survived this long, and neither would you."

That gets another bark of laughter out of Big Mama.

"Fair enough. Personally, I'm perfectly fine being passive on this one. If we were talking about adding him to a Black Khan brothel's stable somewhere... well. I'd be first to help, and first in line to help get him properly broken in. Maybe get a daughter out of it. Looks like decent stock, even if he's mostly just a terribly good actor. Those goods are too hot in my book though. The Hag can get her own man meat. No sense pissing in the Undaunted's stew pot either. Lots of men or no, they're becoming a power and this is just business in the end. They've made a point out of hunting down and killing a lot of the Dark Cabal girls who are left from what I hear after they crossed them, and we don't need that kind of heat. Just pass the word and kill Jab if she looks like she's losing her way."

Nadiri suppresses a snarl, not wanting any emotions to leak into the local axiom that might give her away as she starts slipping through shadows towards the door. She'd need to report in, and quickly. This didn't change everything, but it did fill in the intelligence picture for this world, and a little bit more about Ms. Jab too.

All in all? Not a bad day's work for Nadiri Shadowhisper.

At least. That's where it should end. For some reason though, as the light of the holo winks out, Nadiri stops, staying in position, watching Cruelfang as she rises from her throne and tells her minions she'll be in her quarters.

A small burst of energy has her in the other woman's shadow in a blink, following along as the gang queen mutters to herself.

"Nice to know Big Mama's still a coward, just like the old days. Talks big but clearly doesn't have the tits to go after a real score. Well that's okay. I'll just have my girls do a little job, get me some information and if everything looks good we'll black bag this Human khan. Maybe break his pelvis for good measure and then send him to the Hag to do whatever she has in mind for him. Hmph. What's the point of getting so wound up anyway? He's just one man. Even if Humans are actually a thing. Doubt he's got much in the way of brains or brawn, he's even a prince... hmm."

The queenpin stops for a minute, tapping her chin as she thinks.

"I wonder if the Apuk Imperial House would pay more than the Hag for him? I bet they would. Maybe we can have a little bidding war. I bet there's all sorts of people who'd love to get their hands on him. Smells like a nice big profit to me, and all for some random trash."

Cruelfang laughs to herself as she settles at her desk, starting to type out orders as Nadiri shifts to a shadow in the corner, aggressively suppressing her rage.

How fucking dare she.

How dare this useless sack of shit talk like that about him?

About her... boss. Nadiri beats down a swell of emotions in her heart, her own unresolved feelings about Jerry coming to the fore for a brief second. She did have a little crush after all. Well. Maybe a big one. Strong chin. Intense eyes. Plus... he treated his wives and his people well. Very well. A good leader. Someone who talked a good game and walked it too. Someone who led with love and compassion, and embodied the virtues he espoused.

To a Shallaxian, a world where being forthright, courageous and bold about one's emotions was considered the height of sexy... Jerry was a very attractive man, and he had a lot of very attractive men around him.

Still. Why not go for the pick of the litter? Marriage was about security and children first and foremost. Even for a smaller marriage, the Bridgers looked to be very secure, and it was hard to imagine a better father for her children. The Human genetic benefits a hybrid Shallaxian girl might have alone.

Certainly could get a woman who wanted her children to have every advantage crossing her legs a bit and thinking warm thoughts best explored in the bath on a Friday night with a bottle of wine.

Those were thoughts she wrestled with all the time.

Those were the thoughts that made her want to cut the gang queen's throat right the fuck now.

Threaten to kidnap, rape and sell a man off to the highest bidder? She'd be ready to kill for any one in that situation, but with Jerry... It felt personal.

Even if he wasn't quite her man yet.

She'd need to deal with that. Eventually.

For now though, a few bugs in Cruelfang's private office on her way out seems like the best course of action for Nadiri to take, slinking through the shadows as the gangster works at her desk.

Honestly the greatest challenge for Shallaxian spies and saboteurs besides their culture not being terribly compatible with such work, was resisting the temptation to be too bold. For example, she was under Cruelfang's desk for the brief second it took to deploy a bug in a near impossible to reach spot.

How easy it would be to tie the bitch's boot laces together. Or set up some sort of fake magic circle that looked like a curse mark under the woman's bed. Or, as previously considered, cut to the chase and gouge out her throat, leaving her to drown in her own blood as Nadiri made her escape.

Giving into temptation had gotten more than a few Shallaxians killed over the years.

Nadiri however was far from a usual Shallaxian.

The door slides open and a mook of some flavor comes into Cruelfang's office. Nadiri is in her shadow instantly, idly taking notes as the women discuss a drug operation based out of the commercial star port... with a critical shipment coming in tonight. Nadiri raises an eyebrow as the mook starts to leave. 

That was something that would make a wonderful anonymous tip to the Charocan's security forces. There wasn't a cop alive who could resist a potential easy win like that... All she'd have to do is have a listen around the hideout and see if she can pick out some names of local cops that the Black Khans particularly despised.

Much better odds they wouldn't be on the take, and would vigorously pursue a chance to knee cap the Khan's drug running.

Nadiri redirects off the mook, and instead of making her way towards the elevator, makes a turn down a corridor. While she was here... maybe she should see about splicing a connection for Babydoll and the Tear's hackers into the Black Khan's computer network. Probably all sorts of interesting information in those, and while they didn't necessarily have to do anything with them it'd be very valuable leverage if they ever needed to lean on Cruelfang and her girls.

Or all the info they needed if they wanted to uproot them across the planet as a little lesson to the Black Khans about fucking with the Undaunted and the Bridgers.

Nadiri grins to herself as she slips under a door.

It was always nice to have a job you enjoyed.
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Purisha

Her day was very different than it had been even a week before.

She had a lot more time in the mornings for example. Time spent on extra work out time and a relatively leisurely breakfast with most of the civilian portion of the Bridger family, maybe even a long hot shower if she had a few extra minutes and was feeling particularly indulgent. 

Then all she had to do was get dressed and walk casually to her new duty station, the Admiral's war room.

It was a hell of a vacation, but one that required a lot of extra PT from Purisha to avoid losing any of her hard won physical conditioning.

Purisha checks over her Undaunted service dress uniform and confirms that her boots are polished to a mirror shine. The Horchka fencer's boots were adopted from the Bridger family's martial uniform, and after a little work from Colonel Bridger, were now an authorized uniform option for Undaunted Marines assigned to Crimson Tear's embarked battalion, to include JSOC.

They looked great and made Purisha feel super confident, and she could use all the confidence she could get right about now. She was working directly for some very high speed folks. She'd be about as nervous working in Sir David's HQ, but instead she was working in the admiral's office!

That she had dinner with the admiral fairly frequently when he was actually in residence was besides the point. That was personal, this was professional, and she was very much the junior woman on the totem pole in the war room by a significant margin. She had a bit more standing with Nikita Dertann's paladins, mostly spending time with her friend Dar'Vok, and her recently honored squad of Apuk warriors.

Purisha straightens her uniform again and heads into the common room where the three eldest Bridger daughters are cleaning weapons with Cindy. Makula was conspicuous by her absence, which said a lot about how used to having the younger woman around Purisha had gotten.

"Looking sharp, puddy tat. You know Dad's not around and Mother Diana doesn't care right?"

Joan asks, giving Purisha a toothy smile to confirm the other woman's teasing.

"It's the principle of the thing."

"Uh huh. See you for dinner tonight?"

Purisha shakes her head. "Neysi and I are doing dinner with the girls. You all want to come?"

"Can't this time. Downsides of being officially adopted members of the household. Mother Sylindra wants everyone around a bit more with Dad and Makula in the field."

"Maybe Neysi and I should cancel-"

Joan waves her off. "I'll cover for you both. Make sure you're at dinner tomorrow though or Syl's going to worry."

"She's all kinds of clucky with Jerry in the field huh?"

"He does have a pirate queen trying to kidnap or kill him. It's a reasonable thing to be nervous about."

Purisha considers that for a second and shrugs.

"Yeah. Fair enough. Anyway, I'm off. Cindy! Be good and I'll see about sneaking you a snack when I get home!"

Cindy hops up on her chair and waves energetically as Purisha walks out of the door, up the stairs and out of the Den.

The other nice benefit of her current gig is her commute was short. A minute or two at a jog to get from the Den to flag officer country. Then around the corner from the main entrance to the Admiral's office, and through a secure door that requires three biometric scans, then another scan once she's inside the airlock-like confines and finally, she's into the war room proper.

While Purisha prefers being in the field or going out and training, as her eyes sweep the room, she can't help but admit, the war room is really cool. It's practically a movie set in here with work stations for various specialists and all sorts of computer equipment, to include the big holo table and tank in the center, able to display everything from galaxy scale campaigns to a fire team in contact on a planet's surface.

On display now were three blue dots, with a couple dozen 'green' dots surrounding them. The dots were all on the move, but in a relatively limited area, which makes Purisha smile. Doesn't take a genius to know that Jerry, Makula and Enrika are doing the Cannidor equivalent of PT during their trials to prove themselves as Cannidor warriors.

Milintra and Mirin'Ramos are the only staff in evidence. Diana Bridger had plenty of other work to be doing after all, and Nadiri had been mysteriously absent since the admiral went planet side. Likely doing some sort of weasel work for Diana if Purisha had to guess.

"Good morning, ladies."

"Oh there you are Purisha." Milintra doesn't even look up, working away as she activates a console. "This is good timing. We have lots of data from the overnight watch and I think we can further refine our capabilities for sensing and detection for commando operations. Now that we have a good handle on tracking small teams without using live data streams thanks to the quantum entanglement id tag system you helped us work out and intelligence smuggled to the admiral and the girls I think we're in a good spot to go from just observing to supporting."

Mirin'Ramos chuckles. "No need to ambush the poor girl Mili. Let her get in the door."

"Bah. There's work to be done. No sense wasting work hours."

"Not everyone has the bandwidth of a synth you know."

"All the more tragic really, you should consider upgrading that organic matter of yours."

Milintra and Mirin'Ramos break into laughter as Purisha finishes logging in. It was a common joke between the two women that Purisha was only just starting to get a handle on.

"So sensing and detection. Beyond tracking possible hostiles and the like, being able to pick out weapons and such with minimum detection risk would be good, but I can't imagine we can turn serious active sensors to a site from orbit without giving ourselves away. To use passive systems I think it goes back to needing stealth ISR (Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance) assets we can insert either in orbit or in atmosphere. Similar to Nkla Osier's scout ship but even more dedicated to the role. Two woman crew with simulated intelligence support?"

Milintra taps her chin. "About what I was thinking. Stealth or camouflaged spy satellites would also be just as functional. Mixed with a quantum entangled transmitter and relay system we'd have perfect flow of data from the unit in the field, to the satellite, and from other supported assets, back to here, or to a similar unit. The Kandahar Province has its own war room, or will shortly for example. Now admittedly, orbital assault isn't the stealthiest thing in the galaxy, but being able to support full spectrum operations is a worthwhile investment. So let's have a look at-"

By the time Purisha escapes, her duty day's gone over by an hour and she finds herself scrambling down to the multimedia room that Neysihen had reserved for them.

The door slides open and she's hit square in her sensitive nose with the smell of all the best worst food for you.

"Burgers?"

"Burgers." Mikena says, the Merra pirate hoisting a plate up for Purisha's inspection. "We ordered you your usual."

"Oh thank the goddess. I'm starving."

Purisha collapses onto a couch next to Neysihen and all but tears into her burger.

"Looks like they're running you ragged. Figured you'd be on easy street with the admiral off the ship."

Talciea, the Ikiya'Mas pirate turned navy police officer, says around mouthfuls of her own burger, with extra cheese of course.

Purisha swallows loudly, choking a big bite of burger down before taking a draught of a Human style soft drink to wash it down.

"Not even. The Admiral's got high standards, but Mili and Mirin have even higher standards. They're both the types that love working too. Especially Mili. She can work twelve hour days without a blink and sometimes forgets that everyone else needs to do things like eat." Purisha's ears wiggle slightly. "Then there's... the other thing."

Talciea grins, clearly smelling blood in the water. "Is that man trouble I sense? Spill! Did that guy from the battalion hit you up again?"

"He texts me pretty regularly. His head wife messaged me today, inviting me over for a family meal."

Mirin raises an eyebrow. "Sounds like they're getting pretty serious about you."

Neysihen nods. "Yeah, it seems like it. Doubt that's enough to get you a bit flighty and nervous though. What's the real gossip?"

"Well. It. Uh. Sir David asked me out, and now I'm not entirely sure what to do."

The other three women exchange looks and immediately start throwing wadded up napkins at Purisha.

"Bragging!"

"Yeah way to gloat, bitch."

The four women all dissolve in a torrent of giggles.

"Still. This is good right? Didn't you have eyes solely for Sir David till this Eugene guy started pursuing you?"

Purisha stares intently at her plate for a few seconds, collecting her thoughts.

"Well. Yeah. I mean. Who wouldn't? But then I started getting pursued! Me! Of all people. It's just so weird but it made me feel pretty special, and now there's two men after me and I'm still just... me." Purisha shrugs. "It's just. I dunno. Makes me feel kinda anxious I guess."

Neysihen snorts. "Purisha Velour, that is the least commando-like thing I've ever heard you say."

The Yauya woman mimics Purisha a bit, her voice actually doing a pretty good impression of the slight purr Purisha had in her voice occasionally.

"Oooh, woe is me, I'm only a badass commando and a mostly adopted daughter to one of the baddest dudes in an entire organization of very bad ass men and women, and now two handsome men wanna take me home and make me purr for them."

Neysihen chuckles.

"Seriously. What the hell do you have to be anxious about? Especially with Sir David. He knows exactly who you are. Better than anyone maybe. He's kept a close eye on your training I bet. You know your little plan to earn your kukri and then try to seduce him had to make it back to him, and now he's pursuing you. At the very least trust Sir David to know what and who he's courting. The man's very picky, even by Human standards."

Talciea nods. "My thoughts exactly. You've been on a few dates with this Eugene guy too. He's probably got a decent idea of what's going on with Purisha Velour at this point. Right?"

Purisha shrugs. "I mean. Yeah. I guess so. I'm just. Not sure what I should do now."

Mikena gives Purisha a 'no duh' look. "Go to dinner with Eugene's family, get a feel for things, and enjoy your date with Sir David? Then figure out what you want to do? I mean come on Purisha. You're a grown ass woman. You're in either a romance trivid or a porno with your current situation, so make sure you know what you're getting and make the call. Most girls in the galaxy'd kill for a choice, but that doesn't mean you have to overthink it."

"I suppose that makes sense." Purisha shrugs. "What about you girls? Any prospects on the horizon?"

Mikena smiles. "Well, I think Chief Cullen, the lead crew chief on my bird, is sweet on me. He's pretty damn cute too. So I'm just going to push him a little further, see if I can get him to ask me out first, Human style. I've met a couple of his wives and they seem really nice too."

"What about you, Talciea?"

The rat-like woman chokes down another bite of burger before saying; "I think my boss is scouting me for her marriage. Two wives, both Synths. The husband's a Marine NCO. Handsome guy. Got pretty fucked up during the battle for the Pillars of Ascension, ended up marrying the security officer he fought next to and the medic who saved his life. The former being my partner, Naressa. She's super cool, and her sister wife seems neat too. Their husband? Strap is his nickname. Like I said. Pretty damn handsome. A girl could do a lot worse. Especially getting in on the ground floor. From pirate trash to third wife? Sounds like a romance flick to me! What about you Neysihen?"

Neysihen waves off the question. "I think you girls know. Even if I was looking, and I'm not. Not till I make my bid for OCS and make huntsmistress, but my odds of getting hit on while on the Tear are slim to none. I might not have been adopted, but every man in the crew clearly considers Jerry my father and no one's messing with the admiral's little girl. Not sure how Purisha dodged that. He even has a Feli wife!"

Purisha shrugs. "I couldn't guess. Maybe it's because I was out and about for a couple weeks aboard ship before I got affiliated with the Admiral's family directly? Meanwhile, you came aboard as a Bridger girl for all intents and purposes. Like Joan and the others. Honestly Neysi, you may as well give up and have the Admiral adopt you. You're one of his daughters in everything but name..."

"Does that mean you're changing your name too, Purisha?"

"Well. Maybe. I uh. Need to. Ask... about something."

Purisha's fluffy ears flutter and she covers for herself by tearing into her burger.

Mikena takes up the slack though, and takes mercy on Purisha. "Alright, enough of all that. No need to gossip like househusbands. Let's pick a movie out, maybe order something for dessert. Tonight's supposed to be for relaxing after all!"

Purisha smiles and leans back in her seat as the girls start discussing what dessert to get. It was nice having friends. Even if she did get embarrassed occasionally. As she takes another sip of her drink, her mind drifts to her quasi adopted father figure.

Just what trials was Jerry going through right now?
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Jerry

Holding a deep squat sucked on literally every planet.

Jerry hadn't tried it on every single planet in the galaxy yet, but with a survey size of now seven total worlds, with a hundred percent suck factor, he was willing to push the hypothesis that the suck was indeed universal.

Squats were a favorite Cannidor way to hand out physical punishment in boot camp. A lot of a Cannidor warrior's strength had to be in their legs. If you didn't have the lower body strength, you weren’t much in terms of traditional, pre-Cannidor armored warriors. Obviously you needed strong everything else to go with that, but the legs were the foundation of it all in the Cannidor way of thinking. 

With powerful legs you could carry all your crap. With powerful legs you could kick in armor plate. With powerful legs you could run fast enough with all your kit to surprise the hell out of the enemy when she'd barely gotten out of bed yet, content knowing you'd safely been far away.

Strength. Speed. Violence of action. These were the Cannidor martial philosophy boiled down to three points and if you skipped leg day you'd have a hard time bringing any of them to the party.

Using power armor didn’t change much as far as they were concerned. Strapping on a suit was a full body workout, far less of one than wearing normal armor, but the way the Cannidor did things was very much akin to some human philosophies. If you weren’t dangerous without a tool, you weren’t that dangerous with the tool.

You couldn't haul numerous armored vehicles worth of heavy weapons on just a pretty face after all. Servos making it easier was just that, making it easier. As the Cannidor saw it, you yourself still needed strength. In terms of raw will power if nothing else, and raw will power could suffice if you had enough of it. They can train a weakling. Forging an iron will? That was a much more challenging process.

It was a surprisingly disability friendly philosophy in practice, as long as you could make up for your shortcomings in other ways? The Cannidor would find an appropriate challenge, even if that meant something a bit different than the usual warrior course. The Adept trainings that some clans put on could apparently leave you more drained than the hardest workout… and you sometimes wouldn’t even move during a training day!

Jerry on the other hand was perfectly able bodied and that left him dusty, sweaty and in the middle of some desert shit hole at one of several Charocan training camps for their annual proving, his legs burning with exertion as he held his squat deep.

Cannidor being Cannidor, their local equivalent of a drill instructor, just called the various grades or specializations of sergeant without any special distinguisher, loved to add weight to the mix. Doing a squat with a rifle. Or a chunk of armor. Or both. Or one of a dozen other things. Or just straight up metal plates from a weight bench if the sergeant in question wasn't feeling creative but did want to see her charges suffer a bit.

He'd been given plates today.

Assault Sergeant Kirenha wasn't a terribly creative woman when it came to hard work. Her armor said she was damn creative when it came to actually getting out there and fighting, but for this kind of thing? She was as direct and to the point as was possible.

On brand for a specialist in close assaults and orbital drop assaults.

"Gonna break, Human? Most of the other girls have tapped out."

"I can keep doing this all damn day."

Jerry tries to keep his tone as normal as possible. Just to make a point. Just like using as little axiom as was humanly possible during this training was making a point. About his pride if nothing else.

"Oh can you? Then you won't mind another plate."

There's a solid clank of metal on metal as Kirenha drops another plate on the small stack across Jerry's thighs, and he allows himself a touch of axiom to stay stable.

"Got anything to say to that, Human?"

"More weight!"

Kirenha raises an eyebrow. "Oh you're just a treat. I'm almost sad I'm married and my daughters aren't anywhere near to being of age with an absolute lunatic like you running around."

Another plate drops into Jerry's lap and Kirenha gives him an approving nod before raising her voice.

"Here you go, whelps. Seems the Khan's more than willing to show the lot of you what sinking your teeth into something properly is like... and some of you should damn well be ashamed of being shown up by a man who's a couple feet shorter 'n you. Guess it explains his daughter and the other one from his clan though. You lot pay attention to him, and his girls, and you might just survive the little constitutional we're gonna send you on if you don't wash out."

The mention of the Long March sobered everyone up instantly. Sometimes called the long walk or other more casual things by the sergeants, the Long March was the final test of the Charocan proving. Squads of however many girls were ready would depart from the various training camps every few days, on a march of well over a hundred klicks.

The routes from any of the training camps would see the candidates heading across some of the harshest terrain on Narkaris on foot towards a valley where the final camp and the Charocan's warrior lodge waited to receive the newest crop of Charocan warriors.

To make it to that particular party, they'd have to find food, water and show inordinate will power to make it without triggering their emergency beacons.

Even better, the desert had a decent amount of naturally occurring trytite in it, so relying on axiom alone was a fool's errand, if not outright suicidal, even for a particularly skilled adept.

The Charocan fully expected fifty percent of a given company of initiates to not make it to the Long March, and at least fifty percent of what remained to fail on the march. It promised to be a proper challenge, even by Jerry's standards. The sense of danger was made all the more real by the fact that at least one recruit died on the Long March every proving.

Accidents usually, falling off something a bit too high up, or stubbornness after taking an injury, but on reviewing the incidents in question, it all screamed a lack of proper teamwork to Jerry. A downside of the rugged individualism that the Charocan recruit training did not do nearly enough to beat out of their recruits.

Perhaps they were holding off on investing that level of training into the young women in question until they were absolutely certain they had only the finest raw material, because the sergeants all worked well as a team, and what few chances Jerry had had to observe the Charocan troops suggested a solidly drilled team in action, even for simple things like guard duty.

He could help with that, but at this stage in training, it was hard to get a word in edgewise with the other recruits. All he could do was lead by example.

Miren Bakura was one girl who definitely needed a little leadership. She was probably the weakest of the candidates in their platoon, and easily the youngest save for Makula and Enrika. Which meant she was still a force to be reckoned with of course, but that didn't mean she wasn't struggling a bit. The pretty green haired girl was more slender than a lot of Cannidor. If that was an aesthetic choice, a preference for cardio or suggested a less privileged background where calories were harder to come by, Jerry wasn't sure, but she was suffering for not having more muscle mass.

Jerry's eyes sweep the training ground as Sergeant Kirenha stalks on, making her rounds on the rest of the recruits. It's not hard to pick out his girls from the crowd.

Enrika was doing push ups with one of the sergeants sitting on her back eating a fruit that seemed somewhat like an apple as she bawled out instructions to other candidates.

Makula was to his left, and she wasn't even shaking or breathing hard. She had herself entirely under control with a little axiom and sheer will. She also only had four, admittedly larger plates to Jerry's five, so that was helping in her favor, but she didn't need anything more in terms of reinforcement from Jerry than a wink.

Miren on the other hand, to his right, was shivering as she struggled with three of the Cannidor size plates.

"Miren." Jerry whispers.

"Y-Yeah?"

"Draw a little axiom, like you're taking a little breath when you're swimming, visualize it going through your body... like when you drink ice water. That cool sensation in your stomach?"

"Yeah, I know that."

"Good. That sensation, feel it move from the top of your snout to the tip of your tail. How's your reinforcement doing?"

"O-Okay. It hurts."

"Just gut through the pain, and try to angle your legs a bit, yeah like that. Thatta girl. You got this. Once you master pain, and master yourself, you'll never have to worry about anything ever again."

Miren nods, biting her lower lip as she forces herself to focus before her stomach lets out a loud and resounding growl.

Jerry nods quietly to himself and resumes his focus.

He felt like he had a decent handle with what was going on with Miren. She'd make a decent warrior. She just needed a little extra help... of the nutritional kind more than anything. Now that he knew the camp and its routine, he'd have to do something about Miren. Tonight.

The rest of the day passes quickly, a haze of physical activity, the occasional class and throwing down food without stopping to taste it. Before long the sun's setting, and the base is starting to go to sleep. Most of the instructors teleport or fly home for the evening, with an on duty sergeant left behind for each recruit platoon, and the recruits themselves standing watch throughout the night.

Jerry lets himself doze lightly in his rack for an hour or so.

He was right next to what he still thought of as the 'DI house', a hold over from the first time he'd been through boot camp at Marine Corps Recruit Depot San Diego back on Earth.

His bunk’s location was a security measure really. If anyone was at risk of having 'bad things' happen in the night that a sergeant would need to deal with, it'd be Jerry.

Miren and some of the weaker swimmers in the platoon might be at risk too perhaps, but bad things happening to them would be the more traditional kind of nighttime 'encouragement' from fellow recruits instead of say, an attempted rape. The latter of which was something Cannidor sergeants were significantly more concerned with than the former.

Not that his platoon mates had been anything but cordial and respectful... If openly disappointed he didn't shower with the rest of the platoon, but he didn't begrudge them that one. Had the circumstances been reversed and a beautiful older woman had been going through boot camp with his platoon, he'd have probably been disappointed she wasn't going to shower with the rest of the unit either.

Though Jerry hopes he'd have had a bit more tact about expressing that emotion than some of the girls had.

Still, shower fantasies aside, the jokes about the ‘free eye candy’ had petered out by the end of the first week. The girls were far too exhausted to be horny, and many were now looking to him for leadership in the platoon.

Experience had its perks after all.

The light in the DI house goes out, and Jerry slips from under his covers, using a spare pillow and blanket to quickly mock up an appropriately Human sized lump as he creeps out the window with a two fingered salute to Makula, who just happens to be standing sentry for first shift. Convenient, but a bonus in that he knew Makula knew how to cover for him properly than in the sense of letting him get away with it.

This kind of night time operation wasn't against the rules. If a recruit wanted more food, they were encouraged to sneak into the kitchens and get it... but if they were caught they'd lose their vittles and get an extra heap of physical training the next day.

The movement to the chow hall was a challenging one for a Cannidor, but Jerry wasn't a Cannidor. Merin actually could probably do the same thing, putting her smaller stature and sleeker physique to work but Jerry would rather take the risks himself, even if it was for Merin's benefit.

Besides, He had to confirm it could be done first. Then he could teach the others during quiet time some evening.

Jerry's chameleon technique lets him cling easily to the wall outside the window, then quickly ascend up to roof height. With only the slightest touch of axiom, he's quietly moving across the roofs of the training camp's buildings like a shadow, using stealth techniques as old as humanity could remember.

Specific ways to walk. To balance your weight. To blend with the shadows regardless of your clothing and the environment. Many men and women had used these arts through many thousands of years. Stealth warriors were hardly new to human warfare. Nor were spies and scouts, and Jerry was more than qualified to move through a friendly camp at the dead of night. He'd done the real deal in hostile encampments too back on Earth, where the punishment for getting caught was a case of acute lead poisoning instead of some extra work out time.

This? This was easy. Down a wall and into another window and Jerry's into the kitchens. The food storage at this place was immense, and Jerry quickly scavenges a bit before finding something appropriately high in protein and high nutrients to help Miren actually recover and maybe put on some muscle. A solid three pounds of meat, a normal Cannidor 'serving', was sitting under a stasis field, probably for whoever tried this sort of thing.

A quick check for traps and the stasis field is off, the grilled meat is wrapped and in a bag he borrows from a hook nearby. Another look around finds some peeled hard boiled eggs, and those too go into the bag.

Cannidor hard boiled eggs were closer to the size of an ostrich egg, from some animal that Jerry couldn't pronounce the name of, but if anything they were even healthier than the all natural multivitamin and protein bar that was a chicken egg back on Earth.

Just what a growing girl needs.

A little cheese, and a few fresh pieces of fruit left over from someone’s snack and Jerry’s back out the window and slinking straight up the side of the building.

Jerry stifles a chuckle as a sergeant walks by underneath, shining her flashlight around as he slips by undetected above her.

Instead of letting himself get distracted or relax, a death sentence for real commando operations, he keeps his focus, pressing his back against walls, and avoiding spots that would give him angles to be seen from below as he makes his way back to his own squad bay.

Right down the wall and into the window, Jerry's back where he belongs, and ready to deliver his presents. He pops up next to his daughter, and passes her an egg from the bag. She responds with a raised eyebrow and a smile, but quickly gulps it down.

Makula was a growing girl too, but whichever girl had been on sentry duty would have gotten a snack as her 'share' of the spoils from Jerry's night time raid.

Down the racks, Jerry finds Miren's bed and very gently shakes the young woman to wake her.

"Wh-"

"Shhh."

Jerry presses a finger to her lips, and Miren clams up immediately, clearly wide awake now.

"Hurry up and eat. As quiet as you can. No talking."

Curiosity burns in Miren's eyes as Jerry passes her the bag, but she's not about to miss out on food either, and quickly begins to scarf down the food Jerry had brought her as he moves back into the shadows.

Still wide awake from his excursion to feed Miren, Jerry moves back up to the front of the squad bay, walking far more casually now, and gently taps Makula, silently gesturing for her to go to bed. He'd need to come down from a little running around, and no sense in two people not getting enough sleep right?

Just as Jerry's about to settle into his post, there's some shuffling in the DI house, and the sound of boots on stone. Not good. Miren was probably still eating. Thinking quickly, Jerry drinks a little axiom and 'leaps' to the ceiling above the sentry post, which was right outside the DI house's door. He settles himself, willing himself to blend with the shadows... and waits.

A few moments later Sergeant Kirenha stalks out of the DI hut, sees the abandoned post and scowls. "No sentry huh? Seems like someone wants to have her hide tanned..."

Jerry drops to the ground behind Kirenha and reaches out with a lightning fast series of taps across her broad back before rolling away from a fast swing of her tail.

"Sentry, reporting as ordered, ma'am."

Kirenha raises an eyebrow.

"I don't recall you being on the duty roster tonight, Bridger. Or rather. You specifically. Thought it was your daughter."

"Couldn't sleep. Figure my daughter can get an extra thirty minutes of shut eye if I can't."

"Fair enough. So what was that tapping? I already told you I'm married, naughty boy."

"Respectfully sergeant, if I was going to flirt with you I have better ways to do it than 'killing' you."

"Killing me? How so?"

"Everywhere I tapped, if I struck with a knife instead, is a fatal wound for a Cannidor. Two of those points are veins or arteries with bleed outs that result in incapacitation in less than eight seconds. Unconsciousness in minutes, and death not long after that. One of them is a lethal bleed out in less than two minutes. The fourth tap was a major nerve cluster. Assuming I can get to the right depth, that'll leave you paralyzed from the mid back down."

Kirenha gives Jerry an approving smile and a quiet chuckle, clearly pleased with his response.

"Hmph. Someone was paying attention. Alright. Point made. I'm going back to sleep. Keep an eye on things, Bridger."

"Aye aye."

Jerry grins as Kirenha slips back into the DI house, and the faint sounds of Miren eating almost immediately resume.

Mission accomplished. Now to see if a few more nights of this would be enough to help Miren.
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Another two weeks of brutal training sees Jerry strapping on a pack before turning to check Makula and Enrika's before they check his. Then he turns and checks Miren’s gear, then the other two girls from their platoon who had been determined to be 'ready'.

He was aching, but careful management of axiom therapy had him recovering as fast as he needed to to keep up. That was part of military training in the wider galaxy after all. Axiom was a resource like any other, and its ability to help restore the body and keep you going longer was critical to a great many species’ way of war.

They'd really be putting their ability to manage their resources and recover to the test over the next few days.

It was finally time for the Long March.

Luckily, the girls Jerry was going with from their platoon were good. Miren had will for days, and had put on a decent amount of muscle with her extra evening meals over the last couple weeks. Makula and Enrika had been eating the course alive, and the last two girls were strong swimmers, barely in need of correction or help.

It was a good start to a difficult challenge.

Harder would be doing this with a mixed squad. There were three training companies at this compound, each with a few hundred girls. It had only been just six out of Jerry's platoon, so it was mostly new girls who were stepping off with them, for a total of seventeen counting himself.

It wasn't a problem in and of itself. They just hadn't had a chance to learn even the limited amount of teamwork the Cannidor instilled during the Proving. Girls who also hadn't learned much about the mysterious human Khan yet beyond the fact of him existing, which was another layer of complication.

The new girls had been keeping more or less to themselves too, and there was a lot of work to be done to finish final preparations to step off, so Jerry hadn't had a chance to get to know these girls' strengths and weaknesses a little, even just from talking to them.

Well. There'd be nothing but time to talk on the trail, and Jerry had little doubt they'd all be learning a lot about each other by the end of this mess.

Sergeant Kirenha strides into the barracks and punches the wall for attention.

"Alright ladies, and Jerry. You know what's up. Just a relaxing little nature hike. Something bad happens, hit your emergency beacon and we'll pull you out and you can try again next year. We gave you those damn beacons for a reason, so make sure you use them if you need them. I'm tired of burying girls who would have been fine warriors with another year or two of seasoning under their belts. Any questions?"

There were no questions, everyone knew the score. All that was left was to step off into the desert.

The doors of the compound slam shut behind them, and the sixteen Cannidor and one Human are alone in the burning heat of the midday. 

There was only a metal wall behind them, sand and the way forward in front of them. The only thing to do was walk forward... but Jerry had his way of doing things, and while he appreciated the Cannidor way, for a challenge like this, for stakes this high, when girls had in fact died on the course before medical attention could get to them, it was time to stop playing by the Charocan's rules.

The traditional way generally turned this into a solo challenge. One survived on one's own wits and will, maybe with a friend or two to back you up if you got lucky with your squad and had someone you'd trained for the trials with you.

Unacceptable. Simply unacceptable.

A good way to determine the strongest? Perhaps, but Jerry didn't need the strongest. Nor did any army. He needed soldiers who could work together and had the collective tenacity to survive and the sense to trust and rely on each other as shield siblings. An army of individuals is just a mob, and that simply wouldn't cut it for one of Jerry's units, no matter how briefly they were together.

Jerry turns and faces the squad, Makula, Enrika and Miren already eagerly awaiting a forthcoming speech.

"Alright ladies. We're doing this shit my way, and that means we do it as a unit. I have one rule in my outfits. No one gets left behind. Especially not in a shit hole like this. We're all making it to that camp so long as we pull together and hang tough. If someone's struggling, sing out. I-"

One of the new girls, a black furred young woman with orangish red hair and deeper red highlights on her fur pushes forward.

"Oh yeah? And who says you're in charge, little man? I don't give a damn if you're some sort of alien kha- Whoa!"

Jerry steps in faster than the eye can see, and with a little axiom help to give him the bare minimum of the boost he needs, leaps up and grabs the Cannidor down into a ferocious head butt, dragging her down towards the ground with him until he regains his feet and throws the dazed girl over his shoulder, laying her out flat on her stomach in a cloud of dust.

"I can share my resume next time if you prefer, but I'd rather get to walking instead of burning energy on fuck all."

Jerry holds a hand out to the now considerably more dusty would-be warrior, and she takes it, leveraging herself to her feet, and seemingly surprised when her pulling on him doesn't even move Jerry an inch.

There’s a moment of silence as the nine foot shark amazon takes a second to dust herself off, then she reaches out again, offering Jerry her hand.

"Nah. Message received loud and clear. I'm Nils. What's the plan, boss man?"

The rest of the new girls quickly fall in line. Nils was the biggest of the lot, so if Jerry could throw her over his shoulder, he could clearly throw them, and with Makula, Enrika, Merin and the other two girls from their squad at his back already, he had a solid little fire team. Not an absolute majority, but enough to force an issue if need be.

Not that Cannidor bothered with voting much. They tended to follow the strongest person around, and Jerry had given them enough of a demonstration of his strength that arguing seemed stupid. If he wanted them to stick together and could back his orders up the Cannidor way then there was no fur off their asses to fall in line.

If his plan turned out to be stupid they could always just eat him later and see who had the next brightest idea.

Jerry makes eye contact with each of the young Cannidor women and smiles.

"Alright ladies, here's the plan."

Even with a little organization to turn a mob ambling in one direction into a proper ruck march, nothing actually could improve rucking through a blasted desert hell hole. Nor did lessons about teamwork sink in in minutes.

Jerry leaves Enrika to lead the front, and Makula to sweep, and himself floats through the formation, handing out encouragement and lessons on how to ruck. He was damn sure when they grounded their gear for the night, most of the squad was repacking their shit, but they had miles to beat right now as the sun slid towards the horizon.

With most galactic citizens, this type of thing would be damn near impossible. Cannidor were a bit more hardy and enduring than most aliens compared to Humans, and their huge strides left them free and clear to cover ground quickly, especially at a lope or faster pace, but Jerry had them walking today.

They'd been released around noon local time, with the sun arcing high in the sky. They had to press today, conserving energy where possible until they could find shelter. After that, they'd start traveling at night. Which had its own problems, but whatever the Cannidor considered giant ravenous monsters were significantly easier to mitigate than this planet's natural environment, and could even help them manage their supply issues.

The terrain here was rocky at the very least. Marching through sand dunes was a special kind of hell, and one Jerry wasn't looking forward to.

In fact, being back in a desert for any amount of time, especially without being able to reliably use axiom to do things like cool himself off and beat the heat, was in and of itself a reminder of not particularly fond memories from his own first deployment to the Middle East back on Earth. The major difference was that it was perhaps hotter and drier here, like West Texas during the absolute worst part of summer that never ceased to make Jerry sweat like a dog.

Small favors that he'd been able to bring a few clothing items that the other recruits didn't get... but Jerry didn't have a coat of fur to protect his skin from the sun's harsh rays either.

It was counterintuitive to cover up more when it was hot out, but for people who actually lived in extreme heat day in and day out, multiple light and airy layers that covered the majority of one's skin was the way to go, and while Jerry didn't quite have that, he was able to bring a shemagh scarf and some other odds and ends, which were keeping him from getting burned at the very least.

Then there was the other factor for a Human man sweating in the company of aliens. Pheromones. Human pheromones hit alien women like a truck on a freeway. He’d studied a cleansing protocol for his pheromones, and it required a relatively trace amount of axiom, so he could apply it even in the axiom disrupted region they were in. There’d been no issues at camp, save again, some very intense eye fucking, but things might get more… difficult out in the woods. Hopefully not. Especially once they started moving at night like he intended.

His eyes sweep the horizon regularly. While the landscape was blasted and hostile in ways few places on Earth, as hostile as his home world could be, were, there were still signs of life, and where there was life, there was water. Water was the biggest risk on the Long March. Most girls ended up getting their water from eating raw meat, and at least one fatality in recent memory had been from extreme dehydration.

Teamwork meant they could do better.

Jerry taught as they walked. Teaching the girls nearest him about scouting as opposed to soldiering, and survival techniques that the technologically advanced Cannidor generally didn't bother with.

It was a sign of the critical flaw Jerry had found in Cannidor military power.

It had been a very long peace for the Cannidor, and they were now used to fighting battles, not winning wars. A Cannidor campaign was an orbit to surface affair that was short, fast and violent. That was in fact the point of the ritualized nature of modern Cannidor warfare. Minimize blood shed, damage to infrastructure and all that good stuff. Minimize casualties too. For as casual as the Cannidor could pretend to be about such things, and as tough as they talked, no one wanted to send their daughters into a meat grinder.

The disregard many Khans had for their naval power when space supremacy was so critical to achieving orbital control and being able to drop troops to start with was another sign of this malaise. Generally for disputes being solved by Cannidor ritual combat, the challengers would make orbit without being fired on, drop, and then the last women standing would be declared the winner, and either take over the town, city, continent or entire planet. Or the defenders would restore the status quo and the attackers would limp off to the retrieval shuttle to lick their wounds on the way home.

When a company of Cannidor shock troopers could in fact take over a planet in short order without restraint, the current concept of Cannidor warfare made sense, but to Jerry's eye a lot of the Cannidor needed some lessons on the less exciting duties of soldiering, not just winning battles.

"Alright girls... start looking for a cave, or signs of water. We need to hole up soon. We're gonna rest through the day tomorrow and start moving at night."

Nils frowns. "Ain't that against the rules?"

"You heard the sergeant. The only rules are no outside help, and Kirenha's own rule, that we call for help instead of being stupid and getting ourselves killed. We have unlimited time so far as they're concerned. I wanted to push into the desert today just to gain some ground, get away from the camp, and, like I said, hopefully find somewhere comfortable to hole up."

Makula steps forward now, resting a hand on her father's shoulder.

"You heard Father. Spread out girls. Let's get this done."

"Wait." Nils protests, still confused. "We're just gonna sit on our asses till night tomorrow? Really?"

Jerry shakes his head. "No. We're going to rest. Store up energy... and if we're lucky, we'll do a little hunting. Now, move out. We can talk all you want once we're bedded down for the night."

"Got it." Nils drops her hand, agreeing and starting to pad outward, taking one of the flanks as the march resumes on line now, as Jerry starts to move up and down the line, continuing to teach how to scout and observe to the girls.

It was going to be a long day.
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Miren ended up being the one to find the cave they'd made their camp in. The comparatively slender young woman seemed to have a nose for scouting as a business, and she took instruction about as eagerly as she'd taken the extra food Jerry had tactically acquired for her.

The camp was actually a fairly nice one. They had sleeping bags that would help with the extreme cold at night, and the heat during the day, standard issue gear for Charocan troops, and Jerry was already thinking about buying them for the Crimson Tear's Marines. No shame in buying off the shelf when the gear was good right?

A small barricade had been lashed together towards the cave entrance and one of the girls was standing watch. Further back everyone else had marked out their own little corner, with Jerry up on a small plateau on one side, with Makula and Enrika just below him to provide security for their father and khan respectively. Merin and the other girls from their original platoon formed an outer ring around them.

It was purely tradition, but from the way the new girls were haphazardly spread out around the small fire they'd built, it was probably overkill. No one had the energy to try and get some ‘mid exercise R&R’.

Nils was currently on watch, keeping an eye on the fire through the first shift once everyone started sleeping.

It wouldn't be long if Jerry had to guess, they were all exhausted and he was no exception.

He glances through the group again, looking for anyone who was too worn out or out of sorts that might need extra water or were possibly hiding a minor injury that needed medical attention, before his eyes rest on Miren again.

It really was a shame she'd likely not get to hone her natural gifts with her clan for her future career. Even her fur, a motley mix of browns with some black highlights and her green hair would make for some excellent natural camouflage.

There wasn't much that couldn't be done with ISR assets these days, between satellites, drones, aircraft, spacecraft and everything else you could potentially strap a sensor to, and that was before you brought axiom into the mix and applied literal magic to whatever problem you might be having, but in Jerry's mind there was some things that could only really be handled with boots on the ground.

Not for the near mythical power of the Mk 1 Human eyeball, or whichever species was doing the scouting's Mk 1 eyeball, but there was so much that wasn't obvious when observing via an orbiting camera or optical sensor that was plain as day when you were on foot and observing a site in person.

Unfortunately, the current Cannidor method of war barely needed scouting, even though the practice had once been as much a part of the Cannidor martial tradition as it would be for any sensible culture, but again, their current method of what were essentially power armored slap fights disguised as honor duels let them down.

The Charocan would almost certainly not take advantage of Miren's natural gifts and utilize her to her full potential. She'd be a good warrior, but not the warrior she could be.

A suddenly raised voice catches registers in his mind. Not an alarm, an argument. He focuses his attention back on the group after letting himself zone out a bit in time to hear Nils press the debate the girls were apparently having.

"Well fine, maybe I'm wrong. What do you think makes for the best warrior then?"

She and Makula had apparently been having a minor argument, their voices finally reaching a normal speaking tone.

Makula shrugs. "Well. I know when I was a girl my mother taught me that the warrior's way was to kill... but also to die. To seek your destiny with reckless abandon. Now though. I'm not so sure."

Nils snorts. "Your mother sounds like she knew what was what. What could possibly be better than dying gloriously on the field of battle?"

Jerry listens for a bit, still laying down as the girls argue back and forth on the subject. They lacked the perspective and understanding to really have this discussion. How could it be otherwise? They were still girls after all, and of them, only Makula and Enrika had seen combat.

Sensing a break in the conversation as the arguments start to get circular, Jerry sits up fast, his boots swinging down to contact the stone on the next layer down from the one he was resting on with a sharp crack!

"You know. I think I can shed some light on this subject."

Nils snorts. "You're good in a fight, I'll accept that, but this is philosophy, not fighting, what do you really know of our ways?"

"Plenty. Your ways aren't that different from the ways of some of my people... and like many who read the stories of my ancestors, and of certain other warrior groups on my homeworld, I think you girls have got it all wrong."

Nils crosses her arms, defiant in an arena where she thought she had a better chance of holding her ground.

"Going to lecture us with your experience then? You've only fought for what? A year at best in the wider galaxy?"

Jerry shakes his head. "Not lecture. Just share. And combat experience isn't that different out here than in Cruel Space, and I've got thirty years of fighting back home. Most of it with the elite portion of the specialist assault troops of my homeland... and where combat differs back home. I'd say it's worse."

Nils starts to open her mouth, but one look at Jerry's eyes sees her cowed slightly, and she waits for him to continue.

"Worse than anything you girls can imagine. Makula's got a few drops. Enrika got blooded en route to this world, and saw horrors before that. Back home, injuries mean something. Getting a limb shot off doesn't mean a quick cloned replacement or a cybernetic that can even be said to be an improvement over your original parts. It's a life long, permanent disfigurement. Wounds out here that barely rate the attention of a doctor? Fatal on Earth. I buried a lot of young men back home, so I think I've got a pretty good idea of how glorious death is."

Jerry sighs.

"I used to feel like you did. We all do when we're young. Those of us who choose not just the profession of arms, but to become proper warriors. Youthful enthusiasm is good like that, makes you feel like you can chew steel and bounce bullets off your chest. It went away for me on my first tour, when I held a guy I barely knew, trying to keep his guts in his stomach while the corpsman, a medic by your terms, struggled mightily to save him... but Doc can't save'em all. He died in my arms, and not even an hour before he'd been just as bold, just as brash, just as brave as any of you, if not more so... and then I watched the light fade from his eyes. Listened to his last words. It wasn't glorious. Not even a little. Just. Sad."

Nils quietly raises a hand, and Jerry nods for her to proceed, noticing the cave is damn quiet now.

"H-How did he die?"

"Went into a building at the front of a stack. In fact, he'd told the guy behind him to wait longer to follow him. Said he had a feeling, and wanted to be able to fall back without going through someone if he needed to. His feeling was right. He triggered a booby trap and got blown clear out of the building by an explosion. I was tail end charlie and he just about landed at my feet. I remember calling for the corpsman, my voice sounding... a whole lot younger all of the sudden as he reached a bloody hand out at me, begging for help I couldn't give. An ambush touched off after that, the bullets whizzing by as I just... held this guy. Then I got up, blood splattered across my uniform, and started fighting back with the rest of my squad."

He leans back a bit, absentmindedly reaching for a pack of smokes that hadn't been there for a long time.

"That's my first experience with a death in battle. Death in general really. His sacrifice? That was glorious, and more than worthy of remembering. Trusting his instincts probably saved everyone but himself. But the actual dying? There's no glory there. Just an end, and the pain you leave behind for the people you love and the people who love you."

"So we should be scared of death then? Just go hide under our beds or something?" Asks one of the girls who'd joined up from Nils's platoon.

"I didn't say that. What the warriors of old on Earth, and I suspect what the ancient warriors of the Cannidor meant when they said things like "The way of the warrior is death", or describing survival as the wish of a coward, isn't some suicidal rush to die... but instead embracing the fact that you will die, and making peace with it. In my religion, the skein of your fate is woven at the moment of your birth. Your death is as fixed as that moment where your life begins. The lesson then is not to crave death, but to face it without fear, because when it's your time, it's simply your time. Nothing more. Nothing less."

Jerry takes a few breaths, the craving for a smoke that he hadn't felt in a long time really chasing after him now.

"Glory as a warrior in my opinion lies in what you leave behind you. If your last act is to save others, it is a good death. Adrian Win, the first Marine I lost under my command as an officer, was a good example of that. He died jumping on a grenade to save the rest of his team, and he died a hero... but I'd rather have Adrian back than have him be a hero... and I'd say that wish that there was more time in those you leave behind is the mark of a truly glorious death. The chips are down, the moment is here, you have only a second to act, no time to think... and you do what you have to do for others. That is choosing death, and that is glory worthy for your comrades to carry out into the world in your name after your passing."

He pulls his canteen out of his bag and takes a long drink of water. The girls wait. Clearly considering his words.

"I've nearly died in action... three times now. I used to have a lot of metal in my body that tempered the enthusiasm you girls have still. Girls." Jerry repeats the word and chuckles. "So different a world we live in. Back home I'm an old man, and here... we're about the same age. Some of you girls are older than I am, but here you are, starting your careers, while without a restorative coma I'd be on the cusp of retiring, or at least withdrawing from field work all together."

Nils raises a hand again. "Wait, you're our age?"

"Even without healing comas, Cannidor live longer than humans by a long shot, but we grow up a whole lot faster." Jerry takes in a breath and lets it out slowly. "Honestly. I think the healing comas do a lot of damage to girls around your age. It's easy to swallow that sense of being immortal, and with injuries being so easy to laugh off, even catastrophic wounds that would leave you crippled or maimed for life back on Earth, I don't blame any of you if you have that sense of strong, bullheaded, youthful immortality well into your first century. I hope you don't though. Once you set it aside, you'll be able to appreciate life more, and can truly prepare yourself to meet your end."

Nils nods, before grumbling; "Well fuck. That got dark in a hurry."

"Heavy subject in the end Nils. It’s as good a place as any to talk about it though."

Makula sticks a hand up. "Dad. Didn't you tell me a story about the times you've chosen life? And how important the will to live can be?"

"Yeah I did. Well I've got two... the first is a story about a fearsome predator on my home world, a tiger and the other involves playing catch with the kind of axiom enhanced bomb that's used to level military bases..."

The girls ended up asking for more stories and asking questions till late in the evening… but then, Jerry thought as he curled up in his bag to get some sleep, that really was what this sort of camping was for, wasn’t it?
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Jab

"Right. So pretty much as much beef as we can sell you of any grade... do you want some guides on cooking and information on using beef in traditional Cannidor cuisine? We have a whole cookbook that some of our girls bashed together explaining the different cuts of meat, preparation methods, that sorta thing."

Jab takes a little breath as the restaurateur's eyes narrow. The old battle axe haggled like one of the Human's dire wolves worrying a bone, and Jab had been instructed to be pretty generous and relaxed with terms as it was, especially for providing service to networks that serviced 'lower end' portions of the population. Not quite charity work, but minced beef was easy to produce, tasted great and went well with pretty much any form of Cannidor cuisine that called for minced up protein.

Plus, Jab figured if they could introduce the cheese burger to the Cannidor as 'Exotic Human Cuisine', they'd make their commercial partners a packet, make the demand for beef absolutely sky rocket to the point that people'd be begging them to set up another large facility in Cannidor space, and make Humans even more popular with the Cannidor in a very tangible way.

Sexy, if short, men with attitudes that tended towards either being worthy of a full grown Cannidor bull, or the kind of softer demeanor that made some girls absolutely melt in the heart and between their thighs... and their food was amazing? The way to the heart was through the stomach, and Jab was convinced a cheeseburger was the key to seducing the Cannidor as a species.

Hell, one of the burgers at the Crimsonhewer izakaya on the Crimson Tear could get her rubbing her thighs together a bit and she had eaten more than a few of the things by now!

"Right and what's these recipes then? And what'll it cost me?"

"The guide is free, courtesy of the family."

The older woman snorts. "Kid, do I look like I got rejuvenated yesterday? Ain't nothing on this or any other world for free. What's the cost?"

"Legitimately nothing. Free with the purchase of the meat. We want you to get good use out of it so you make money and come back and buy more. We're gonna throw in some other cuts of meat on the house for the same reason. First taste's free... and trust me once you try some of the human recipes you're gonna want more."

"Hah. That's more what I was expecting. Okay. What's the pick of the litter of this cook book then? You really think it'll make me some decent credits?"

Jab nods, grinning at the other woman.

'Gotcha'.

"Yep, I do. Cheeseburgers made with Human beef and cheese are amazing. There's a cheese called cheddar that melts good and has this wonderful sharp flavor. Mostly galactic safe. There's a couple ways to make a burger, it's all in the book. I like my burgers like I like my men, with plenty of meat on 'em, but there's a simple technique called a smash burger where you smash the patty flat on a griddle and let the meat caramelize. It’s mouth watering. Thick or thin, the stuff's good as hell."

"Okay, sandwiches. I can do that. Anything else real good?"

"Human style chili is good for the right crowd. It hurts, but it hurts so good. Serious spice factor."

The woman considers it and takes some notes. "I think I got some girls that'd go for a patch of that."

"Meat loaf is good too."

"The hell's a meat loaf?"

Jab shrugs. "...A loaf of meat?"

"I got that part genius."

"Seriously. That's what it is. It's. Complicated. Just read the recipe and try it. It's a Human comfort food. There's some others in there like beef and noodle soups from a country called Vietnam. Hard to replicate without some of the toxins the Humans eat for fun, but we've got replacements listed for Cannidor and Galaxy safe that'll produce a similar flavor profile. Then if you're up to buy some pork, there's this thing called a Bahn Mi."

The woman holds a hand up. "What's pork?"

"It's the meat of an animal called a pig. Kinda like a Razor Boar, but domesticated. Lots of really nice fat. You prepare the belly a certain way and serve it on good bread with that mayo sauce we talked about, some chilis, and a mix of pickled and fresh vegetables."

Jab's 'opponent' considers that for a second.

"...Damn. That sounds. Really good. Yeah alright. Sign me up for whatever I need for a thousand of those sandwiches to start. Fifty worth with the pork prepared properly and in stasis so we can figure out cooking it right."

"How many girls do you have working for you?"

"A hundred even counting me and my daughters."

"Buy all that and the beef and I'll send you a hundred premade sandwiches so you can treat everyone to lunch. Give you a good chance to get a taste for Human style Mayo and the like too."

"Oh yeah we'll need that. Can we buy the mayo direct instead of the eggs?"

"I'll make it happen for you. No problem."

The older woman sticks her hand out for Jab to shake.

"Deal. For some of that cheese stuff too, might as well be authentic. Send the contract over, I'll sign it before I close up for the night."

"Pleasure doing business with you."

Jab stretches as she steps out onto the street. Seems she had a knack for doing business on the legal side of the house too. It wasn't that much different from running drugs or booze or guns. You just got people what they wanted, and if they didn't know enough to know what they wanted, you showed them. Easy... and more importantly with her commission off that deal her secret bank account was going to be looking really damn pretty.

Jab kicks at the side walk for a second, wishing it was the Tear's deck plates instead.

The Tear. Just thinking about the ship was like a knife in Jab's gut. She'd been planning on talking to Diana soon... but she'd avoided it. She had every reason to stay on the surface of Narkaris and do her job, both overt and covert, but she also knew that going to orbit meant she had to make a choice. She'd talked some good shit in her own head at the noodle cart, but the whole thing was like razors in her gut... even if she did know what the right answer almost certainly was.

She was just flinching away from the blow. Avoiding the pain a little longer. Because doing what she felt was right, meant taking a leap of faith, and praying that someone would catch her as she fell.

It'd be even easier once she finished laundering the credits she'd gotten from Big Mama for selling her false information about the Crimson Tear. She'd pay for that eventually, but it had pleased Big Mama. It's what Jab would have done normally. It was all about selling her cover... but apparently her cover was just her original life now. If she was going to run from that, she needed powerful friends or a hell of a war chest, preferably both.

She continues to wander down the road when a shiver traces down her spine to the tip of her tail. Jab doesn't stop, doesn't look around, she knew better than that. Her instincts had always been sharp. It had made her a good look out for the dealers as a kid, and it had helped her be a sharp and savvy enforcer as a grown woman. So she knew, with near complete confidence, that she was being watched... but by who exactly?

Jab discounts the Undaunted. Probably. They'd tail her differently. Or possibly just kill her depending on why they were following. The Khan's security forces didn't have the vaguest idea who she actually was, which meant they might be following her because of her Undaunted association to keep an eye on her. More likely though, the Black Khans were on her tail, which meant someone was catching on.

She pushes down the little spike of fear that realization caused as she continues to walk towards her hotel.

Then her communicator rings. The Black Khan one, not the one she used for her personal business.

Fuck.

She resists glancing around and steps towards cover, hoping she wasn't walking into a rail gunner's scope to make the kill shot easy, pulls up a recording app and answers.

"Jab."

"It's Cruelfang. I need information."

"What information and what are you willing to pay?"

"Same rates as Big Mama and The Hag are paying you. I need to know as much as you can give me about this Human Khan. Have you seen him fight?"

"Not directly, but I've seen him train and the people he trained. He's damn dangerous. Very dangerous. Even before he learned how to use Apuk warfire."

"So he actually can toss that warfire stuff around? Damn, that shit even burns through Cannidor fur at the right temperatures. So he's basically as good as all those videos?"

"Yep. If not better. Even with his bare hands he's more than capable of submitting a fully trained Crimsonhewer. He's taken well to axiom and he spent pretty much his entire adult life prior to leaving Cruel Space in service of his home country's military. Specialist assault troops."

It wasn't anything that wasn't in Jerry's publicly available biography, or hadn't been directly displayed in various combat footage videos of him, but she was confirming it, and playing it up just a little bit as she slowly starts moving again. She needs to make it to her hotel, fast.

"Hmph. Might actually have to treat him like a real threat then."

"That's what I'd advise if you're trying to interact in any way that isn't outright friendly. They've taken out large scale pirate fleets before."

"I know attacking the ship's suicide you dolt!" Cruelfang takes a breath, audibly irritated with Jab now. "Alright. Still, that's useful. Know anything about his bodyguards? Are they just for show or what?"

"Most of them are power armor rated. There's a mix. They all seem damn scary even without their armor. Lots of combat experience. The newer girls seem pretty tough too, they brought a lot of military trained Apuk into the family recently, including one of the scariest adepts I've ever seen."

"An Apuk adept. So she doesn't just throw fireballs around?"

"I don't know what some of the shit she was throwing around is, but it wasn't fireballs half the time and that warfire shit's dangerous enough as it is!"

"Fuck. Course it wouldn't be simple. Alright. Check your account, it's about to get heavier."

Cruelfang hangs up and Jab power walks towards her hotel. She couldn't sprint, couldn't run, but Cruelfang had finished making up her mind for her. They were going after Jerry! There was no time to consider, she had to choose, now, and if she was honest with herself... she'd always known what she was going to do.

She grabs the new transmitter beacon and snaps a link of the chain that would trigger her emergency recall and gets an odd sensation in the pit of her stomach as she's teleported to a room on the Tear where a couple men are waiting with rifles raised.

"She's alone. Stand down."

The rifles lower.

"What happened?" Asks the first man. "You triggered an emergency recall. What's the emergency?"

"I need to talk to Commander Bridger in intelligence right the hell now! Someone's going to try and take a swipe at the admiral!"

"At Admiral Bridger? Fuck! Right, let's go!" He points at one of the other men. "Corporal, call in to control and make sure Commander Bridger's expecting us. Move out!"




Milrk Lem'non - Cruelfang Cartel Enforcer

"Are you sure she went in there?"

Milrk's girl who'd been following the off world enforcer known as Jab nods vigorously.

"Yeah boss lady, definitely!"

"Fine. Go bribe the desk clerk more and confirm the security system's off. We're going in. She's up to something, I swear."

A few minutes later a text message with a 'Clear.' signal drifts across Milrk's vision and she signals her girls with two fingers, then kicks the door off its hinges with a brutal axiom enhanced kick.

"Spread out. Find her!"

It didn't take Milrk and her two toughs long to search the small room, and Jab was nowhere to be found.

"Musta teleported or some shit. Windows don't even open."

"Grah." Milrk gnashes her teeth like she’s trying to take a bite out of the other woman’s throat. "Fine. See if there's anything we can use, I'm calling it in to the boss."

Her comm unit rings once before Cruelfang picks up.

"Speak."

"She's given us the slip boss. Probably teleported somehow when she got back to her hotel. Axiom artifact or something."

"Annoying, but no matter. She had to know she was being tailed... but is she a traitor? Hmm. The transmitter. Did she leave it behind?"

"No ma'am. It's gone."

"Maybe she thought your girls were the law and got out while she could. Or she got my call and went scampering for her new mistress. No matter, we're proceeding, if this raid goes bad, I want a pound of flesh out of Jab. We can send the rest back to Big Mama to deal with."

"Got it boss. Want me to round up some girls for the job? Or get girls out to the space port to see if Jab comes back planet side so we can jump her?"

"No, I have a special crew ready for Bridger. Salak will handle it.”

Milrk shivers. Salak was a piece of work even by Cannidor gangster standards. She almost feels bad for Bridger, even as she’s thankful she’s not going on this job.

“What about Jab?”

“Hmm. Yes… As for Jab... I'll handle it once we have this Bridger in hand. You get back to making me credits. Do well and I’ll let you have the capture and torture if she’s a traitor. Your girls deserve a treat around now. Anyway, hop to it, we still have business to attend to."

"On it, boss."
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Jab

She finds herself sitting in Diana's office as the other woman stirs a little milk into her coffee.

"Get you anything? Tea? Something stronger?"

Part of Jab would kill for a beer at the moment but that seems like the exact wrong thing to do at present. These weren't gangsters, weren't mercs, weren't Crimsonhewers. Like the Sisterhood of the Void captain had said, these people were bonafide professionals, so she had to be professional.

"I'll take a water if you've got it."

Diana Bridger's office almost seemed designed to set Jab on edge. The ceiling felt a bit too low, the walls a bit too close, the furniture just a bit too narrow to sit comfortably on. If she could sweat she knows she would be. She's resisting panting already because it's just a hair too warm in here, but the pregnant intelligence operative sitting across from her was as casual as can be.

"...So. We need to have a talk, I hear."

Diana's voice is smooth and silky, but there's a menace to her voice that makes the fur on Jab's neck stand on end. She needed to be very careful here, or she'd end up just as dead at Diana Bridger's hands as she would from Cruelfang or Big Mama if they got ahold of her.

Jab takes a breath. They knew. They had to know. There's no way in hell they didn't know.

"You know about me."

Diana gives her a pleasant smile that was lined with iron.

"You'll have to elaborate."

She wasn't going to get an ounce of slack from Diana.

"You know I'm a member of the Black Khans criminal organization."

"I do."

"Do you know why I got sent on this trip?"

"I know why you want to go on this trip. I do not know exactly why your mistress sent you along... you did say this to the pirates in the passageway the other week before killing them though."

Diana manipulates a few buttons and a recording from a security camera starts up of Jab talking to the first group of the Hag's pirates.

"I'm the one the Hag hired to let you idiots know where the Tear was for this assault..."

Diana mutes the footage and lets it play, a stitched together video showing the whole thing right up to where Jab defeats the pirates.

"Nasty little trick there."

"Yeah, well. Can't fight girls with better guns and more friends alone by fighting fair."

"I wasn't criticizing you. It was a nice bit of work. I was very impressed the first time I saw the image. However, I need to know Jab... Did you knowingly lead the Hag to us?"

"No."

Jab takes another breath, locking eyes with Diana.

"I was just told to observe and report back. I figured the Black Khans wanted to get a feel for the Undaunted then decide if they wanted to make contact. I didn't and don't know much about the Hag, just that she's some pirate queen who was offering fat stacks of credits for more about the Undaunted. The different cartels have some dealings with various governments, the Undaunted aren't unique or special in that regard. We have occasional dealings with the Sisterhood of the Void for example. Some of the stuff they put into their warships isn't exactly legal even in Cannidor space."

"And yet you destroyed your transmitter right after the battle... at least I assume that was what you reported to ship's security as the negligent discharge of a plasma pistol?"

"It was."

Jab pulls the new transmitter out of an axiom pocket in her coat.

"It was just like this one. If I had to guess the nav data beacon is almost entirely separate from the interstellar comm unit. I didn't get a real chance to have a look at it, but I looked at the one I had a few times before the ambush and couldn't find anything that was out of sorts."

"And you've brought me this one because?"

Jab shrugs, smiling weakly. "I dunno. In the movies spies can always make use of things like this right? To fool the enemy or get a better understanding of what they're doing. Right?"

"Well, life isn't a movie, but that's one place where the movies are entirely correct. So you're giving this to us?"

"Yeah. I didn't know then, but when I made planet fall, I went and saw the Khans. Big Mama, my boss, the one who raised me, she... She sent me in knowing the Hag was planning to attack the ship. Didn't warn me. Didn't care if I lived or died. It's... it's kinda fucked up isn't it? Raised me from when I was knee high and she doesn't give the vaguest of shits about me."

"Mhmm. You'll pardon me if I don't express much in the way of sympathy at the moment. This is something of an interrogation after all. So what happened after your talk with Big Mama?"

"I suspect you know. I did my job for the Bridger family and the Undaunted on the planet. Ferreted out some useful intelligence information which I sent to you, including on the Black Khans, made some connections for the diplomats. The bulk of my time was doing business deals, making contact with various businesses to sell meat and stuff. Got some big scores too. You should see the last contract I secured."

"I have seen it. It's an impressive amount and set up well to drive repeat business. You do seem to have a gift for that type of work, but continue. Why trigger an emergency recall? Why are you so sure they're coming for Jerry?"

"Because Cruelfang, the local boss called me and wanted information on Jerry. I have a recording of the whole call. There's no way she isn't trying to ice Big Mama out of whatever deal they have with the Hag and make a play to seize or kill Jerry herself."

"What did you tell her?"

"Nothing that wasn't publicly available. Emphasized how dangerous he is. Honestly, I don't know that much beyond a few casual conversations, a couple meetings and getting a book recommendation."

Diana nods slowly.

"That's right. How are you finding Marcus Aurelius?"

"It's kinda heavy reading... really been making me think."

"It's good for that. Maybe tell him what you actually like reading next time you see him."

Jab's heart does a little skip and a leap. "So there's going to be a next time?"

"I don't see why not. We'll need to debrief you completely on the Black Khans of course, but I think you're as done with them as they appear to be with you. Am I right?"

Jab nods slowly. "Yeah. I was... I don't think I was going to last long with them anyway after meeting you all. Meeting Jerry."

"He's got an interesting effect on people like that doesn't he? It's one of many reasons why I fell in love with him. I suspect it's part of why you've fallen for him."

Jab's mind immediately blanks. She was still coping with just how much Diana knew and she knew THAT!?

"I... I... Uh."

"Oh come on. I'm a very good intelligence operative, and you're not exactly subtle about your crush. It's cute. Endearing even."

Embarrassment burns across Jab's body and she resists the urge to bury her face in her hands. She had to get Diana to take this seriously! She couldn't get distracted by how dreamy Jerry was when his life was on the line!

"That. That's... It's completely besides the point! Besides, aren't you being a bit too casual about this? I just brought you a plot to assassinate or kidnap your husband and we're just chatting! Don't we need to. I don't know. Do something?"

Diana smiles... and it's a very unsettling smile. It's almost a leer. There was none of the congenial good humor, none of the warmth that was in Diana's normal smile. It was the kind of smile that they liked to paint on death goddesses in Cannidor art. They called it a murderer's smile, and Jab was suddenly very, very glad that she was on this woman's team.

"Oh Jab, you don't need to worry about that. It's being dealt with. We started dealing with it about five seconds after you told the troops who received you when you teleported back to the Tear."

"...So why did you need to hear it from me?"

That damned smile is only getting wider and it's making Jab's pulse spike. She could almost feel a knife on her throat from the sheer aura of menace emanating from the redheaded woman who was at least four feet shorter than Jab was.

Cannidor weren't used to things smaller than them being more dangerous than they are, and at this moment, Jab knows for a fact that she's nowhere close to the most dangerous thing in this room.

"Well for one, I needed to look you in the eye and see if my field reports on you are correct. Make sure you're on side. We have girls with far more colorful backgrounds in our ranks than yours, and the one truly negative thing you brought on us, you were unaware of at the time, and when you even suspected, you took immediate action, then confirmed it and brought it to me."

"So you believe me?"

"If I didn't believe you, you'd be in a cell waiting for the kind of interrogation that would have you spilling your mother's secrets from when you were in her womb."

Jab can't help but swallow now. She didn't want to be on Diana Bridger's bad side in general. Bad juju to cause trouble with the wives of a family you wanted to join for one, but for all the strength and power of the battle princess, of the warrior Jaruna, all those very bad girls in the Bridgers alone. For all the very, very dangerous women that Jab had worked for and with in her life. For all that, Diana Bridger might well be the scariest damn thing she'd ever seen.

"...So what are we doing then?"

"That's simple. We're preparing our counterattack."

Diana's lip curls, displaying one of the sharp canines that marked humans out as omnivores. It leant a cruel air to her already blatant murderous intent.

"You said it. These bitches tried to lay a hand on my husband, and while he's more than capable of ripping that hand off and feeding it to them, he has work to do. So. You're going to tell me every single thing there is to know about the Black Khans, and specifically the Cruelfang Cartel. Whatever you’ve got, I need to hear it. Contacts. Safe houses. Bases of operation. Every single little detail you’ve got, I want."

"Then what?"

"Then I'm going to burn their treehouse down."
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Salak Requin - Cruelfang Cartel Assassin

Salak didn't like this at all. Nope. Not one bit. Some guy who was considered a Khan, and could apparently fight like a demon, and a bunch of warrior candidates... and she had to take them out? The candidates probably weren't shit. They only had blades and light weapons for hunting and shit, no problem. Salak had cut more than a few warrior throats in her time as one of her boss's favorite leg breakers.

Warriors weren't all that different from anyone else once you got'em out of their power armor. In the end, they all bled the same.

This guy though. She'd seen some shit online during the flight out here, researching her target after hearing some of the girls talking back at the hideout. He'd mowed down two credit thugs on Centris, the same Centris that had chewed her sister up and sent her home as a shell of a woman who was only just barely starting to recover, like he was out on a vigorous walk. 

Then he evaded an entire damn city's worthy of those sneaky Yauya cunts during a mating hunt.

All that on top of more combat footage than Salak could process in a thirty minute flight.

One of the highlights had looked like he'd been fist fighting a damn Apuk battle princess though! No power armor! That made the guy an adept. A really scary and potent combat adept at that.

She didn't like fighting adepts. That was never a good time. They were even more ready to fight naked than a Cannidor was on average.

Her eyes drift over to the null launcher she'd brought along. The only truly illegal weapon she owned. Probably worth opening with ol reliable, right? Then she could pick off the guy with a rail gun round or hold the girls hostage or whatever till the guy surrendered.

"Hmmmm."

Her communicator chimes, Madame Cruelfang's unique ringtone.

"Boss."

"I think I've made up my mind about this Bridger guy."

"Yeah?"

"Kill him. The Hag probably would prefer him alive, but Big Mama might be right, these goods are too hot to handle. Even then, the credits are too good to pass up. You have the stuff I told you to bring?"

"All the stuff to pin the blame on one of the assassin's guilds that has rumors of being linked to the Dark Cabal. Yep. Got it. Even got some stuff that mimics those weird rail gun rounds they like."

"Perfect. Don't fuck this up Salak, and I'll make sure you can go take a vacation for a few years and only kill people recreationally."

"Sounds nice, boss lady. I'm on it. We're coming up on the first site now. I ain't seen that many trainees in one place before. It's gotta be him."

"Good. Call me when you're done. I'm setting a few feelers out for Jab too."

"Think she's a traitor?"

"I think I'm going to kill her and make a rug out of her pelt just because I feel like it. I'll pay Big Mama the blood money if she does turn out to be loyal."

With that, Madame Cruelfang closes the line and Salak smiles. That made her feel better. Killing the target was the easier option by far, and if the boss lady was confident, who was she to argue? Plus someone was going to get a bite on that Jab girl. Traitors were fun to kill. Shame Madame Cruelfang seemed determined to kill her quickly. It was so much better when they squirmed for a bit.

Still, those were enjoyable thoughts for later. If she finished this quickly, she might have a chance to get a shot on Jab. If she could bag the traitor maybe she could show her some photos of her boyfriend's mangled corpse. Not quite as good as torture, but enough to get a little extra pain in that whore's soul before Salak ends her.

The hit woman reaches up and smacks the bulk head for attention, her girls looking up and her pilot setting the autopilot and looking at her over her shoulder.

"Double check the stealth systems. Set us down a long way from his last known location... and someone get the null launcher ready. The long range one. Then we'll set up all the rail guns. We're leaving his heart splattered across the desert."

"What about the others?"

"They're expendable. If you kill a few, great. If they manage to get away, fine. Whatever. As long as they don't get a good look at us, no witnesses is the absolute priority. Nothing special here girls, we do our jobs and get paid."

"Got it."




Neysihen - Eclipse Rider

"Got 'em on scope."

Bari's voice echoes down from the cockpit and Neysihen looks around at the other commandos who'd been coming on shift when the word had come that some bad girls were taking a swipe at Jerry!

Neysihen resists grinning. This was a serious situation after all, her fa- her mentor was being stalked by some very lethal predators, but these bitches were about to learn that there's always a bigger fish in the pond. Being a good assassin or thug simply wasn't enough when the balloon went up and the professional hunters were on the prowl.

A quick set of manipulations of the Eclipse Rider's system is giving them the sensor feed Bari was looking at up in the cockpit. A small stealth shuttle was just coming in for a landing on a mesa that was a good ways away from where Jerry and his squad were making camp for the day. Night fall would be soon, and Jerry and the girls would start moving.

"How the hell did they find them in this mess?"

Asks one of the Yauya huntresses from the lodge of the Shadowed Blade who'd joined the commandos around when Neysihen had. Lucky for her, Neysihen probably knew.

"If I had to guess, they've bribed someone in the Charocan's military to get access to some sensor streams. They've got trackers on the candidates, the Charocan talk tough but they don't like kids dying when they don't need to either. They're built into the emergency beacons they get issued for this part of training."

"Those wouldn't be personally identified would they?"

"Almost certainly not, but they know Humans do things differently, and that Admiral Bridger's got at least two girls with him. A lot of these walks end up as solo excursions so that'll stand out even to casual observers. However, the Admiral is moving with fifteen Cannidor. I would bet decent credits that hasn't happened before in this course. Or if it has, it hasn't happened recently. Not from what we've heard about the Charocan and their training. Teamwork isn't something they train at this stage."

"More fools them."

Purisha says from her position to the left of Neysihen, she was checking the motion on her Yauya wrist blade. All her kit was in meticulous condition, but she was nervously checking it anyway.

Apparently Purisha had been in the war room when word had come in and she'd used an emergency recall to the Den to get to her gear, then hit another emergency teleporter pad to make it to the Eclipse Rider before they dusted off. However she got here though, Neysihen was damn glad to have her best friend along for the ride.

"Alright girls."

Huntsmistress, and now Gunnery Sergeant Mashara Qulik for her day job, takes over the conversation, her long dreads already bound up tight in an axiom pocket wrap to let a helmet seal comfortably.

"I think we see the picture cleanly enough. Easiest approach will be the drop in using the arresting gear and take their heads in the Admiral's name. Any questions?"

There weren't any.

"Neysihen. You and Purisha get the leader. This Salak."

"Why us?" Purisha asks before Neysihen can.

Gunny Qulik rolls her eyes. "He's your father or close enough to it that it makes no difference. Vengeance belongs to kin first. Master Sergeant Chesed will cover us from the Eclipse Rider's cargo bay as briefed. Anything to add Master Sergeant?"

The sniper had been sitting quietly nearby, content to let Gunny Qulik and the others do their thing without his input.

Personally, Neysihen was curious as to when the friendly Jewish American man would notice that his fiancée, Princess Xal'Kemza, had left a perfect kiss mark in red lipstick on his cheek.

"Nope. Sounds golden to me. I'll keep any bad girls that do anything surprising off your back. I'll run suppressed of course. You all heard Commander Bridger. We want to avoid disturbing the training if at all possible. This negotiation with the Charocan is sensitive for the Undaunted. So, just like everything we do ladies. Quick, clean and quiet."

He didn't say 'no prisoners', but he didn't have to either. Fast and quiet individually frequently meant 'lethal'. Together? The odds of any of the Cannidor gangsters setting up their shooting position below them seeing the next dawn was as close to zero as made no difference.

Gunny Qulik gets up slowly, stretching out like a cat, and locks her helmet into place, the faceplate immediately going opaque.

"Very well. Get tactical Marines. We're going. Right now. Do this well and you'll be sewing this hunt into your leathers in no time!"

One beautiful thing about the commandos compared to the line infantry. Everyone was just so damn fast! In seconds, wind is whipping around Neysihen's ankles as Mikena opens the Eclipse Rider's cargo bay door, the Merra girl giving her friends a thumbs up and a wink as Gunny stands in the door.

Right behind them, Master Sergeant Chesed is hooking himself into a harness and getting his massive MRAD rifle into position. He could make mile long shots with that rifle without issue, and they were going to be significantly closer.

"Comm check."

There's a whisper of sound as the girls confirm everyone's communications are live. Then Gunny Qulik looks around and calls;

"Go!"

Before flinging herself into the twilight air of Narkaris.

Seven more commandos leap into the night air after her, disappearing into invisibility as they go.

It was surprisingly peaceful. Falling that is.

Neysihen had done it in natural gravity once before, and it had scared the hell out of her. Admittedly the collapsed rib cage she'd had at the time had not helped her fear... and then Jerry had come to save her.

She'd never forget sobbing into his chest as she clung to him for dear life, the sheer relief that she’d felt on hitting the ground again.

The Yauya commando smiles at the memory as she starts to run the activation protocol on her arresting gear. She'd come a long way since she was that very scared girl who had been convinced she was about to die.

Now it was time to put a down payment on everything Jerry had done for her. Even if he'd never accept there was a debt to begin with.

Seconds after her descent had started, the arresting gear cut in. A special belt that combined a compact one shot inertial compensator and some other goodies to make aerial assault a significantly faster affair than even the steel rain of a Cannidor orbital assault or Apuk troops soaring out of armored transports and hitting like the fist of a fiery war goddess's wrath incarnate.

It was also significantly less dramatic.

Barely a grain of sand shifts out of place as Neysihen's boots touch the ground, and she's immediately moving towards her target. The red furred Cannidor by what amounted to a gauss cannon instead of a simple rail gun was hard to miss after all.

She goes through her possible weapons for eliminating her target... and slowly lets her wrist blades slide from their gauntlet. The Yauya honor blade was lethal normally, and Eymali had specified some upgrades be made to her apprentice's weapons. Monomolecular edges for one.

A quick check confirms the faint distortion in the air and axiom that marked where Purisha is on the other side of Jerry's would be killer.

They knew each other well. Neysihen would go high, Purisha would go low. They'd practiced it just like that more times than either could count. Not to kill this trash, but team fighting significantly larger opponents. This Salak would be diced and ready to serve to desert scavengers for a meal before the woman would realize anything is happening.

"Hey! Get Karak out here! I need that extra power cell from the shuttle."

The invisible shadows dance as one of the gangsters splits off, calling for whoever Karak was.

Things settle. Tension builds as the gangster slowly starts to walk back to her position... and then a double click of Gunny Qulik's microphone sets things into motion in the blink of an eye.

Neysihen lunges forward, leaping onto Salak's back and ramming her honor blade into about where the other woman's single kidney would be, making her rear back in pain, and letting Neysihen cut her throat into ribbons before the other woman can begin to bellow in pain.

Then the finisher.

It was all so... simple. To kill now. It was the one thing Neysihen wasn't entirely sure she liked about her new self. Something that wasn't worth considering as the twin blades of her right gauntlet pierce Salak's temple and finish sending her to the spirits to account for all the innocents she'd killed.

Neysihen pushes off and away, turning an acrobatic little flip before sticking her landing and quickly moving to cover Purisha, who'd managed to open at least seven, if not nine or ten, major arteries and veins that Purisha could see in the second since Qulik had given the go signal.

There were sudden fountains of gore across the mesa as the invisible commandos carried out their lethal task, the whole world moving in slow motion as the last Cannidor gangster, Karak, rounds the corner from the open cargo bay of the shuttle, her eyes opening wide in recognition of what was happening... before her chest simply explodes and she crumples to the rocky mesa's surface like a marionette who had had her strings cut.

Master Sergeant Chesed really was a damn fine shot with that rifle of his.

"Clear."

There's a chorus of confirmations as the commandos make sure they'd gotten all of their targets and that the threat is well and truly neutralized.

Somewhere further up the mesa, the Eclipse Rider will be landing, ready to take them back to their post, of watching over the man sitting in a dark cave that was so far away Neysihen could barely see it from here without using her suit's optics... a man that, if she was honest, Neysihen probably needed to talk to soon.

"Hey."

Purisha taps her pauldron, getting her attention.

"You good?"

Neysihen cocks her head.

"Why wouldn't I be?"

"Eh. Not saying you hesitated or anything... but I know you very well now sister mine, no one else felt it. That stupid cow didn't even know we were there till our blades bit into her flesh... but there was... something weird in your axiom."

"Ah."

Neysihen lets her cloak drop as the commandos begin securing weapons and other equipment for recovery by a follow up team.

"Just. Realized I'm not sure how I feel about killing so readily. Not killing her mind you. From what we can tell Salak Requin was an absolute animal. I might not like how easily I can kill, but killing that kind of trash isn't something I'll ever regret."

Purisha chuckles and smacks Neysihen's pauldron again. "Sounds like something you already have the answer to from talks with Jerry to me. Time for another father daughter talk when he gets off this dust ball?"

"...Yeah. I think it might be. Come on. We might have more work to do."
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Jab

Jab kicks at the concrete beneath her booted feet as she pounds the pavement in one of the nastier parts of the Charocan capital. Not too far from the nightclub that Madame Cruelfang had her lair concealed beneath.

They'd be coming for her. They had to be.

She wasn't entirely sure just how severely the Undaunted had compromised the Cruelfang Cartel's information and communications networks, but Madame Cruelfang had put a death mark on Jab's head earlier this evening, and with the actual attempt on Jerry's life being dealt with, Jab had stupidly volunteered to help with taking down the Cruelfang Cartel. She figured it was a good way to prove she was on side to Diana and the rest of the Undaunted.

Make herself useful.

Admittedly she hadn't quite envisioned herself as being the bait that was luring out a good chunk of the Cruelfang's thugs to make their base vulnerable to assault.

Her communications call sign for this operation was 'Seal'.

When a human intelligence officer explained what a seal was and that they were a favorite meal of large aquatic predators that somewhat vaguely resemble Cannidor... well. It was funny, but Jab really wasn't in the mood to laugh at the moment.

Funnier was the call sign her guardians were using. The Undaunted ambush team, initially referred to as 'ambush group' had taken the call sign 'Seal Team Six', later amended to 'Seal Team' by a decidedly amused Sir David, Jerry's top special forces operative who was commanding the main force, under the call sign ‘Dagger’.

The double meaning behind ‘Seal Team’ had been interesting too, once she convinced the former SEAL on the team to explain what it meant.

Humans were very confusing.

Jab's cheeks warm up as she remembers her original code name for this mission. Lovebird had just been embarrassing. Was her crush on Jerry really that obvious to literally everyone on the ship?

She takes a slow breath and resettles herself. She had to focus... and weirdly, she had to relax. They were going to try and take her, it was just how traitors were dealt with in the Black Khans. Never waste a rail gun round or bomb when you could bag someone and really make it hurt. So Jab had worked out with the commandos shadowing her that she'd touch off the ambush, hopefully by killing the leader of the team sent to bag her.

If it did look like they were just going to ice her, hopefully the commandos would get the first shot off... or she'd survive the first volley. She'd asked for and been given a shield unit that was good quality... but leaving it on would tip her hand. If the bad girls got the first shot off it was just her, the armor in her coat and her fur.

Jab continues to pace. Her story was she was waiting for a contact for a deal, a little side business, like most Black Khans had in terms of rackets. That she would probably be smuggling steaks in this case if it was anything didn't really change anything.

So she just needed to wait for now... which gave her some time to think, and like her mind usually did when she had free time recently, her thoughts turned to Jerry Bridger. She'd now met quite a few human men. Human warrior men. Sir David was Jerry's peer by reputation. He was funny. Charming. Had a nice smile. Lots of the commandos were really hot. Just being around the commandos was like being on the set of a particularly good porno or the start of a very dirty dream.

Getting to have the pick of the hunk buffet that was the Crimson Tear certainly was a very nice start to some very sexy fantasies.

Which made Jab wonder... What was it about Jerry Bridger? Sure he was tough. Probably the toughest of his troops in most fields. He had sexy eyes, but so did a lot of men. Nice jaw. The beard was a plus. He had a great body... but who didn't around the Undaunted? Yet, talking to Sir David didn't light her body on fire like getting a book recommendation from Jerry had done.

Laughing and joking with the commandos who were protecting her before they'd stepped off the shuttle had been cool. Surrounded by a half dozen handsome guys, getting to chat and bullshit with them. It was hands down a fantasy for ninety nine percent of women in the galaxy to even see that many men, never mind get to interact with them, even without getting some steamy make out time or getting handsy.

And yet.

Beyond basking in the male attention, she wasn't really... tempted by it. They were all great, and Jab was used to chasing her passions in the moment. It was very much the lifestyle of the Khans... but instead of just chasing pleasure, Jab's ambition, her desire to prove herself, had her targeting the guy that common sense said was impossible. 

Why? Did she just want him because of his status? Jab didn't like that thought for some reason. She... needed to talk to Jerry. She owed it to herself and the man she professed to love to know him better, and understand how she really felt. In the meantime-

The sudden crackle of the comm link interrupts Jab's busy round of navel gazing.

"Control to all points. Be advised. The enemy is moving. Small task force is mobilizing in the fortress, believe they're targeting Seal based on their communications. Seal and Seal Team, stand by."

"Seal team copies. Switching to internal communications. Will return to the main net to advise status."

Deep thoughts would have to wait. Cruelfang’s girls were coming out to play. Jab picks a position, and gets herself set up, still doing her best to look as nonchalant as possible.

Before long, the Cannidor gangsters are prowling in the darkness, their positions being regularly updated in Jab's ear piece as they get ever closer and the tension starts to build for Jab. The only good news so far is that the only movement on the rooftops was Undaunted, which meant they weren't just showing up to watch a rail gun sniper blast Jab's heart across half the street.

Plan B for situations like this. Or to make a statement in public that didn't involve someone finding a mutilated corpse on display.

The quiet voices of the operators above her start to come across the net, the men making the final adjustments and checks to their plan now that the enemy is on the way.

"Maybe three minutes out. Looks like... twenty girls. Plus that really big one we briefed on. The Demon. Lots of weapons. Do we need to abort?"

"Stay frosty. Twenty's within mission parameters. Seal will pull her emergency teleport if she thinks it's too dicey as briefed, then we'll fight them straight up."

"And the Demon?"

"Seal's got it covered, we can trust her to do her bit. Pick and mark your targets. Priority to girls with heavy weapons and wait for Seal's signal. Weapons to condition zero."

There's a soft chorus of acknowledgements and silence returns to the little square.

It was weird really.

She should be scared.

She'd been scared of this exact moment pretty much her entire life once she saw her first 'punishment' for betraying the sisterhood. Been the trigger woman for a few of those rail gun displays after a girl had decided she deserved a bit more than her fair share, or went waltzing over to another gang, or one of the dozen other misdeeds that got you labeled a traitor in the Black Khans.

Instead of fear though... she almost wanted to laugh. She was free. Big Mama and the others could hurt her, kill her, but she was doing things on her terms now and she'd never go back... and perhaps that freedom is what Jab had always actually wanted.

She shifts herself against the wall she's leaning against, pulling a smoke from a pack she'd bought earlier and casually lighting it with the tip of a finger. She'd been practicing a few axiom tricks, and being able to generate even a tiny amount of flame made her feel good, as did taking a deep drag on the smoke. A nice, minty flavor teasing her tongue and filling her lungs as the Demon herself stalks into the little square Jab was waiting in.

She resists smiling. Cruelfang really was taking this seriously. It was almost a compliment even... and with her guardian angels watching from above... Maybe the correct play here was making the Demon very, very angry.

"Oh. Hey there cunt. Out grabbing groceries before going home to the little ones? Or having a leisure walk?"

The Demon's eyes shoot wide open, the much taller woman rearing back slightly.

"The fuck did you call me you little twerp?"

"Just a little banter between girls. Relax you overgrown hair ball. What brings you out of your lair? I'm waiting for a client, so unless you've got business I need you to fuck off before you scare away my customer."

The Demon's eyes narrow, her lip curling slightly.

"Oh you've done it now you little whore spawn. I'm going to make sure it fucking hurts more than you've ever heard of before I'm done killing you."

"Oh yeah? On what grounds?"

The Demon licks her lips as she gets closer to jab, letting her ax slide out from where she'd concealed it in the sleeve of her jacket.

"Maybe I just don't like you and I'm going to fuck you up for free. Now... Keep your hands by your sides."

"Or you'll do what? Kill me? Seems you're already planning on doing that."

Jab taunts, smirking at the Demon, letting the other woman get closer. She could feel the rage radiating off of her now, clearly not used to having her authority challenged as the Demon leans down and gets in close, looking Jab square in the eye, rage burning in those red orbs.

"I'm going to have fun skinning you, whelp."

"Bet. Bitch."

It starts in the literal blink of an eye, Jab's new armored fist slamming into the Demon's throat and collapsing her wind tunnel as the kutha reinforced armored knuckles detonate with a small burst of energy, doubling the Demon over further as the Demon's hand lashes out trying to bind Jab up and keep her from being able to draw her plasma pistol.

A waste of the Demon's last second of life.

Jab's right hand was nowhere near her custom plasma pistol, or her new sword. Or her combat knife. It didn't need to be, and she wasn't trying to move that direction. Because it was right over the brand on her thigh that concealed her shiny new hand cannon. A tingle of axiom calls the now somewhat familiar weight of the heavy pistol into her hand, and Jab tucks it under the Demon's chin and pulls the trigger twice, blowing the other woman's brains clear out of her skull.

As the Demon's body collapses, Jab steps forward, catching her body and tucking her chin over the Demon's shoulder, slipping her pistol under the newly made corpse’s arm and getting it into a position where she can roughly see the red dot from her new optic. She fires three times, dropping two more gangsters in rapid succession.

The world explodes into violence around her as her free handle fumbles for her shield generator on her belt. The tingle of the now active shield, the roar of the hand cannon firing, it's mighty recoil, makes the moment all the more satisfying as she pumps axiom into her arms and throws the Demon's body at a third woman as the other gangers riddle their former boss's body with weapons fire from every angle possible.

All for nothing. Just like the Demon trying to pin Jab's arm.

A hail of suppressed rifle fire snaps out around the area, dropping more gangsters as Jab goes for her sword, eager to try out her new weapon... and her new special axiom totem that Wichen had set her up with. The leather combat gloves were amazing, the built in knuckle dusters alone were an instant favorite for Jab, and apparently made them standard issue for casual wear for Jerry's bodyguards. The gloves had also proven to be an ideal host for Jab's little 'idea'.

The problem with Jab's new cutlass is that she was wearing it on her left hip. Her combat knife was in such a position as to be easy to access with both hands, but drawing a sword was more complex with the length of the blade. However Jab was right hand dominant and wanted easy access to both her sword and her pistols, but she also wanted to be able to access her sword with her left hand. Thankfully Wichen Bridger had completely understood Jab's plight.

A little charge of axiom into the new totem concealed at the base of her palm and her cutlass is in her hand, swinging out to take a gangster's hand off at the wrist, disarming her and buying Jab the second she needs to line up her PSD and put two 15mm rounds in to the other woman's center of mass. The pistol speaks again, and again, two plasma bursts and a laser blast scorching Jab's shield before her guardians eliminate both gangsters with head shots.

It was pure chaos. More than any brawl or fight Jab had ever been in before in her many years of violent conflict. Even more than the more surgical fight she'd enjoyed against the pirates aboard the Tear a few weeks back. She was alone, in a sea of enemy combatants, as lead rained down from her unseen allies, dropping Cannidor like sacks of wet potatoes as her cutlass arcs out and claims another pound of flesh and quart of blood from someone who'd gotten too close.

The slide of Jab's pistol locks back and she lets it disappear back into her axiom thigh holster before switching her cutlass to her right hand and dashing forward towards the last of the pirates, her free hand going for her beloved combat knife in a reverse grip.

The first one meets her charge head on, leaving Jab clear to easily run her through, then kick her off the blade of her sword, spinning ever so slightly to take the gangster's head off with a brutal slash. The next is waiting for her, Cannidor war sword in hand.

"I don't know how you did this whelp, but if I'm going to the spirits, you're coming with me!"

The Cannidor war sword slams downwards in a massive overhand blow that Jab just barely manages to block, the heavy impact forcing her back a step before she shoves forward and punches the other woman in the face with the hand guard of her sword.

Back and forth they go, blades a whirling flash of silver until their blades bind up against each other and Jab sees her opportunity pushing forward hard, and stabbing the ganger in the gut with her combat knife before running as much voltage as she can generate through the weapon, making the other woman convulse violently, until a bullet from a nearby roof puts her down for good with a neat, smoking hole in her temple.

She takes a second, catching her breath before she flourishes her sword and raises it in salute towards the roof tops.

"Seal is clear."

"Seal team confirms clear. We're coming down."

"Copy. Hurry up boys. Dagger can probably use a little back up."

Jab smiles as she sheaths her blades and begins going through the process of checking herself for injuries and reloading her pistol. That had felt... good. Now to tender her resignation to Madame Cruelfang personally.
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Sir David

Sir David grins to himself as he checks his scope and rifle one final time. He'd been in position for about forty minutes now, a comfy rooftop overlooking the nightclub that housed the Cruelfang Cartel's main base of operations. Not just on this planet, period. The boss lady herself lived in her little underground fortress... and now the Undaunted were going to raid that fortress, and put it to the sword.

He really did love his job some days.

"Control to all points. Be advised. The enemy is moving. Small task force is mobilizing in the fortress, heading out an access point we hadn't detected previously. We believe they're targeting Seal based on their communications. Seal Team, stand by."

"Seal team copies. Switching to internal communications. Will return to the main net to advise status."

David lets out a slow breath, wishing he had a cigar to stub out. He could have used a nice smoke. For later though. Right now, it was show time.

"Dagger to Tail Blade."

"Yes sir?"

Petty Officer Kopish's voice comes back immediately. She was still JSOC's handler of choice, all the more so that she was the wife of a commando now, and it was believed she had a vested interest in getting them all out of bad situations alive.

It was a joke.

Mostly.

"Kopish, go ahead and start exploiting the interdiction options you briefed us on.”

"Wilco. Babydoll is almost done ensuring we have complete control."

"Very well, inform her she'll have about five minutes. In the meantime, I want a beacon on the concealed exit the assault team hunting Seal came out of."

"Aye aye, Colonel. Pushing it onto everyone's HUDs now."

"Capital, thank you Kopish." David switches back to the main net. "Team two this is six."

"Two ready and waiting."

"Get down to that hidden access door and have your adept seal it. Should be a sewer access unless I miss my guess. Then connect to Tail Blade and seal the rest. I don't want any leakers. We need to bag every ganger that's present when we put the boot in ladies and gentlemen."

Silence returns as team two begins their tasks, and some Cannidor toughs start to emerge from the front of the club.

"Contact. Increased security presence around the door." Comes a whisper from one of his men. "Make it ten enforcers. Mixed gear. No serious armor or anything that I can see."

"I see them. Tail Blade. Any more reinforcements coming?"

"Doesn't look like it. Elevator to their control center is showing as locked down. Babydoll's got it though. We have control over the first floor and external security. Clear to proceed with the next phase of the operation. There's a few bouncers and civilian staff on the first floor. Don't think they're actual Black Khan members. Non Lethal if possible recommended."

Kopish's voice is strong, clear and confident, quite the change from the shy young woman Sir David had met a few months back!

"Very well. Designated marksmen and snipers, eliminate the sentries on my signal."

Dots appear over the heads of the various gangsters as marksmen aim their weapons at various heads. When the final dot winks into existence over the top of the last gangster, Sir David waits, just another second, then double clicks his mic.

Ten shots, all in under one second using axiom enhanced rounds from high velocity chemical kinetic rifles or the occasional rail gun. Ten bodies on the floor.

"Splendid. Begin making entry. Nice and easy now. Just out for a casual stroll through the slums with our heavy weapons. Drag the bodies inside once we have the first floor secure and lock them up somewhere. We'll then have Kopish evacuate the club per the plan. No sense letting any civilians get caught in the crossfire."

The commandos descend to the streets and sweep forward through the shadows like ghosts, stalking through the darkness, barely seen even without axiom based invisibility. The little square was pin drop silent, not reflecting the movement of the stealth warriors, or the cooling bodies before them.

The first team reaches the front door, and one man, probably Kopish's husband Willy Westbrook if David had to guess, reaches for the handle before Kopish whispers;

"Freeze! Back to the shadows, someone's coming. Bouncer."

Willy's team melts back into the shadows, and Willy himself leaps... straight up, planting himself on the ceiling. There's a tense few seconds as the door swings open, the bouncer looking down as she fumbles with a lighter and a pack of cigarettes.

"Hey, do any of you girls want a smoke? Girls?"

The bouncer looks up, suddenly realizing she's alone, eyes searching for the darkness and going wide as she sees the first pair of boots... but it's already too late. Willy drops down from above and hits her with an axiom nerve pinch, knocking her unconscious, leaving her to drop into a limp pile by the door.

"Neutralized. Move." Willy whispers over the comm, and the commandos sweep into the vestibule of the night club and the Khan's base.

As David's feet hit the surprisingly nice carpet just inside the main door he can hear his men and women moving like ghosts through the offices, the occasional report of 'neutralized' over the comm channel the only sounds. Before long there's seven live prisoners bound up in an out of the way office, and the ten bodies of the Black Khans sentries are securely tucked away in a storage closet.

"Seal team to Dagger."

David stops in front of the elevator.

"Go ahead, Seal team."

"Mission accomplished. All hostiles neutralized."

"Any survivors?"

"Negative. We're moving up to reinforce you at the club. Seal can probably be of help navigating the base."

"We'll wait for you, on the double though, we've a strict schedule to keep."

"Aye aye."

Then a new voice comes over the comm channel.

"Huginn to Dagger Six."

Sir David raises an eyebrow. Diana Bridger. Seems things were about to get interesting if intelligence was getting involved.

"Go for Dagger."

"Be advised, we've confirmed that an agent is on the ground and has compromised the club. She went in to attempt an infiltration earlier this evening and only just broke communications silence. She's picked off a few guards and is ready and waiting for you down stairs. Her call sign is Shadow. She's going to remain mute till after you make your initial entry. In the meantime however, she's got a little present for you. Pushing a tactical map to your team's hard suits."

"Please and thank you Huginn. All points get to cover. Tail Blade, begin the evacuation."

"Aye aye. Stand by. Starting a small electrical fire by overloading a speaker. No real loss, the music they play here is beyond the Goddess's grace."

The net falls silent and David takes the time to review the new map he'd been given. The Black Khans base was... extensive, and some of these markings. His eyes narrow at one particular label. Slave pens. He'd known there would potentially be prisoners but that was complicated. They'd have to hit them very hard and very fast to prevent the gangsters from taking hostages.

A door slides open and people start rushing out of the emergency stairs, and David watches from his corner as the weirdness of galactic fashion in club wear parades by on various Cannidor women. They had the whole gamut down stairs it seemed. Everything from spandex, to what appeared to be latex or leather bondage gear, to a sling bikini and high heels. A few men even came out, surrounded by knots of women protecting them. One Cannidor, a Tret and another fellow that David hadn't gotten a good look at.

"Dagger to overwatch... let's get images of those men and trace where they're going. I want to know if their wives are just slumming at a 'dangerous' club, if they're being pimped, or if they're missing persons in need of rescue."

"Aye aye. Will coordinate with Huginn."

"Feeling a little overly suspicious tonight boss?" Asks Fairbrook, the commando nearest Sir David's position.

"Fairbrook this night club has a gangster base with a couple tons of narcotics and slave pens in the basement. I'm not overly suspicious. I'm just not giving anyone credit if they're in the Black Khan's orbit."

"Fair enough, sir."

"Seal team to Dagger. We're outside. Looks like everyone's dispersing. No sign of emergency services."

"Tail Blade to all points. Emergency services are not inbound. The club's systems actually aren't connected to the automatic emergency grid for the city. I assume because they don't want anyone stumbling on the Black Khans base by accident just because there's a small fire or something. If you're ready to proceed, move down the stairs into the night club, it's clear, and I have a door unlocked to get down into the base. It's in the manager's office."

"Copy all, Tail Blade. Seal team, get in here, I want Seal up front once we head down into the base after we make our initial entry. Move out."
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Nadiri

Deep in the confines of the Black Khans base, Nadiri is hard at work. Thankfully the ploy to use Jab as bait had worked perfectly, and there were a lot less bad girls for her to deal with. That did not however mean she was having an easy time of things.

'The Undaunted are damn lucky I'm a girl with a variety of skills or this could get messy.'

She suppresses a grunt of exertion as she clips another wire, finally disarming the omni directional shrapnel mine that had been placed in the ceiling above the slave pens. Pens that were extra full tonight. Madame Cruelfang kept a good portion of the men enslaved in her premier brothel, which also connected into this network of tunnels that lead to their base, close and pulled them all in tonight for some reason. Paranoia? Maybe. Nadiri figured it was more likely that it was arrogance. A display of her power and wealth... and it allowed her to hand out 'treats' to her loyal soldiers, and of course to 'sample the goods' herself.

'Just when I thought the bitch couldn't get more disgusting.'

Nadiri looks down from the dark corner of the ceiling in the pens and resists spitting. There were some boys down there. Actual boys. Not young men... and they looked damn young. Apparently being a drug smuggling murderer with a taste for recreational torture and a steady diet of rape wasn't enough. No she just had to add pedophilia to the mix, and this was the bitch who'd threatened her- Boss?

'I really need to deal with this emotional attachment thing. A date. That's it. I survive this and I'll ask Jerry out on a little date. Humans like to take things slow generally, and I'd like to actually get to know him... Even if part of me desperately wants to get to know him biblically first and foremost.'

Nadiri slinks into the hallway, walking comfortably on the ceiling as she moves from shadow to shadow. The radio seemed to indicate that the commandos would be breaching soon... She quickly 'blinks' down to the floor, and seals the doors to the slave pens, then paints an X with a black marker to indicate the room is 'clear'.

She's back up on the wall in another blink, moving through the halls as she draws her shiny new field pistol. She hadn't used the beautifully machined hand cannon in a fight yet and she was deeply looking forward to seeing exactly what the big pistol could do. She pokes her head through an odd looking bit of wall and is rewarded by another group of emergency teleport pads which she quickly disabled. These ones weren't even on the grid! Clever indeed.

Nadiri tsks quietly;

‘Naughty, naughty. No running away or reinforcements for you…’

She's back into the hallways again, and back on the roof, slowly making her way towards the

"Tail Blade to all points. Interdiction complete. Their alarm systems are mute, and their sensors are blind and deaf. Clear to breach."

That was her cue.

"All points, Shadow is on the net. Confirm the main door is clear. Emergency stair accesses are clear. Teleport pads have been disabled. Hostages secure. Please don't shoot me, I'm on the ceiling."

"Dagger Six to all points, you heard Shadow, no shooting suspicious looking dark corners on the ceilings or you'll never hear the end of it from her. Confirm hallways by primary access points are clear?"

"Clear."

"Very well. Stealth breach and clear. If you have to go loud, neutralize the threat then call it out."

There's a brief count over the radio and suddenly the doors slide open to reveal... nothing. To the untrained eye anyway. Yauya invisibility was some of the best in the galaxy and JSOC had learned from some very gifted huntresses, but there were telltale signs if you knew what to look for and had the eyes for it.

 So for Nadiri it was plain as day that the hallways were suddenly alive with two dozen commandos and Jab, who was being led along by one of the huntresses to keep her cloaked.

A bit embarrassing for a tough girl like Jab.

'Maybe she'll come ask me for some stealth training? That'd be a laugh. I'm probably more approachable than the huntsmistresses though. Hmm.'

Nadiri sets the thoughts of Jab aside as a Cannidor leg breaker steps into the hallway with her weapon slung across her chest. The thug du jour did not look to be the most intelligent being to ever be birthed of Cannidor kind. Her eyes were narrow and mean, almost like she’s squinting at the world. 

The commandos are further up the corridor and the mix of storage units and the like mean they won't have a bead on the thug till they're basically on top of her, and while they might be invisible, the Cannidor nose was sensitive, she might well smell their armor, if not the people wearing it.

Nadiri considers her options for a half second and settles for aiming carefully with her pistol. She did not like the odds of struggling physically with a Cannidor, even in a shadow pocket, and the risk of breaking cover when there might be other hostages nearby she hadn't found... Well. The woman should have made better life choices. Many religions believe in reincarnation. Maybe she'd do better on her next trip through the mill?

The field pistol whispers once and Nadiri quickly catches the shell casing before it can fall, even as the armor piercing high velocity 7.5 round penetrates the Cannidor's skull and expands, ending her life before she even knew that something was happening.

Not her first kill that way, likely not her last either.

It always felt a bit odd, taking out a bad girl that way. Like it was dishonorable. Then again, honor really only mattered against opponents who were themselves honorable. The Shallaxian organized crime groups for example had a very strict code of honor and etiquette. The Black Khans had allegedly had something similar at one point, but had gotten more violent, more savage as time had gone on, as was the case with most large scale criminal enterprises that Nadiri had investigated in her long career.

A society set up around survival and empowerment of the strongest generally trended towards animalistic savagery as more and more ruthless individuals took the reins of power over successive generations. Until all that was left of a criminal organization that had allegedly been founded with principles, however scant those principles might be, ended up as just another band of violent thugs and marauders.

Nadiri dashes forward, running along the ceiling before she comes to a stop over the door to the main living quarters. This was a critical part of the job. There were a decent number of guards sleeping from the day shift. If they woke up they'd have a lot of Cannidor toughs stumbling out to make trouble.

She didn't have to worry.

A team of Undaunted slip through the door without a second's hesitation and immediately fan out as Nadiri slides through the wall. In a blink three rooms of sleeping Cannidor are sleeping deeper than they'd ever expected, neutralized by axiom nerve pinches and trussed up as presents for local law enforcement.

The two girls that are awake in the common area of the 'barracks' go down just as fast. One had been watching a porno on the public trivid and another had been dividing her attention between the smut and monitoring a pot of some sort of stew, breakfast for the morning shift and dinner for the night shift perhaps.

The man who stunned the cook grunts audibly over the radio as he grabs the ten foot tall titan of a woman and manages to keep her from going face down into the stove, redirecting her well away from anything dangerous before he gently starts lowering all several hundred pounds of her to the tile floor.

It was going perfectly until a door slid open and a half naked Cannidor woman who seems to have more scars than fur staggers out of her bedroom, weapon in hand.

"What the fuck is going on out here? I'm hearing all sorts of weird shit. Feeling it too... I. Girls? Where the fuck is everyone..."

Her eyes lock on the unconscious cook, seemingly hovering in mid air as the invisible man continues to try to silently put her on the ground.

The world freezes for a second even as Nadiri raises her pistol... only for her to jerk it back as a voice crackles over the radio.

"We're made, going loud!"

The simple statement is punctuated with a loud string of automatic weapons fire. Suppressed, but more than loud enough in such rapid succession to get anyone in ear shot's attention. The Cannidor's head snaps up and it's all the distraction the commandos need, one of them hurling himself across the room and punching the woman square in her throat, the axiom enhanced blow letting him follow up with a quick sweep of her leg to send her tumbling to the floor where he follows up with the knockout technique the Humans call the axiom nerve pinch.

The rest of the commandos are already in motion, and the last of the Cannidor are neutralized in the blink of an eye, with the last girl managing to wake up and go for a gun before dying in her bed, a neat circle of .300 Black Out rounds tearing the core of her chest cavity up and making her bleed out in the literal blink of an eye as the massive heart that powers a Cannidor's body finishes the process of tearing itself apart with violent, erratic pumping.

Nadiri winces as she watches. Always rough to see a brutal death like that. The woman was probably a habitual drug user. Combat stims most likely. Something that mimicked the Human's natural combat drug, adrenaline. Potent stuff, but if your biology wasn't adapted for it, and with a body as powerful as the Cannidor's, bad things happening could be brutally amplified in the worst possible ways.

No time for prayers for the wicked though, the other teams could be in trouble!
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Jab

"Damn it! That bitch just had to wake up. Now we're waist deep in goons!"

Shouts a commando somewhere behind Jab before ducking out of cover and opening up with a long burst of automatic weapons fire from his compact Tavor assault rifle.

Jab chuckles before roaring out. "Bring 'em on! I prefer a straight fight to all this sneaking around!"

A quick check of her shiny new shield unit she had on loan from Undaunted intelligence and Jab steps into the corridor, grunting as a plasma blast hits the air in front of her shoulder, her shield flaring as it shrugs off the star fire. She steps left again and raises her Tiger to return fire, dropping the plasma gunner with a Cannidor fist sized hole in the middle of her chest.

"Come on boys and girls, we don't got all day! That bitch Cruelfang's gonna try to leg it!"

Sir David, just in front and to Jab's left, calls out. "You heard the lady! On the double!"

The infiltration had been one of the most exciting, boring things Jab had ever been a part of. Sure it made sense. She couldn't deny the potency of this style of infiltration, and she was certainly going to find time to develop some of the related skills... but this was where she was at her best, sword in hand, pushing up the corridor towards the Cruelfang throne room.

Black clad commandos rush forward around her, some of them popping in and out of visibility or indeed out of phase with this dimension, with one commando rushing right through Jab... which was a very odd feeling that she never wanted to experience again. Gangsters drop all around the hall way ahead of Jab before at long last what she'd been fearing finally arrives. Power armor.

The towering armored warrior woman's shoulder mounts lower, and begins to open fire, forcing Jab and the rest of the commandos to dive for cover as lasers and plasma slam into the walls all around them, showering them with chunks of concrete.

Jab ducks out low and lands a hit with her Tiger, making the power armored warrior roar out in pain as the 15mm round rips through the lighter armor on her leg.

"We got something a bit heavier than pistols with light anti armor capabilities handy?"

"Yep!"

She can practically hear the commando next to her grinning.

"What is it then? We need it in a hurry!"

"Don't let the princess hear you calling her an it." The man chuckles. "Sir David wouldn't be happy about someone talking poorly about his wife either."

"Wait wha-"

The sound of a sonic boom and a rush of air blitzes past where Jab is crouching, and she manages to poke her head out from behind cover just in time to see a black clad commando hit the power armored Cannidor warrior with a brutal uppercut that sees the gangster hit the ceiling of the corridor before collapsing back to the floor in a heap.

There's some sort of conversation that Jab can't hear even trying to enhance her hearing with axiom, then a brief pause, just a silent second before the warrior woman breathes a ball of bright green warfire and slams it downwards, destroying the power armored enforcer's head in the blink of an eye.

"...Holy shit."

"Yeah that's what I said the first time I saw Princess Miri'Tok go to work. I thought that 'attacking in groups of five or less is legally suicide' rule for Battle Princesses was silly, till I saw one actually doing her thing."

The man slaps Jab's arm around the elbow, not quite able to reach her shoulder. "Come on, let's get moving. The party ain't gonna wait for us!"

Jab just stands there for a second. "Is literally everyone in this crazy organization more lethal than me!?"

Another passing commando laughs.

"Ah come on Jab, you're plenty lethal, you did good work out in the plaza for the ambush. Bit rough. Little polish though and you'll be doing just fine."

"I can't tell if Humans or Apuk are crazier as a species."

"Oh yeah, you got to watch Dar'Vok and her girls in action huh? Well take heart, that's the absolute cream of the crop. Miri'Tok's a battle princess and Dar'Vok could be if she left the Bridgers for the Imperial household proper. It's a rare girl who gets that dangerous. Admiral Bridger's just got a gift for getting them to come work for him."

The thunder-like report of a very large railgun firing gets everyone's attention and Jab surges forward at a dead sprint, the remaining commandos easily keeping pace as a roar of absolute fury echoes down the hallway.

Miri'Tok had found Madame Cruelfang.

One of her bodyguards was already dead on the floor, and Miri'Tok had tied a plasma cannon's barrel into a knot, causing the thing to explode in the wielder's hands right as Jab pushed through the door.

"You! You little traitorous whore spawn! You brought this on me!"

The venom in Madame Cruelfang's voice is palpable as she turns that massive rail cannon, something that looked more like actual artillery than the usual weapons Cannidor preferred, Jab's way.

"You did it yourself! I told you not to target Jer- the Undaunted!"

Jab opens up with her pistol, the 15mm rounds screaming down range and slamming into Cruelfang's power armor before she has to throw herself clear of a round from the rail gun that hits the wall behind her like an out of control shuttlecraft, collapsing it completely! Cannidor fur might be able to tank hits from plasma weapons, but that shit could take out heavily armored vehicles, never mind a woman in an armored jacket with a t-shirt on! Shield or no damn shield!

She quickly pops back up and returns fire, only to catch a fusillade of laser fire on her shields, which seemed to only enrage Cruelfang more as Jab manages to land a hit on the laser repeater that had been sending blinding amounts of light against her. A quick hop and a roll to the side and she's behind a support pillar, ducking out again to take a carefully aimed shot on Cruelfang's head as Miri'Tok sweeps in with a brutal punch to Cruelfang's gut that crumples armor plate like tissue paper.

Right as Jab starts to pull the trigger, a barrage of shots appear out of seemingly nowhere on the ceiling, hammering into Cruelfang's head and shoulders from above. The 7.5 FK round might not have what it really needed to get through the heavier armor plate of true power armor compared to normal hard suits or mech suits, but it only took one round hitting somewhere sensitive to open Cruelfang up to a killing blow, which Miri'Tok delivers in the blink of an eye, a fist blazing with green warfire taking the gang queen's head clean off her shoulders!

Jab's jaw drops as Cruelfang's body collapses to its knees, then unceremoniously falls to the side, a small pool of blood forming where her head had once been. She looks around for a second, but can't immediately spot where said head rolled off to, but the almost anticlimactic death of their leader is more than enough to take the fight out of the rest of Cruelfang's 'loyal' gangsters.

That was another lesson in its way.

Jab reloads her pistol on autopilot, considering some of the differing styles of leadership she'd seen recently. If Jerry died in action. Or Sir David. Or one of the princesses. Any of them. What would happen? Would the Undaunted Marines or Apuk imperial troops just... surrender? No. They'd attack. They'd avenge their slain leader at all costs. That was... a special kind of soldier, and it took a special kind of person to inspire that in them.

She was on their side now, and in that moment, Jab realizes just how different these Undaunted are.

"Jab! Get over here. I need help with this security bolt hole!" Calls Sir David from across the room, trying to access Cruelfang's private quarters the gentle way first it seems.

"Coming!"

There'd be time for navel gazing after the mission was accomplished, there was work to do for now.
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Purisha

Purisha nervously checks her hair in a nearby mirror, before snorting indignantly and trying to get ahold of herself as she fights down the anxiety gnawing at the pit of her stomach.

She'd just done a series of combat missions to execute a decapitation strike, literally, on a major crime syndicate. Why in all the hells was she nervous about dinner?

Because it was basically a marriage interview? That made more sense. Still you'd think a little social anxiety would be a thing of the past when you'd been through what she had... and normally, it was. Which made the sensation of being a bit nervous or anxious all the more aggravating. This wasn't her anymore!

A few controlled breaths calms her heart as the lift comes to a stop, depositing her in module two's major residential area.

Without the large promenades to serve as the 'center of town', the residential spaces in module two and module four were a bit more... orderly might not be the word. Utilitarian perhaps? There were a few shops of varying sizes, and a few eateries, mostly focused on take out food to haul home to your barracks or your family, convenient and comfortable.

On the downside though, it lacked the open spaces at the 'heart' of the 'district' that Purisha certainly preferred, but the fact that the Bridgers burned so much space on the Promenade and Little Serbow as it was, was as opulent as could be, so complaining almost felt greedy.

Still, the tighter passageways reminded her a bit of her time, not on the Prancing Pavorus, which had been even more cramped but had a dirty, homey feel because of all the girls living and working together in that space, and the 'relaxed' attitude Captain Lilen had to having things like murals in the passageways. No, this part of the ship reminded her of her time as a slave.

Not in name of course. In name she was a 'naval conscript' and her featureless, almost oppressively clean hell had been the large military space station above her home world. She'd fully expected to die there along with her sister Nykari after they'd been 'drafted' from their orphanage after coming of age. The sister of the Gravid Order who'd run the place had protested... and nearly been shot for her trouble.

Small wonder that a life of piracy was better than that jack booted nightmare.

Another shake of the head pushes the thoughts aside. She could always wallow in her past later if she really needed to.. and there were signs of life that her home world's excuse for a navy would never have tolerated. She smiles as she stops to inspect a crayon drawing on one of the bulkheads, then turns down the residential 'street' where Eugene's family kept their main homestead.

As a junior officer, he didn't have particularly large quarters, enough space for his head wife, two or three others. Normally that'd be expecting or recently delivered mothers and their children. She'd asked him about any children in the family and he'd redirected her, neatly moving on to other topics.

It hadn't bothered her at the time but now it seemed to bother her for some reason.

Something about how he'd evaded it bothered her. She wasn't particularly eager to get pregnant, even if the father was the God of War himself, but just. There'd been something in his eyes when she'd asked what she thought was a perfectly normal, innocuous question, that had made her ear twitch, but she could not figure it out for the life of her.

Another in the complex swirl of emotions that seems to have engulfed her in the last couple months.

No time to navel gaze now though! She checks the address on the door to confirm she's in the right spot, checks her dress again, then presses the chime.

The camera lights up, and then a holo display shows a Horchka woman.

"You'd be Purisha."

She wasn't asking.

"Yep. That's me."

"Well come on in. We're just getting dinner on. We've got a bunch of the girls in for the night for a nice change of pace. A lot of the clan is on shift though."

"Alright, thanks for-"

The display and camera cut off, and the door slid open, leaving Purisha to step into Eugene's home.

It was... a spartan place in a way. Not lacking in personality, but whoever managed the interior decorating lacked Firi Bridger's keen eye and impeccable aesthetic sense. The furniture was functional, and looked comfortable enough, though some of it had clearly been shrunk and stored away while a big table had been laid out in the common room to serve a clan meal.

A brief count suggests sixteen counting Purisha and Eugene, so about half the clan's womenfolk if Eugene hadn't married any new wives recently and not mentioned it during their talks.

He was always a bit cagey about that. Seeing and marrying other women. It wasn't that he was doing it that was odd to Purisha, it's that he seemed to be hiding it.

A friendly looking canine woman with reddish golden fur walks over, smiling at Purisha. A Koiran! That was interesting! From what Purisha knew the bipedal canines rarely left their own space, and generally liked to stay in their tight tribal communities, though that had changed somewhat with the advent of humanity.

Koiran came in numerous flavors that generally looked quite a bit like various breeds of Earth dog, so much like Feli, Lopen and a few other species, that were ‘familiar’ to Humans, they found themselves having an easier time integrating with Human groups compared to say, the various spider-esque species out there in the galaxy. That meant that Koiran, intentionally or accidentally, had found excellent odds of being swept off their feet by a Human who wanted to do a little 'heavy petting' instead of just scratching behind her ears.

"Hey there! I'm Cayenne, Don't mind Kriska, she's short with everyone."

"Heard that conversation eh?"

"It's a public terminal, hard not to, even without ears as sensitive as mine.” Cayenne brushes one of her large floppy ears by way of demonstration, her long, strawberry blonde hair shimmering beautifully. “She does that to everyone though. I'd ask if it'd kill her to be a little more polite but she's a hard ass so it might actually do just that."

The Koiran woman shrugs.

"You came on a good night! We're doing Lanwrack steaks! It's usually easier to get beef and stuff but the girls have all had a hankering for something a bit more familiar you know?"

"I know exactly what you mean."

Purisha pulls the bottle of Fire Light wine, a warm beverage that tingles on the tongue, out of an axiom pocket and offers it to Cayenne.

"I brought a bottle to share. Good thing it's a big one, Eugene didn't say who all'd be here."

"We honestly don't know sometimes! Lots to do after all. Pretty much everyone's military, so schedules can be inconsistent at best. I'm one of the only civilians in the clan."

"What do you do?"

"Oh I started as a secretary, but I just hired on to run module two's daycare system!"

Purisha smiles. One of those types, eh? The beating heart of a healthy family.

"You look like you've got the energy and love for it. Got any puppies of your own on the way?"

Surely one of the civilian girls who had a career in child care could have kids if she wanted them, right?

Cayenne frowns for just a second before hiding it behind a smile that reminds Purisha strongly of a Golden Retriever.

"Not yet. Just waiting for the right time you know! We're all relatively fresh in new careers, new marriages. So Eugene wants to wait. He convinced Kriska, and there's no real point arguing if Hubby and the head wife are in agreement about something you know? Anyway! Come on, let's get you introduced to everyone!"

Purisha and Cayenne rotate through the room, talking with a variety of women who ranged from professional to almost as cheery as Cayenne, eventually ending up in front of a Horchka Marine who was still in her duty uniform, which had Staff Sergeant stripes on the collar.

"Cayenne."

Her voice was steely and cold, not exactly the kind of tone you'd expect from one wife to another, even the head wife. Syl wouldn't talk to anyone like that, even the few times Purisha had seen her scold someone there was more warmth in her voice!

"Err... yes Kriska?"

"Why didn't you bring her to me first?"

"Well you seemed busy so I figured it wouldn't be a big deal if we got the wine she brought in the fridge and she met some of the rest of the girls."

"If I need you to think for me, I'll ask you to. Bring candidates directly to me from now on if you receive them at the door."

Cayenne flinches slightly but covers it with an enthusiastic nod. "Sure Kriska. Sorry!"

"You can run along for now. I want to talk to Purisha a bit before dinner."

Cayenne pats Purisha's shoulder and turns to walk away, leaving Purisha 'alone' more or less with Kriska.

"Purisha Velour, nice to meet you."

"Kriska. I've heard about you. Seen your record. You've done quite well. Good skill set too. Congratulations on passing the commando course."

"Thank you, it was a challenge to be sure."

Kriska nods, before grabbing a data pad and reading through it again for a minute.

"Bit of a mixed background, but with the skills you've developed I think you'd be a strong asset to the clan if you'd like to commit to joining us and making a bond with Eugene."

Purisha felt, for just a second, like she was being appraised like choice livestock as opposed to a possible friend, or at least colleague, for the long haul. It took all sorts of course, and with some of the girls she'd met, the head wife being a bit of a bitch wasn't really that big a deal. Most girls would be thrilled. Right?

"I'm still not entirely sure yet."

Kriska grunts in acknowledgement.

"Well get a move on. He seems to like you quite a bit. He likes his hunting, and I've never seen him hunt anyone as long as you."

"Hunting?" 

Purisha cocks her head, as a shiver runs down her back, her mind racing to the stories she'd been told about the pirate serial killer known as Talg. Surely Eugene wasn't that kind of hunter right?

"Mhmm. You know how it goes. Humans are different from most men. Most men will wait for a wife to come to them. Eugene? He hunts." Kriska shrugs. "Bit odd, but whatever, if he wants to be proactive he can go nuts. He's brought home good candidates for planning for the future for the most part. You get some... softer girls... but I suppose you can't have only fighters in a clan."

Something in the flat way that Kriska had said that told Purisha that she didn't believe what she'd just said in the slightest.

"Anyway, feel free to go socialize. Chow will be on soon."

Purisha offers Kriska a polite curtsy and heads off to find Cayenne. Working her way through the fourteen other women in the room again was... interesting. Kriska aside, everyone seemed pretty nice. Less rude than Kriska at the very least. It was a bit odd that the clear majority of the girls were combat arms. Were Eugene and Kriska planning on starting a mercenary company in the future after leaving the Undaunted maybe? If Kriska was one of Ghorza's mercs from the old days that certainly tracked.

Still she- stops dead in her tracks as Eugene himself finally enters the room and begins to move around passing out kisses to his girls. Square on the lips with a little tongue, effortlessly improving the mood in the room for the women of the Markuson family.

Her concerns aside, he really was a handsome son of a bitch. Even if Purisha was more and more convinced that he was, in fact, a son of a bitch... but that could be okay right? That smile of his said he could be trouble, but sometimes trouble was a whole lot of fun. Eugene leans in, clearly happy to finish the evening's kisses with her, but before Purisha's brain can register it, she shifts half an inch or so and turns a kiss on the lips into a kiss on the cheek.

"Hey handsome."

"Hey yourself. You look great tonight. Getting along with everyone?"

There was a slight tightening around Eugene's eyes that was there and gone as they continued to talk. Still. Why in the world had she done that? She'd dodged his kiss near automatically... and she'd have been falling over herself to line up for kisses even a month ago. Was she just picky now because she clearly had options? Or was it something else?

Her ear was twitching again.

Most Human men, if giving a kiss to a girlfriend or someone they weren’t married to, covered their lips with an axiom film. Human pheromones were incredibly potent and a particularly deep kiss could form a bond. Eugene’s lips hadn’t had that film. A slip? Or was he trying to ‘seal the deal’ with her own biology?

She was probably just being paranoid, but she keeps up what was now an act, playing the character she needed to portray for the situation at hand, but she found herself slipping into observing almost automatically. Watching ever so carefully how this clan interacted with each other.

Eugene had forgotten one of his wives’ names.

In a larger family it was almost understandable, but even at thirty girls strong... It wasn't that big a family, and it was just so... different from the other Human men she was around that it was a bit shocking. In reality of course, this was... normal enough. Not every family had an absolute madman like Jerry at its heart trying to be a proper Human style husband and lover to every single one of his wives. In fact, even among Humans, many of whom tried to follow Jerry's lead, Purisha's 'father' was unique. A man apart to be sure.

This family was just. Normal. More business-like than some perhaps. Kriska was having a very frank discussion about the family finances with two of her sisters, sounding more like an executive talking to two managers than anything else, some very impressive numbers for a 'small' family, which really highlighted the benefits of being part of a decent sized and growing clan. Cayenne was talking with the two other civilian girls about some book she was reading, and a group of clearly younger wives were fawning over Eugene as he talked with them. Again. Normal enough.

So why did it feel so wrong now?

Maybe it was the child thing? Now that she thought about it, her mind went back to where it had irrationally bounced earlier. She’d read the case report on the serial killer known as Talg. One of the things he’d ‘confessed’ to Jerry had been that he had never had children with any of the various wives he’d married and murdered over the centuries. The promise of children was an easy lever to control most women with. Was Eugene… manipulating his wives? If so, why?

Her communicator ringing shakes her violently from her observation mode, a scowl from Eugene at having some story or another being told to Purisha and some of others interrupted making Purisha's tail thrash as she checks the message.

"It's an emergency recall. I'm sorry. I've got to go."

She can tell Eugene bites back some sort of remark, the goddess only knows what, but she could clearly see him want to snap something at her then restrain himself.

"Well that's a shame, Purisha. We'll have to see you again soon."

"Yeah I'd like that. Unfortunately, duty calls!"

She kisses Eugene on the cheek again, and doesn't run away so much as she flees, racing to get to the safety of JSOC's spaces within the ship and the sweet, distracting 'joys' of having a job to do.

“Oh! Hey there. Purisha right?”

Purisha’s head snaps up, and smiles at the Apuk woman waving to her by the lifts. Mirka'Nar, the dress marker from Little Serbow.

“Oh. Hi. On your way home?”

“Yep. Hubby’s apparently got a new wife candidate coming over tonight, I’m a bit late though.”

“Well, don’t keep them waiting! I’ve got to run!”

When her head finally hits her pillow in her room some ten hours later, it's well into the next day and Purisha is sure of two things.

One. Something is very wrong with Markusons. Maybe not by the standards of his wives. Maybe not by the standards of the galaxy, but for one Purisha Velour? Something just didn't fit.

Two. A sinking sensation in her stomach told her that Cayenne Markuson wasn't going to be getting those puppies any time soon. Maybe not ever. Whether Eugene was a sinner or a saint, Purisha was very confident that he didn't deserve Cayenne's affection and loyalty.

It was just a snapshot. One brief window into someone else's life, but Purisha felt very confident about it. Maybe she could reach out to her?

Something to think about when she wasn't exhausted. She'd tapped all her energy reserves and pulled in axiom like an addict just to get through the emergency security detail they'd had to pull. Just covering Jerry, and thank the goddess nothing had actually happened, but she was dead tired.

As sleep starts to claim her, Purisha wishes that someone, somewhere, has a nice, uncomplicated and happy date today.
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Varya'Nelkn 

She quickly pulls a mirror out of her purse and checks her hair a final time. 

Life came at you fast on the Crimson Tear. She'd just gotten off a rotation flying her freshly repaired Starblade as CAP for the ship, double turned into another sortie to fly cover for Admiral Bridger after a possible threat came up during the now joint operation with the Charocan to finish rooting out the Cruelfang Cartel's presence on Narkaris... all of which was satisfying, if a bit boring because no one had ended up needing air support, but more importantly it had almost made her late for her date!

"Goddess, like. How embarrassing. First damn date I've ever had since I got to hold hands with Jak'Kelwik in the first grade and I'm nearly late!"

She straightens the new dress she'd bought. She'd thought about going as classical as possible, but had worried that might be too formal. Yet she didn't want to be too casual. Showing too much skin would be gauche, but not showing enough skin might make her seem frigid and unapproachable, and she very much wanted Tyler to approach her. 

It had been a hell of a thing and required a shopping trip both in person planet side, via the infonet and in the various shops on the ship with a body count to rival taking out the cartel, but she'd at last settled on a newer fashion. A mix between the light working dress that constituted the traditional wear of many Apuk women to this day, and the gauzy, breezy garment human known as a sundress.

The light materials were pleasant to wear, even in extreme heat, and while the dress she'd bought had initially exposed a bit too much cleavage for Varya's taste, she'd fixed that with some lace and a little hand sewing. The hemline was daring, just above the knee, which paired with a nice set of heels emphasized her long legs, trim, athletic, almost slender build and shapely curves perfectly. She was proud of her body after all, and it was of course part of what she had to offer. It was far from the only thing, but why deemphasize the fact that, in Varya's mind at least, she was a knockout? 

It was a masterfully crafted ensemble if she did say so herself. Enough to entice, but not exactly offering the entire meal to any one with eyes. That's what her mother had always told her to do when she was pursuing a man! 

The Apuk working class were a bit more casual about that sort of thing than the nobility. While dates would almost certainly be chaperoned of course, or held within a family compound, a little skin, and more importantly clothing that was actually comfortable, was far from scandalous. Besides, as a bonus, men, and Human men in particular, were very visually driven, and if that meant showing off her cleavage and legs a bit to get Tyler's eyes where she wanted them, then so be it. 

It had certainly worked on a few men in the corridor who'd given her appreciative glances, and a few women besides! Not that Varya had even slowed down, she was only after one set of eyes today, and she was feeling confident, sexy and ready to knock his socks off!

Being over-confident of course is one of those little problems that frequently impacts galactic women trying to date Humans. You think you know what they're going to do. How they'll react. Tyler in particular seemed more like a normal man to Varya's eye in many cases. He was a gifted fighter pilot, but he was fairly low key in general, a quiet, calm man when he wasn't actively engaging the enemy. 

As the door opens to the compartment Tyler had asked her to come to for their date, she realizes she had underestimated her boss's boss. 

The door reveals one of the holo chambers, and rolling green hills spread out before her with mountains far off in the distance. Unfamiliar birds sing as they fly by, and animals move around the trees and brush. 

It could only be one place. 

Earth. 

Where then was her handsome prince to take her away from the world of the mundane to the mysterious hell world in the depths of Cruel Space? She-

The sound of... something... walking towards her interrupts her thoughts and after a few minutes, Tyler emerges from the tree line on the back of a large white animal. It was a magnificent beast, its mane blowing in the artificial breeze, gorgeous, glimmering eyes brimming with empathy and joy for the world, and the horse he was riding was pretty too! 

Varya giggles to herself as she drinks in her handsome prince coming for her, and by the goddess's shell, what a prince he was! His outfit was 'outdated' technically speaking, but very much in fashion for Apuk men, especially in romance movies or novels. 

A breezy fabric blouse, somewhat tight trousers with a good range of motion for leaping, and leather boots to the knee, which Tyler had chosen to pair with a Human style saber on a sword belt. The total picture was a serious threat to Varya's composure... then he smiles at her, and becomes a serious threat to her heart's physical integrity too!

He was normally such a cute guy. How the hell did he pull off being a literal heart throb that could probably set her panties on fire with the right look in his eyes? 

Or maybe she was just into him and this was her hormones heating up because she very badly wanted a piece of Tyler Sarkin to call her very own? 

Either way, the room was suddenly significantly warmer than it had been a second ago as the door slid shut behind her. 

"Hey Varya. You look gorgeous today."

"Uhm. I. Uh. Thanks! You too!" 

Tyler smiles again, and Varya feels her IQ drop a few points as her internal furnace heats up a few degrees. Eighth spine of the goddess's shell, they could end the date right now and she'd be satisfied. Well. Happy. Satisfaction would take a little more work. 

Varya giggles as Tyler leans down and offers her his arm. "Come on. I've got my arm enhanced, so just swing up in the saddle behind me."

"What about the horse, can it? Oh. Wait. Right. It's a hologram! Duh." 

Varya takes Tyler's arm and pushes off lightly as he helps her swing up into the saddle behind him where she automatically wraps her arms around his waist as she lets both her legs dangle to the left.

“Oh shoot, I should probably have told you how to ride side saddle, but apparently you already know how!”

“It just seemed logical in a skirt.”

Varya strokes Tyler lightly through his clothes, getting a proper ‘feel’ for his body at last. He had a more wiry build than many Undaunted men, but just gently touching him now, she could tell he was built out of steel wire from top to bottom. 

Plus this close... she could hear his heart racing as fast as hers! Seems she wasn't the only one having fun around here. Grinning wickedly, she presses her breasts a bit more firmly against Tyler's back and is rewarded with his pulse racing again. 

"So like, what are we doing today Tyler?"

"I thought I'd give you a tour around my neck of the woods back on Earth. This is part of the forest I grew up near, and I've got the stuff for a picnic stashed away in the saddle bags." Tyler scratches his neck, a wave of heart melting insecurity rolling off him for a second. "You know, if you uh. Want to." 

Varya gives Tyler a squeeze, really embracing him from behind now as she gets in close, her warm breath no doubt tickling his ear. 

"I'll go anywhere you want, and do anything you want, and I just know I'll have a wonderful time. So don't you worry about that." 

Another big throb of Tyler's heart has Varya grinning. 

Hah. Teach him to make her damn near make a mess of herself with his innocent charm, sweet boy next door good looks, excellent manners and that little hint of insecurity that made her heart want to tear out of her chest! 

She- Should probably say something. Anything. Before this got awkward. Think Varya, ask him something! Anything!

"So why horseback riding? Is this a Human tradition or what?"

"Ah. Well. Not really, though going out for a ride was common enough where I'm from, it's more me trying to give a bit of a nod to where you come from. Meeting you where you live." 

Her heart flutters again. So considerate! 

"How dear of you! But you didn't answer the question. I won't let you get away with that just because you're handsome." 

Yessss. That was it. Nice, solid breaths. Everything was under control. 

"Ah. Well. Apuk like their sword and sorcery stories. What we call fantasy in human media. Generally if things get romantic in those kinds of stories on Earth, the guy will inevitably ride off with the girl on a white horse."

"Why white specifically?"

"It's a pretty ancient trend in human art. White horses are generally rarer than most other colors, so were more expensive and more desirable for those with the means to get them, but they were also used symbolically in religion, art, and then popular media, generally to depict or indicate who the hero was. It got codified for my generation in a series of cartoon movies that did more gentle takes on some older fairy tales. At the end the prince would generally ride off with the princess on a white horse, and if he's making his entrance on land it was also generally on a white horse."

"What about the heroine?"

"They tended to get white horses too where applicable, usually as a symbol of purity. Though during their predicament, especially if they're not of noble birth themselves, they'll generally have a 'normal' horse. In one extreme case that traumatized me as a kid, the heroine herself was a white horse, a unicorn specifically. A magical kind of horse with a single horn, that would only appear to the pure of heart and so on."

Varya nuzzles Tyler's shoulder a bit, settling in and enjoying the ride as he guides the simulated animal down a small trail, letting herself wonder at the world around her. For all that Cruel Space was supposed to be hell in many religions, for as harsh as life there could be from how the Humans she knew told it, this didn't look much like hell to her. 

"So what happened to her?"

"Hmm?"

"The unicorn. In the movie that scared you as a boy." 

"Oh. That one... Didn't have a happy ending. It's a beautiful film, a good book too, but not every story has a happy ending for everyone in it in the end. Sometimes heroes don't get to go home. They're too changed by what they've seen and experienced to truly go home again." 

"Hmmm. Sounds interesting. Wanna watch it together?" 

Tyler cranes around and looks over his shoulder at Varya. 

"Angling for a second date already?"

"If you think I'm only angling for a second date, you'd best hold on tight to those reins handsome, because if you're not trying to get yourself a third Apuk wife, you're doing a terrible job of dissuading me." 

"Well I did say I'd marry whoever shot down ten torpedoes. Honestly I was pretty relieved that if anyone did it, it was you." 

Varya arches an eyebrow, her smile seemingly growing ever wider.

"Oh really? Why's that?"

"Well you're cute, charming, and have a nice personality that generally can gel with anyone. Some of the girls in the squadron that haven't gotten married yet can be a bit... much." 

She taps her chin, thinking for a second. 

"Oh like when Mils threw that keg at..."

"Yeah, that's exactly what I was thinking about. Some of the girls are fine, but quite aggressive, and we're pretty low key in my family. A more aggressive girl wouldn't be a bad thing if she can tone it down with family, but I'd rather bring someone in who matches our tone you know?"

Another chin tap as she considers the Sarkin women. 

"Yeah. Matroika's pretty in your face when she needs to be but she's pretty laid back otherwise. Angel, or Cascade rather, she's quite demure. Nice, but the kind of nice that makes you mind your table manners a bit more sharply. Then there's Nara. Bit high strung sometimes but I've always enjoyed talking to her. Avia's a joy to be around. Ms. Elyria's a real sweetheart! She writes great books too. I've only met Miu'Kin once or twice but she seems super gentle and sweet too. Big Mom energy. Not as big as Mrs. Firi, but..."

"...But Mrs. Firi's a whole other kind of animal when it comes to Mom energy. She seems sweet but I've always suspected that if she really got pushed she'd basically break out the Volpir equivalent of a Takra warform and tear whatever's threatening her babies a new asshole so brutally that that poor fucker's ancestors would feel it."

Varya breaks down in giggles, clinging to Tyler a bit tighter. 

"I've always really liked your jokes, you know that?"

"I always did wonder if you were laughing honestly or if you were just sucking up to the boss."

"Nah, you're a pilot. You can take it if you fuck up a joke."

"Fair enough." 

A comfortable silence falls over them as Tyler continues to guide their mount through the trees, occasionally pointing out various animals to her, or explaining some facet of the world that bore him.

"You know..." Varya begins, her heart welling up in her chest slightly. "I really wish I could see this in person."

"Yeah. I wish you girls could too. I don't regret leaving. I don't regret my choice to choose the stars over one world. I do wish I could share where I come from more directly than just... pictures. Really nice pictures mind. With a few more upgrades this hologram would be pretty believable. Simulate a full on breeze, some scents maybe. Though I suppose there's always the terrarium if I'm really hard up for some time around Earth stuff." 

Varya nods. 

"...Hey. So. Like. What do you think you're gonna do? After all this I mean."

"...Well. I have a term to sweat, and I'll probably stick with it for a while. It's hard to beat Captain's pay, and I'm good at this work... but I've been thinking recently. I might go with Admiral Bridger when the time comes. They've got the rights to that world, the veiled one, remember?"

Varya thinks for a second. 

"Oh! The one with the nebula where we fought that crazy Mrega pirate that was stalking the Admiral?"

"That's the one." 

"Hmm. Well I never thought I'd leave Serbow or Apuk space forever, but if that's where the six of you are going, then I think I'd enjoy that. I mean. The Admiral's still going to need pilots right?"

"Yeah I imagine it won't be hard finding work like that. Or we can just buy some ships of our own, grow crops, raise livestock and children and only fly for the love of it. I- Wait a second." 

Tyler holds up short, even bringing the horse to a halt at the edge of a clearing where a very real blanket had been laid out. 

"Did you say six?"

"...Well yeah, why wouldn't I?" 

"...But I've only got five wives, plus you as a candidate. So who's the sixth?"

Varya raises an eyebrow. Well! Wasn't that interesting?

"Hmmm. I wonder. Well. I'll not push too far until she makes her move. I want all five of the Sarkin girls to be able to vote on my candidacy after all." 

She leans up a bit and gives Tyler a firm kiss on the cheek, leaving a slight lipstick mark in her wake. 

"Doesn't mean I'm not going to enjoy this date though. Or try to get a few more out of you before we start picking out a dress or whatever humans do to celebrate a marriage. I suppose I should start thinking about an oath dance..." 

Tyler swings out the saddle, still clearly a bit puzzled as he helps Varya down from the saddle and smacks the horse on the rump to send it off into the tree line to despawn. 

"Well what other kinds of things would you like to do for dates? I admit I was winging it for this one." 

"Like, don't you worry handsome. I've got a world of ideas I'd like to explore with you and the other girls. That's part of the good bit right? Sharing the joy of life with people you're close with? I've got a lot of joy, and I think you'll all enjoy me sharing it." 

"I think I can agree with that Varya. Another reason to be thankful it was you who managed to meet my little challenge. It might have been a bit of a joke at the spur of the moment... but it seems things are working out just fine."

Varya grabs Tyler's arm, pulling him close to her as they walk towards the blanket and what promised to be an excellent lunch. 

"Hehe. Don't worry, I'll make sure I give you plenty more reasons in the future, that's a promise." 
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Jerry

The desert was hot. 

Not exactly the most insightful of statements but it bore repeating. Especially after damn near a week moving steadily towards their objective. For all the hardship though, Jerry was fairly certain that they'd be coming out of the desert in better shape than nearly any other recruit in the Charocan's history. 

"Fall in!" 

They'd practiced just after dawn before they went to sleep for the day once or twice when the girls somehow had some energy left. He wasn't entirely sure how Makula and Enrika had convinced them all to march in formally, but it was certainly as solid a way to 'style' on the Charocan leadership as anything else, and Jerry could always appreciate doing things with a little extra flair. 

Especially after something with a severe physical trial behind it. No staggering in as a ragged group of individuals, marching in as a unit said a whole bunch without a single word required. 

And this was all about making a statement after all. 

More difficult was keeping his pace in such a position as to keep pace with the girl's long strides. He was just shy of having to jog to keep up. The challenges of formations where the shortest person in the stack was a foot and a half taller than you were. 

That Miren was considered short and petite at seven feet tall and several hundred pounds said a lot about Cannidor, even if you've never seen one in person to really understand the sheer scale of them for yourself. 

As they pass they sentries stationed at the entrance to the palisades erected around the 'camp' that was the goal, Nils splits off from the back, and unlimbers a pile of meat wrapped in animal hides from her back, leaving it at the lead sentry's feet before catching back up with the rest of the girls.

Making a camp offering wasn't required, but they'd gotten lucky hunting, and that too was doing things with style. 

Khan Charocan is waiting for them, her shuttle nearby. Jaruna's off to the left and gives him a nod when they make eye contact. There's a few other large Cannidor girls standing around the Khan, her bodyguards and commanders no doubt. 

One step behind her and to the right, a male Cannidor, presumably Khan Charocan's husband, is waiting patiently. He was equal in height and stature than his already sizable spouse, though perhaps more powerfully built, speaking to his age and prowess, and also reminding Jerry of just how tall Charocan Mirek was. 

Jerry splits off from the main group wordlessly, with Makula and Enrika falling in behind him. This part was for the other girls now. Pledging their spears to their new Khan after completing their trials. Then there would be time for business. 

It goes more or less as he was expecting. A little ritual, a comically short speech from one of the Charocan leadership, extolling the history of the Cannidor and the Charocan, and the virtues they’d displayed by surviving the Long Walk.  

Then it was time. 

They'd marched from shortest to tallest in height, the only sensible way to control the pace, and presenting a much more visually coherent block of troops, which left Miren up front. 

Jerry watches slowly as she steps forward, spear in hand... then she hesitates, just a little, for a tenth of a second, eyes lingering on the Charocan leadership, before she turns on her heel and marches over to him. The audible thunk of metal biting into earth echoes around the camp as Miren sinks her spear in the sand, blade first, before kneeling down. 

Apparently it was Jerry’s turn to be surprised. He'd thought he'd had good rapport with the girls in his squad, and had hoped the lessons he'd imparted on them would serve them well with the Charocan, but he hadn't expected this. 

Miren alone would have been shocking, but one by one each woman comes over, and joins Miren. When Nils finishes, she barks an order in one of the Cannidor tongues, something that took a bit more teeth in one's mouth than Jerry had to pronounce, the young warriors rise as one and move to stand behind their khan... and their seniors in the Bridger's warrior cadre. 

Jerry locks eyes with Khan Charocan, and silence settles in like a snow fall. A heavy, oppressive silence that weighs on the shoulders of everyone present as they wait for Khan Charocan to react. Jerry can feel the tension pouring off the girls behind him. They'd just made a rather significant decision, one that could have far reaching consequences if the Khan took offense. 

His pulse is in his ears as the uncomfortable silence continues for beat after beat, Jerry looking for some sign of any reaction from the impassive Khan. 

Finally, Khan Charocan raises her hands, and smiles as she offers them light applause before letting loose with a booming laugh that echoes across the sands. 

"Hah! Damn it Bridger, I told you to impress me, but that didn't mean stealing fourteen warrior candidates from me!" 

Khan Charocan's husband smirks, and elbows his wife. 

"I told you that you'd regret it if you offered Khan Bridger a chance to really show you what for. Admittedly, I didn't expect him to walk off with a whole squad of warriors either, but you had to know he was going to do something." 

"Oh I did. I just didn't expect he'd seduce fourteen women at arms out from under me! Hah! Damn it Jaruna you didn't exaggerate about your man at all did you?"

Jaruna smirks. "Told ya at dinner last night. You underestimate my hubby, you're gonna come away with marks."

"Hmph. Well. Fair's fair, even if I did lose out on some promising young warriors, I suspect that's a fair price to pay to learn something new at my age. Congratulations. To all of you." Charocan grins. "Seems I owe you a favor too Bridger. Here you are indisposed and your people still find a way to cause trouble."

Jerry arches an eyebrow. "Causing trouble that ends up with you owing me a favor?"

"Yep. Nasty little bunch of bitches, the Cruelfang Cartel, part of a larger criminal group called the Black Khans. Apparently they took a swipe at one of your boys and another of your girls, so your spec ops weasels hit them so hard their ancestors felt it in the afterlife. Delivered me a pile of heads to put on pikes, prisoners to interrogate and every ounce of information in their computer systems. My security forces have been having a field day for the last three days across every world in my realm!" 

Charocan lets out another gut busting laugh. 

"Ah damn. No exaggerating about you lot. Humans or Undaunted. I'll damn well make sure the Grand Council and the Golden Khan see sense, you all are gonna be fun to have around!" 

"Speaking of fun." Jerry clicks his heels and 'walks' back up to eye level with the Khan. "Can I interest you in a war game with my troops, Khan Charocan? Just for training of course." 

"Just for training, sure, but I'll do you one better Bridger. I got shit to do since your boys and girls stirred up a hornet's nest. I haven't even finished dealing with the damn near thousand prisoners you arrived with! So, let's make it an exhibition match on Canis Prime. Draw a tie and I just bet you'll have the Grand Council and Golden Khan eating out of your hand. Win, and you'll probably be on the Grand Council of Patriarchs before sunset. One rule though. Only send men at us. No need to let anyone get confused." 

"If you're determined to offer me an advantage I certainly won't say no." 

"Heh. Now I'm lookin' forward to a trip to the capital. Ain't felt like that since the old days!" Mirek chuckles again, then looks around. "Well, I think that's that for the day and we have a feast to get to. Sentry! Any more due in today?"

The chief sentry snaps to attention and pounds her breast plate in salute. 

"No my khan. Nearest candidates are still a day's travel or more out."

"Right. You girls keep an eye on them, and enjoy the rations Bridger and his girls brought for you. I'll send some sauces, a keg and some other goodies along. The rest of you, let's get out of this sandy shit hole before the Undaunted Marines and my warriors burn my damn shield hall down!" 

As Khan Charocan turns to walk towards the shuttle, Jerry cuts a sharp about face and steps back down to have a look at his new warriors. 

"You girls sure about this? I'm sure Khan Charocan will still take your spear if you'd rather stay in Cannidor space among your people."

The girls all look between each other briefly, and Miren, shy, sweet Miren steps forward to represent the group. 

"We discussed it while you were out hunting one night with Makula and Enrika. This is what we want. We're sure. All of us." 

The rest of the girls echo her sentiment before Nils steps forward. 

"I learned a lot from you. More than I feel like I've learned in a long time in the course of a week. I want to learn more. I want to be more... and I want to see the horizon you were talking about. I know being an explorer is a Human trait, but we can do that too, right?"

"I think anyone can be a good explorer. All you have to do is maintain a healthy sense of wonder, and you'll see all sorts of things."

Jerry closes his eyes and considers for a second, mentally running the numbers. Another fourteen warriors was a significant expense, especially if he took it in the sense of one day fitting them for power armor. 

The recent large-scale assault on the Tear certainly reminded him that he could find a use for every rifle he could field, especially if they kept pushing into frontier and wild space... and one day. Skikkja was nothing but potential right now, a gleam in god's eye, but that world shrouded in its cloak of a nebula might well end up as home. 

Even without such things to consider, with such shining enthusiasm it was hard to say no, even if that was the more sensible option. It would be like kicking a litter of giant, very toothy puppies, and Jerry was a man who was hard pressed to turn away enthusiastic, qualified help. 

It seems he'd been out voted, and they hadn't even called a vote. 

"Very well. Welcome to the family girls. Bring me your best, and we will all do our best to make sure you shine."

Miren breaks out in a massive smile that quickly spreads across the group.

"I will say... be ready for anything. I can't promise I'll make you the best Cannidor warrior to stalk the stars, but I will help you be the best you you can be. Whether that's a traditional Cannidor warrior or something that's a bit more uniquely you. Whatever talents you have, we're going to find them together."

Jaruna stomps up and slaps her husband on the back. 

"What he said. Makula. Daughter. Nicely done. Ditch the Sa' prefix. Little faster than your big sisters but fuck it. Enrika, you did good work too. Once we get on the shuttle I have a message from your father to give you. As for the rest of you."

Jaruna eyes the girls up and down one by one, carefully evaluating them. Her hand snaps out, pointing out Miren.

"You need to eat more. The rest of you look to be in good shape physically. You've done well on your proving, but as you know, as I'm sure the Khan has taught you during your time together... This isn't the end. It's the beginning. Fight with happy hearts my fine girls. What we do will echo in eternity!"

The new recruits respond with a battle cry that echoes across the desert sand as Jerry turns to walk towards the waiting transport. Seems there was quite a bit to celebrate... and that everyone had been very busy while he'd been away. 
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The shield hall of Clan Charocan was not nearly as homey as the Crimsonhewer hall back on Awauynis. Perhaps that particular hall reflected not so much the Crimsonhewers in that sense, but more the singular person of Khan Isuras.

Where her hall had been what Jerry imagined an alien take on a Viking shield hall would be like, the Charocan's was... bigger. Much bigger. It made sense. Just to fit all her officers, Khan Charocan would need a massive dining hall, and if she wanted to get her entire garrison in one place for a meal it would be absolutely cavernous... and it was. 

The ceilings were high enough that Masha could comfortably maneuver her Starblade overhead, with a gallery forming a second floor that wrapped around the large central space.

The main kitchen was right at the center, though from what Jerry could tell there were more modern kitchens outside of the shield hall that each dealt with specific sectors of the shield hall's tables for drinks, snacks, desserts and other such things. Or even just more food if a warrior was feeling peckish.

There were dueling pits, and other forms of festivities. A few 'beer gardens' with lattice 'roofs' over them that were standing room only with a few tables for resting beverages on that ended up being head height or higher for many of the Undaunted.

The event is already in full swing as Jerry enters the hall with Khan Charocan. Seems no one was particularly worried about him making it, and there was really no sense in waiting when there was booze and meat on offer right?

Or more interesting distractions.

A Cannidor woman is thrown ass over tea kettle by a well built Human Marine with much the same technique Jerry had used to lay Nils out on her face days before. Unlike Nils however, this Cannidor warrior woman had a look on her face that had less to do with submission, and more to do with the kind of passionate thirst that generally ended with a broken pelvis if someone wasn't on top of their axiom reinforcement.

"That's a marriage right there."

Khan Charocan rumbles before she breaks out in a deep booming laugh that echoes through the room.

It draws the attention of the nearest tables which immediately start up a rousing cheer, welcoming their khan and their admiral respectively. The Undaunted and the Charocan were all mixed together across the hall, the generally shorter figures of the Undaunted blending in just a bit among the amazons.

At least until something happened to really draw your eye. As they walked towards the seats of honor, not just Jerry and Khan Charocan, but all the freshly graduated young warriors, it became clear just what a riot of activity had been unleashed in the Charocan shield hall.

To the left, a Cannidor woman is on her knees arm wrestling with a human man. From the empty drinks on a nearby table, and the slight sway in their bodies it's clear they, and their large audience, had been drinking as people threw credits down to a woman who was taking bets.

Both of their arms are straining like crazy, even if the sight of his smaller hand in her massive mitt makes the whole scene more than a little hilarious. Finally, the inevitable happens and she forces the man's hand to the table.

"Hah! Got you! That's the best of three, Human. You did well, didn't expect you to win the second time."

"Grah! Damn it! Best of five!"

The Cannidor makes a show of considering it before getting in just a bit closer.

"Fine, but let's sweeten the pot a bit shall we?"

"What do you have in mind?"

"Winner marries the loser."

The Marine's brow furrows for a second as he considers that, a few neurons connecting in his slightly alcohol fogged mind.

"Wait a minute, that would-"

The Cannidor leans in and kisses him hard on the mouth the way only a woman who's got at least three feet on you can, her tongue aggressively pushing into his mouth to meet an eager reception before leaving the man breathless.

"I see your point."

"Yeah I thought you'd like that."

"So what's the actual bet?"

"Winner gets to be on top."

"Deal."

"Fight hard, or I'm going to break that pelvis of yours tonight before carrying you back to your ship to do the paperwork."

"Is that a promise?"

They move past the apparent new couple as they set up their next match, Khan Charocan laughing again.

"Good thing I've only got a few junior girls in my capital garrison, or you'd be stealing more than just fourteen of my warriors."

"Oh? Think those two are it for marriages?"

"Oh hell no. If your boys show the girls why so many Cannidor are finding they like having some Human in their 'diet', I bet you'll end up with... fifty girls tops, not counting the recruits, if things don't get really out of hand. I just don't think most of them will be my warriors. Good example, the girl who got tossed? She's got a twin sister and an elder sister working in my armory. Skilled power armor technicians. Possibly more valuable to you than more warriors really. Though those two warriors will bring their power armor, so that's a benefit."

"You're just going to release them to me with their armor?"

The Khan shrugs. "Normally I'd charge them a fee for early release from service, especially for junior girls who just earned their armor. It's theirs, but the general deal is they pay for it with time and if they want to leave early they make up the difference in credits. This time though? I'll let it go, and transfer their debt of steel to you. They're going to be reinforcing and strengthening an ally. A handful of warriors and techs means little to me with five hundred thousand under my banner, but means quite a bit to you, especially when you've got what, twenty, thirty girls who are just in hard suits for now?"

"Close to thirty with the fourteen who just joined us, Makula, Enrika, Enrika's mothers... speaking of whom."

Jerry catches sight of the Bonraks, up in the slightly isolated part of the hall reserved for families that had brought husbands and children, to prevent any accidents with the boisterous antics of the warriors of course. He waves to Boone then looks over his shoulder at Enrika.

"Go spend time with your kin."

"My Khan I should-"

"Go spend time with your kin. I'm fine. Makula's got it covered, there's armed security all over the place and we just got you fourteen new blade sisters who will help Makula keep an eye on me."

Enrika bows and quickly strides towards her family, tail wagging slightly as she goes, but she's not the only one heading towards the Bonraks... a familiar head of red hair in a green flight suit is bobbing along, hauling a giant plate of meat, Marian Le Fae slipping right up to Boone and resting her hand on his forearm to announce her presence.

Khan Charocan chuckles, lower this time.

"Well now. Seems there's no exaggerating about Human women too."

"Apparently not. Didn't know Marian was interested in Boone like that."

"Those fuck me eyes she's giving him certainly says she is. Heh. Heh heh. Reminds me of this image that the girls were passing around at one point after a Gohb technician married into one of the warrior's families. It's this cute little rodent native to Canis Prime trying to eat this slightly phallic looking fruit that's way bigger than it... Ah, maybe you had to be there."

"...No, I think I understand exactly what you mean."

By the time they make it up to the high table, things have really gotten swinging.

Literally, in the case of a few minor brawls that were going back and forth. One human man quickly scales a support column and drops a savage elbow in the middle of a Cannidor woman's back, who immediately slaps the shit out of him with her broad tail. He hangs on gamely and mantles up her back.

"Hey! Hey watch where those clever monkey hands are going you little shit! You trying to rip my fur out or snap my bra? These damn things cost a fortune!"

"Oops. Sorry!"

He quickly shifts his grip, grabs the Cannidor by a shoulder and propels himself upward... Only for the Cannidor to slam backwards, knocking the wind out of him as she traps him between her head, broad shoulders and the pillar he'd climbed to get the drop on her only moments before. He collapses onto her back, clinging to her slightly and Jerry quickly focuses his senses to listen in.

"C-Call it a draw?"

"Fuck you, I just won."

"...Is that what you want for your prize?"

"I don't actually remember what we bet."

"Double or nothing on a rematch?"

"What rules?"

"We get out of here and ditch the clothes."

"...I like the way you think, short stuff. Say, my best girl's over there watchin. Think you can handle a three way? With... all of this?"

Jerry chuckles as the Marine, now presumably with a very large handful of Cannidor 'assets' pauses for a second before responding;

"...Got a third girlfriend whose single?"

"Hehe. Damn, I hope you can back up at least half the shit you talk, cause if you can I'm gonna be a very happy girl. I bet I can scare up a third girl who wants a little of what you're slinging. Who's your head wife?"

"I'm not married."

"Not anymore you ain't."

Jerry tunes out and looks over to Khan Charocan.

"Three more marriages sounds like."

"See? Told ya. Bout fifty. If this was one of my border worlds there'd be more and I'd actually have to charge the girls for leaving their terms early."

A loud 'THWOCK!' cuts off Jerry's response and he looks around to where a Scandinavian Marine who's lost his shirt somewhere is flexing after having thrown a large, Cannidor sized ax at a target to a chorus of cat calls from the watching Cannidor women and Undaunted.

"This is nothing! I am Ragnar! Witness my skill!"

He grabs another ax from a Horchka woman who kisses him hard on the mouth, the grinning tusky woman clearly enjoying her husband showing off as he winds back and pumps just a touch of axiom to give him enough strength to hurl the ax... and land the blade into the back of the first ax head!

Ragnar raises his hands, accepting his due adulation for his feat, when an older Cannidor woman stalks a bit closer.

"Do it again."

"Pardon?"

"Do it, again."

Ragnar shrugs and his wife grabs another ax for him.

"I shall do it again, but I'll do it one handed. What reward do you offer if I complete this feat?" He challenges the Cannidor woman.

"...Fuck. I dunno. You pull that off... Stack of credits and I'll just about beg you to marry my eldest daughter. She's a cute little thing, good age and seniority to marry, but she's stuck on post."

"Yes to the credits, maybe to the daughter. I'll need to meet her, and to know she comes from good stock, so if you can complete your own feat of ax throwing..."

"Deal!"

Meanwhile across the hall several of Jerry's junior Marines are teaching a few Cannidor to play poker, and there's still more gambling at another table. Some game of Cannidor origin that Jerry doesn't recognize that seems to involve knives, holographic playing cards and the occasional punch.

The old veterans, Undaunted and Cannidor alike have gravitated towards each other, as old salts are liable to do, and have formed a corner to drink, smoke, and bitch about the greenhorns while comparing war stories and battle scars.

The party goes for hours, and toasts are held for the new alliance, both Khans, the newly minted warriors, and of course the warriors who participated in the crushing of the Cruelfang Cartel on Narkaris. It was a damn good time. People could say what they wanted about the Cannidor and their ways, but in Jerry's book they certainly knew how to party.

The night drags and things start to slowly wind down, with the remaining new brides and grooms eagerly scampering off to properly get their hands on each other as people start to shift to more quiet and casual drinks and eating instead of loud, raucous feasting. It was a nice change of ambiance, and gives Jerry ample opportunity to spot Jab approaching him.

Considering he'd seen her having a few stiff drinks earlier, he was expecting a bit more sway in her hips, and her shirt to have mysteriously popped a few buttons to expose some more cleavage, but no, she's fairly well done up. By the standards of the brawling street tough Jerry had met back on Coburnia's Rest she was immaculately put together.

Admittedly her usual tactical pants, boots and armored jacket with what amounted to a tube top or sports bra underneath, showing off both generous curves and her absolutely shredded abdomen, fur be damned, looked good, but Jab had apparently spent some of her money on one of the ‘qipao’ style dresses the Cannidor favored, one that didn’t have some of the ‘cut out’ portions that Jaruna favored.

Paired with heeled boots and her jacket it gave Jab a very cyberpunk look, and the slit to damn near her waist in the skirt subtly showed off her new holster brand. The girl cleaned up well. Now they just had to teach her to eat with utensils…

Jab coughs into her hand, clearly feeling very shy as those Husky blue eyes look deep into Jerry’s.

"Hey... Uh... Can I... show you something?"
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Jerry waits for Jab to explain, sitting there in awkward silence for a moment before he finally says;

"If that something is any part of your body or your lingerie I'm going to smack you upside your head so hard you'll wake up back on the Tear. You get that. Right?"

Jab nods aggressively.

"Yeah! I know, no worries. I mean. Not that I'm against that if you wanted to. Y'know. See. That's uh. Fuck!"

Jab smacks herself lightly across the mouth.

"Sorry. No. Nothing like that. Promise."

"Something work related?"

"Kinda? It's personal and professional. It's. Complicated. I'm not sure how to put it in a report. It's... a part of the Cannidor you haven't really seen yet. At the Crucible they might have given you free run, and I took you to some poorer areas... but that was the nice part of town. Even under a good Khan who looks out for her people like Hammerhand, there's always worse. Just how society functions. Even with plenty..."

"Someone will always want more. Someone will always covet what their neighbor has, someone will always lose their shirt and end up down in the dirt."

Jab nods again, a sad smile gracing her broad face briefly.

"Yeah. Exactly. Or just straight up get dealt a shitty hand. I've talked to the JSOC guys a lot while you were away. I think it's something you Humans miss in general about the galaxy. Some of them were really wistful about how things are out here, how bad things are with so much. That's not right though. Plenty can still mean hungry bellies, wealth beyond measure can still mean someone's without. Like me. I was born, then dropped on the doorstep of an orphanage without even a blanket. I've had to struggle... a lot. I. I want to talk to you about some things. I know you know, but I want to tell you, and I want to show you my world. Where I come from. That even with people like me around, there's good people there too."

Jerry considers for a minute before sending a message using his implant to a particular group chat.

JR> Nadiri, I need you in my shadow, asap.

NA> Already here, handsome. I got tired after the sixth round of drinks and took a nap.

JR> On me?

NA> Oopsie. Guess I thought your shadow was warm and cozy.

JR> You sober now?

NA> Just purged my system with axiom.

JR> Jab wants to go on a field trip. I'm going to oblige her.

NA> Okay, I'll let Diana and the bodyguard girls know and have them shadow at a distance. Enjoy your date!

JR> It's not a- Damn it Nadiri. Jaruna you getting all this?

JA> Loud and clear, I'm sitting with the Bonraks. We'll get the sober girls armed and ready if we need to pull you out. I'm sure I can get an assault shuttle on loan. It'll be faster than dropping a team from orbit.

JR> Alright. Let's see what Jab does.

Jerry pushes his chair back and meets Jab's eyes.

"Okay, Jab. Let's go."

Jerry leads the way to a balcony overlooking the city, then looks at Jab.

"Where to? Point for me."

Jab points to one of the more run down districts by the star port.

"Over there. Want to call a sky cab or maybe see if we can get a ride from th- Woah!"

In a blink Jerry scoops the much taller woman into his arms and pushes off in an Apuk leap that would have done any son or daughter of Serbow proud... and without damaging the lovely stone work on the balcony of Khan Charocan's fortress-palace. Jab meanwhile is not taking being in mid air suddenly super well, squirming just enough to be a pain.

He probably should have warned her, but then, she probably should have had part of the talk he was expecting was coming with him sooner too.

"Oh fuck! Fuck fuck fuck fuck!"

"Jab. Calm down and stop squirming!"

"Shit!"

The Cannidor goes still, her heart pumping loud enough Jerry could hear it from just being near her.

"You surprised me."

"Yeah. Kinda wanted to see how you'd react."

Jab gives him a slightly sour look.

"Any notes, Admiral?"

"Nah. Pretty normal. I'll make it up to you though... to start, check out the view."

The capital of the Charocan spread out before them in a glittering carpet of buildings, Jerry only needing to pump a little axiom here and there to avoid air traffic as the wind whistles around them.

"Wow. Do you... Do stuff like this all the time?"

"Not often enough. Gotta hand it to the Apuk, it's a fun way to travel if you're not scared of heights. Speaking of, bout to start descending. I'll try to dampen the inertia to make it a bit easier on you but I've never tried this while carrying a Cannidor before."

Jab nods, wrapping her arms firmly around his neck and shoulders as they descend to the surface once again, Jerry comfortably putting them down on the top of a three story building in the middle of the district Jab had wanted to show him. He lets her down, making sure she's got her feet before stepping back.

"Whoa. What a rush."

Jab smiles, Cannidor white and pearlies catching some of the glow from the lights at street level.

"Yeah, soaring without equipment's fun like that."

"I meant being embraced by you, but the flying thing was pretty cool too."

Jerry had to give that one to her. It was pretty damn smooth.

"So what did you want to show me?"

Jab walks to the edge of the roof and gestures for Jerry to look.

The streets beneath them are alive with Cannidor. Brightly lit signs advertising everything from alcohol to food to a massage parlor that promised male masseuses. There were food carts, street performers, and holy women asking for alms from three religions that Jerry recognized. It was no different from parts of Tokyo back home, or any other big city.

Office workers and other laborers drift towards home, or head to bars to celebrate the end of another week. Mothers lead their children into restaurants for a special night out. Street vendors harangue passersby trying to sell everything from purses to communicators to local handicrafts, the latter of which could probably be sold on Earth for a particularly brisk profit even factoring in the costs of interstellar transport... And getting them down to Human scale of course.

That was the one funny thing of course. That the average woman on the street around here was over nine feet tall.

For all that though, it was one of the most normal places Jerry had seen since he left Cruel Space.

"...I uhm. Want to tell you about these people. This place. Places like it. It's home for me. I know you're an important guy. You're a prince. A senior officer in a military force. Hell the warriors call you Khan even and they damn well mean it when they do... but these people. My people. We're Cannidor too. Some of us struggle. Some of us... I... did things I'm not proud of to survive. I used to be, but now I- It. Never mind. I just... hope you can see them. As something more than just... gutter trash."

Jab's face falls a bit, her insecurities finally laid bare... and tragically, it was all based on a misunderstanding. He had been keeping her at arms length to a degree, casual conversation only, and it's not like he had published his biography anywhere, but for the son of a Rocky Mountain dirt farmer... It was almost a bit funny.

He settles himself down on a nearby piece of machinery.

"Jab. Do you know my background? Where I come from? Who my people are?"

"Well. Uh." She screws her face up a bit. "I mean you're a prince like I said, an admiral. An exotic alien stud muffin who apparently crawled out of what most religions call hell-"

"I'll stop you there. I wasn't born in a place like this one, but these are my people too. Just out in the countryside. My line were what were called mountain men. Hardy survivors who lived in the untamed wilderness. Eventually they came down from the mountains and started farming. Sure we sent a lot of our menfolk, me included, off to war, but until me, everyone came home, married, had children, and worked the Earth till they died, and thanked God or the gods every day for all the good things they'd received."

Jab's jaw drops, just a little, as she realizes she'd actually had him all wrong in so many ways.

"You don't have to tell me these people aren't gutter trash, but if they are, so am I. Or the countryside version. They call them hay seeds or rednecks back home."

"But the prince thing?" Jab's emotions are clearly all over the place now as she tries to catch up.

"Pretty recent, honestly. I'm still not entirely used to it or comfortable with it, and it's only by marriage."

"Well... being royalty suits you. You carry it well. I mean. I couldn't imagine a better handsome prince."

Fairly smooth. Not as good as some of the other lines she'd used on him though.

"Everything I've got I've had to work for. Even becoming a prince took months of brutal training just to be able to score a draw with the princess I later fell in love with, and that was essentially with both hands tied behind her back since she wouldn’t use her most potent axiom techniques on me. I started at the bottom and fought my way up. I got lucky in some places. Had help in others, but in the end I knew my only real limit was me. So I just kept going."

Jab nods, taking that on board. "...Why didn't you go home? After you went to war."

"Ah." Jerry shrugs, looking down at his boots for a moment. "It. Well. It's not so much that I left home. Home left me. My parents had me late in life. They passed on while I was a young sergeant. With no one to keep the place up, I had to sell the farm... and after that, I just. Drifted. Did my duty. Became an officer, did the right things, fought the good fight. I saw things. Did things. Horrible things. I ended a lot of lives. Saved a few. I took a lot of evil out of the world, but I wish, or I wished, that I could have put more good into it. I lost people. Watched civilians die when I couldn't help.”

Jerry looks deep into Jab's eyes, making her flinch away just a bit from the raw emotion he was communicating.

"Then I woke up one morning and my hair was graying, and I could feel myself slowing down. I had just about made my peace with the end slowly coming for me when the call for volunteers for the Dauntless went out."

"...Wow. You actually were getting ready to die?"

"Mhmm. It's one of the reasons I took the Dauntless gig. Go out on a high note at the very least."

"So like. How old were you when you got your healing coma?"

"I was in my mid fifties. Not terribly old by Cannidor standards, but it's the tail end of the average human lifespan. I'd have been forced to retire soon enough."

Jab's eyes widened. "Woah! I didn't know I was older than you!"

"By a good twenty five years or so I'd guess, but we have a saying back on Earth. It's not the years, it's the mileage, and let me tell you. I've got a lot of mileage. Humans also don't live as long as Cannidor without healing comas. So we grow up a fair bit faster."

"Yeah. Yeah that makes sense. So..." Jab thinks for a second, clearly considering her words for a moment. "This is a pretty hard change of pace, but what type of stuff do you like? Like. What do you like to read? I know you recommended Meditations to me, and I've been reading it! But... What else? What do you read for fun? Do you read for fun?"

Jerry shrugs. "Well. I always liked reading what we call science fiction back on Earth, but I've fallen off a bit since I started living in a scifi novel myself. There's this one really good series from a big franchise back home about a squadron of starfighter pilots that I've always loved..."

"I!"

Jab stiffens up and quickly pulls out her communicator, flipping through some screens before showing Jerry a familiar cover.

"This one!?"

"Yep. That's it. Been meaning to reread it actually."

"I! I've been reading that series for awhile now. I was actually reading it that time in the hallway."

Jerry smiles. "I figured you weren't exactly reading philosophy."

"Oh. Shit. Right. I uhm." Jab bows suddenly. "Sorry I lied to you about that... I was just. Trying to be someone I wasn't I guess. To impress you. To be anything more than just... me. I did actually read Meditations though. It's uh. Kinda messed me up a bit. Lot of stuff I've had a hard time digesting mentally."

"Hmm. Well. Let's have a talk about it some time. Not on a random roof though... And Jab? For the record. Just you is plenty. No need to be anyone you're not. Not for me, and not for anyone worthy of being your friend. Or more. Remember that. It's good advice I wish I'd listened to earlier."

The young woman nods, clearly considering the revelations she'd just received.

"So we could... meet up and talk some more?"

"I don't see why not."

"Okay. That's. That's great. Let's..." Jab's stomach lets out a loud, almost violent growl, silencing both of them. "...Fuck. I uhm. Didn't. Eat much. I. Well. Nervous. Been nervous ever since the attempt on your life."

"I've only gotten the brief details, but it sounds like you were pretty critical in taking the Cruelfang cartel's head off at the shoulders. You did good work there Jab. Not that I needed you to go full avenging heroine to prove you're not a Black Khan anymore or something. Just your word is fine."

"You trust my word?"

"Yeah. Actually. You've never given me a reason not to. I hope whoever you decide to be. Whoever you become, I can continue to trust you in the future."

"...Who I decide to be?"

"If you're reading Aurelius... I bet you're sticking on some of the stuff I got stuck on. Like being 'good', whatever that means. Well. I'll give you a hint, from one experienced hand to a junior. The only one who can decide what being good means? Is you. Your opinion is the only one that matters on that subject in the whole wide galaxy. Some people may disagree. Your opinion may run up against everything from laws to utterly alien moral codes, but you're your own judge, jury and executioner. If you can take responsibility for yourself. That's the hard part for most people about Aurelius and his philosophy. Shifting blame is easy. Accepting it is hard."

Jab settles back a bit, looking more like he'd just slapped her than anything as she works her jaw a bit before her stomach growls again, breaking the little spell of silence she'd been under as she tried to digest that information.

“So… What’s it mean to you? What's it mean to be good for Jerry Bridger?”

"It's pretty simple, but hard to do. Build people up, don't tear them down. Don't add more pain to the galaxy, take it away. Keep good company, respect the people around you, even people who can do nothing for you. Those society would consider beneath you. We're all people in the end. Some of us struggle more than others, and for those of us who have more, we must be conscious of those we can help. Whether that's giving someone a few credits, or if you can do more, doing more. Offering someone a job or a fresh start. Using influence and wealth to attempt broad societal change. Even just being an example for others to follow if need be. What's good can be relative... but I think evil's pretty plain all things considered."

Jab works her jaw for a minute, before lapsing into silence, deep in thought before she startles slightly, remembering she’s on a roof in the bad part of town with the man she was interested in.

"I uh. It. Wanna maybe go grab a bite to-" Jab stops, and looks down at street level. "Maybe not. Not the place to be out with a man alone. Just for the fuss not so much trouble really."

Jerry shrugs. "Yeah, probably not the best place to wander around invisible either. Cannidor get a little twitchy and do like their weapons. Shall we head back? I'll still join you for a meal if you want."

"...Rain check. I. I need to think. I think. Are you okay getting back on your own?"

"Yeah. I'll be fine. Thanks for asking though. What about you?"

"Yeah, I'll be alright, especially now that there's liberty boats going up and down. I'll catch a ride up with some of the Marines and sailors."

"Okay, call for help if you need it."

"Would anyone actually come?"

"I always come for my people."

Jab offers Jerry a half hearted smile, then turns and walks away, deep in thought as she opens an access hatch, disappearing into the building, and eventually appearing out on the street level where she quickly vanishes into the crowd.

"Well. That's enough excitement for one night I think. I'll just leap back to the fortress and-"

Jerry's voice cuts off as he feels a pair of surprisingly strong hands land on his shoulders.

"Not so fast. The night is young after all..."

The hands yank him back into shadow, and Jerry disappears from the rooftop, leaving it as empty as when he and Jab had arrived.
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Jab

Down on the street Jab is... A lot like the Demon's grey matter, all over the place.

Holy shit. He was. So. Different now. Just thinking about everything she'd learned. He hadn't said much, but what little he had said, the emotions that had leaked into the axiom as he told her about himself.

She shivers a little as she tries to focus on the critical stuff. It would be easy to let her head dance around in the clouds. He wasn't out of reach. Not really. Out of her league still? Probably. If Jab was honest with herself he was still a prince, but he'd been born as much a regular, normal person as anyone else in the galaxy.

He didn't stay that way though.

A shiver of an entirely different kind traces down her spine as she remembers how he'd spoken about his time in the military on Earth. What he didn't say spoke volumes, and his muted emotions leaking into the axiom.He had seen things that even Jab's time in organized crime probably couldn't match. She'd seen brutality... but his eyes alone. There had been darkness there.

He's been to dark places. Darker places than most people could even imagine. Places like where she was raised. Places that made Big Mama look like a caring adoptive mother who actually loved her 'girls'.

He liked to read too. Not just high minded, intellectually stimulating, taxing books. No, he liked to read fun stuff. Stuff about fighter pilots or space marines, or heroines banding together to go fight some sort of ancient evil. Hell he had been about to suggest she read the Human series she'd been enjoying!

Which probably meant there'd be lots of other stuff they'd potentially overlap on in terms of interests.

Jab had carefully concealed that small nerdy part of her personality. It was a weakness she'd never grown out of like most girls did. Fairy tales, heroine stories, the occasional Apuk romance novel.

Her cheeks burn for a second as she remembers reading the latest Erana'Aternae release that was apparently based on another Human and his weird obsessive monogamy with an Apuk battle princess. It had been really hot, she-

Well. Maybe she shouldn’t share everything exactly.

Still. She could totally recommend some galactic books to him! Or movies? Maybe they could... watch one of those movies together? That'd be a solid date. Or just hanging out. If he was willing to actually see her socially.

"Wait. Duh."

Jab slaps herself across the mouth.

"You idiot, he said he wanted to see you again! You asked for a raincheck on a meal together and he wanted to! He also wanted a chance to talk. About 'Meditations', but surely we could talk about all sorts of things right? This is my chance!"

Some passing Cannidor matron, a woman nearly twelve feet tall had clearly overheard her and she reached over and slapped Jab firmly on between her shoulder blades.

"That's the spirit girlie! You show that man and his wives what you can do!"

The random encouragement from a motherly figure was all the extra shot in the arm Jab really needed to get a little pep in her step and she started to make her way towards that noodle cart she'd eaten at the other day, doing her best to keep a sharp eye out around her in case some of Cruelfang's girls hadn't been rolled up by security forces and knew she was involved.

She could celebrate. Tonight was a win. Relaxing however would have to wait till she got home.

And wasn't having a home a wonderful thing?




Jerry

Jerry finds himself in a very odd place. If you could call it that. The area was... Well. Weird. Nothing but shadows, like a shadowy version of the world around them. Waiting for him is Nadiri, as expected, lounging on a nearby bit of wall.

"...So this is where you disappear off to."

"Sort of."

Nadiri sits up, her bright red lips extra vivid against her dark blue skin in the low light of the odd space they were in as she smiles.

"What you're seeing is what your mind is imposing on this space. I probably see something different. The shadows are a bit odd like that. The first hitch is that this isn't just some 'shadow place' this is 'your' shadow. It's an axiom pocket dimension connected to you."

"...How the hell does that work?"

Nadiri shrugs.

"We've been studying it for a long time. Far as we can tell it's as natural as casting a shadow. It's simply a part of you, a basic part of how reality in this world works. You were separated from it in Cruel Space and now that you've left, here we are."

Jerry looks around again. trying to figure things out.

"So what happens if you're in here and I get exposed to null?"

"Well I'd probably get knocked for a loop for one. For two with the local axiom scrambled, I'd be stuck. The only thing that could kick me out of your shadow completely beyond you consciously exerting axiom to do so would be your death. Otherwise I'm just trapped on one side or another until you move into an axiom rich, stable area, or the axiom in the local area stabilizes. I have no idea what would happen if you say, went into Cruel Space, and I'm not eager to find out."

"Yeah, probably an experiment that we should skip. At least with a person in here. Maybe a probe." Jerry looks around again. "Any limitations on putting stuff in here?"

"Beyond being able to access it in the first place? Not really. Accessing it in the first place is the hard part. It's very hard to teach, and not even all Shallaxians can master this particular trick. It's different from shadow walking. When I shadow walk I'm basically just intangible in the local shadow, be it yours or under furniture or whatever. Jumping into a pocket like this? That's a whole different kettle of fish."

He strokes his chin, considering the tactical implications of this new bit of axiom weirdness.

"So you can keep gear in here though... That could be useful if you want to take up a job as a bodyguard on the regular."

Nadiri waggles her eyebrows, leaning in just a touch to draw the eye to her corset emphasized 'assets'. She had a generous amount of cleavage on display, even if her curves were far closer to a normal Human woman's than the average galactic denizen, there was a lot to appreciate, but Jerry was hardly weak to that sort of thing anymore, and politely adverts his eyes just to the side.

That'd tease her even more than taking a good look after all.

"Oh I'll guard your body alright, I-" Nadiri stops mid-sentence and taps her chin before sitting back up right and kicking her legs a bit. "Nah. Strike that. That line is too obvious. That said, I actually wouldn't mind riding along as a covert bodyguard more regularly. It's probably a pretty good idea for high stakes negotiations like with the Charocan. I wouldn't have minded riding along for boot camp. I could have snuck out at night for a shower and such."

"That's a little too much hardship to subject anyone to for just about anything."

"Just saying I'll do what I have to do."

"I appreciate that, and I think we will make that policy going forward. At least while we're in Cannidor space. The Hag is still after me, and I'm not sure if the Black Khans will retaliate for tearing the heart out of the Cruelfang cartel..."

"If they even manage to connect the Undaunted to that. Pretty sure all the girls at the sites we hit were either unconscious and in a cell before they saw us or dead before they could report in, and Charocan's security forces did all the more visible stuff."

"True, but the Black Khans are pretty skilled. We have to assume they'll find out eventually and want pay back."

Nadiri shrugs. "Neither here nor there really, I think it's a good idea and I'll be glad to do it."

Jerry crosses his arms, and leans up against a shadowy 'wall', smirking over at Nadiri.

"So that's the only reason you brought me into your hidey hole? A little tactical discussion?"

"Mhmm. I wonder."

Nadiri vanishes and pops up at his shoulder stroking it with a warm, firm hand before appearing back across the way again.

"I thought your little date with Jab went well. She's a cutie."

"How much of that did you catch?"

"Enough of it. Sorry, handsome. Not much I can do about that besides put some earbuds in and close my eyes, but I'd be a pretty shit bodyguard if I wasn't aware of my surroundings."

"Fair enough. She was pretty cute when I popped the Prince Jerry shaped balloon she'd been dragging around in my place."

Nadiri lifts an eyebrow, returning Jerry's smirk with one of her own.

"You know, if you were planning on letting her down easily, that was not the right call."

"I believe in dealing with people honestly. No need to lie. If I have to tell her no, I'll tell her no, and hopefully she's a big enough girl to deal with that. If she's going to try courting shadows though, she'll never get anywhere, and I'll at least let her shoot her shot. Besides... She's up to something interesting. There's a lot going on in her head right now."

"Mhmm. I'll say. That philosopher of yours, Aurelius, that's some heady stuff. Especially for a girl with Jab's background." Nadiri sighs, leaning forward, letting her shoulders droop just a bit. "I just hope she has the tits to do it."

"Do what?"

"To save herself. Not many people have the courage to make such a drastic change, to realize something is wrong and walk away."

"Yeah. I do too. Heh. Must be getting a bit of an ego though. I was convinced you were about to hope she had the guts to go after me."

"Well. That too. Can't fault that kind of sweet, innocent puppy dog love. She's a big girl. She doesn't need a Father, but she seems like she could use a 'Daddy'... then again, so could I. If that's the kind of roleplay you're into anyway."

Nadiri waves her hand and the shadows wrap around her body, changing her outfit into a goth seifuku, black of course, with lots of bright red highlights including a teeny tiny mini skirt and long black leather boots that highlights her oh so wonderful legs as she gives Jerry a pout and a brutal set of gleaming red puppy dog eyes.

"Oh Mr. Bridger, I've been such a naughty girl. Are you going to give me a nice firm spanking?"

Well. Shit. That had escalated quickly! Jerry can feel himself heat up just a bit, a bit of embarrassment, but also intrigue. Nadiri really knew how to flirt the fun way.

"Really? Straight to school girl roleplay?"

"Hey, I'll try anything once."

Nadiri gets to her feet, and struts across the space between them like a model on a catwalk, rolling her hips more like a belly dancer than anything else, heels clicking as she gets as close as she can get without touching Jerry.

"You know. My Mama taught me one thing about trying to seduce a man."

"Oh? Are you trying to seduce me?"

"Haven't decided entirely yet. Probably."

"I see. So what did she teach you?"

Nadiri leans in close, lips puckered but before Jerry can block her she stops and whispers in a heated tone;

"Always leave him wanting more."

There's a whirl of shadows, and suddenly, Jerry's back on the rooftop, decidedly alone.

"Huh."

The cool night breeze drops the temperature quickly, and Jerry stifles a laugh.

"Gotta admit, it's been awhile since I got played like that. Maybe Humans and aliens have more in common than we thought."

Jerry checks the local area one last time, then pushes off the roof, soaring back towards the palace of Khan Charocan.
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There was something to be said for coming home. It was a warm feeling that simply couldn't be matched. Even if you lived alone, as long as it was 'your' space in a personal way it could be home, and there was a relief in returning to it. With Enrika heading off to spend time with her family, and Makula volunteering to help settle the fourteen new Cannidor recruits in, Jerry enters the Den alone. 

It was early in the morning, but well after the 'breakfast' feeding for the children, so with nap time in the cards that meant it was likely just a skeleton crew waiting for him. The maids and nannies took long nap times as an opportunity to do errands while two or three of their number watched over their charges. Most of his actual wives would be working or attending to their tasks for the day. 

That didn't mean he wasn't going to be greeted though. 

The inner door to the den slides open and the sound of claws on deck plates echoes down the hall as Fenrir comes racing at Jerry at full speed! Jerry drops his sea bag, widens his stance and 'catches' the massive hairball as he leaps up to greet his master. 

"Hey there Fenrir. Who's a good boy?"

Fenrir barks once in the affirmative then gives Jerry's face a welcoming lick. 

"Sorry I was gone so long buddy. Anyone else around?" 

Fenrir woofs again and wiggles until he forces Jerry to drop him, then trots off down the hall, leading the way to the door to the master bedroom, smacking it with his tail a few times as if to confirm; 'Go here!' 

Jerry triggers the door and sags against the frame slightly, looking at the sheer joy within. Perhaps some men would prefer one or more of their wives in something skimpy for a 'fun' welcome home. This though? This was so much better in Jerry's book.

It was Syl and one of her sisters, the demure and sweet Holly. Both women were wearing something comfortable to sleep in that was basically a night dress... and it was a vision of paradise so far as Jerry was concerned. 

Syl, the love of his life, with her entire litter curled up against her in the middle of the master bedroom's giant bed... plus baby Indra if Jerry had to guess. He was pretty sure there was an extra set of perky Volpiri ears in the cuddle puddle of kits, which generally meant that Indra had joined her usual batch of favorite playmates for nap time. She loved James and Little Inara in ways that really needed to come with a diabetes risk warning for the pictures. And videos. 

Jerry was one of those Dads, and he had no shame. 

Sweet Holly was a quiet, warm presence in the family, fading into the background at times with more bombastic personalities on the prowl, but she was no less a loving wife, no less a generous and kind mother just because she couldn't keep up with some of the louder voices in the family. It certainly didn't make her contribution as one of the family's stay at home moms any less valuable. 

The nannies were wonderful but some things needed one of the mother's touch and Holly was always there. Always ready to help, earnest and sweet. Just like Holly's three kits, precious little girls with their mother's white, pink tinged hair. Imari, Niri and Laksha were more or less in the cuddle puddle with the rest, but were obviously closer to Holly, taking comfort in their mother's warmth and scent as they dozed. 

All together, it was one of the most beautiful things Jerry had ever seen. Sure there could be more beauty potentially, get more of the girls, more of the babies in for nap time, but this little slice of his family was plenty to come home to for now.  

He quietly slips into the room and out of his duty uniform, switching into gym shorts and a t-shirt, moving to kiss Holly, who sleepily strokes his arm, before moving around and sliding in behind Syl. He needed time with her just as much as he needed time with everyone else after all. 

Plus Holly didn't like to snuggle too much during nap time. Apparently Jerry's body heat could warm her up a bit too much, something her husband never failed to find amusing. 

Thankfully Syl didn't have any issues like that.

Syl stirs softly, snuggling back in against Jerry as he wraps his arms around her, the broad, fluffy brush of her tail sweeping back to wrap possessively over his legs.

"Mhmmm. I really hope this isn't a dream."

"Not this time my love. I'm sorry I left you."

"Mmmm. Oh really? So that means I can do... this!"

Syl cranes around slightly, kissing Jerry hard on the mouth before she pushes back into him a bit more aggressively. 

"Yep. Pretty sure you're home. Or this is a really amazing dream."

"You can tell the difference between my kisses in and out of a dream?"

Syl''s ears wiggle slightly.

"Mhmm. It's very distinctive. No dream's as good as the real thing." 

"So I see. Well I'm home my love."

"Welcome home my dearest heart. I've missed you dearly."

"I won't say we'll never part again, but I will always come home to you and what we've built, my love."

"I know. I'll be holding you to that promise. Everyone should be taking a short day today who can. Sharon's standing watch so she'll be home later than that. In other news, Khan Hammerhand sent Cindy a present she's dying to show you. For now though, can I entice you to nap?"

"I do believe you can." 

There was something to be said for naps too. 




Cindy 

::Reactor Online. Sensors Online. Weapons Online. All Systems Nominal.::

Cindy grins to herself as her power armor finishes its ready checks and she takes her first slow step out of the armor cradle.

It felt good. Powerful. Right.

She resists cackling with glee. Her beloved mother Sylindra said ladies didn't cackle, it was rude. A giggle was okay though, and Cindy giggles wildly as she brings her weapons in line with her first target and fires an alpha strike, her back and arm mounts striking in unison for three direct hits, sending the foe tumbling to the deck.

One miss was suboptimal. It would have to be corrected during weapons maintenance tonight. 

Eager now, Cindy strides across the battlefield, moving as fast as she can, letting the armor and its sensors track targets for her. A large feline alien appears in the dim light of the room and her weapons come up as the beast lunges at her, only to be sent running with a burst of laser fire. 

The sound of running paws and claws clicking on metal behind her makes her whirl. Fenrir! 

"Good boy Fenrir! Come on! Let's get em!" 

Fenrir barks in agreement and dashes out in front, leading the way towards a fortified enemy base! 

Mother Jaruna had told her what to do in times like these! 

She cuts in the PA system and lets loose her most ferocious roar as she opens fire with every drop of juice in her capacitors! 




Jerry 

Jerry takes a sip of his coffee as he sits watching Cindy play with her new toy with a smile on his face. 

"You know when you told me Khan Hammerhand had sent Cindy some toy power armor, I had been expecting like. A model or action figure or something. Not something she can actually wear." 

Syl chuckles into her hand, taking a mug of tea from Inara as her mother joins them at the table. 

"You underestimate the Cannidor at your own peril, my love. Though I did not expect such a kind and generous gift. That said, the real gift is many years in the future for little Cindy." 

Jerry arches an eyebrow. 

"Mhmm? Do tell." 

"Well the Khan included a note saying if Cindy earns her armor that she'll give her top of line kit at a discount. She also included a discount for Makula."

That had Jerry's attention, his eyes widening slightly. 

"...Damn. That is generous. Power armor's expensive, the really good stuff from the trade clans is..."

"Extremely expensive, I know. I'm sure the Khan's just being smart in working to secure us a long term customer and partner, but it's very kind of her all the same."

"Mofufufu." 

Inara also raises her hand to mouth laugh into her palm, revealing exactly where Syl had learned to hide that sly little smile of hers.

"Business it might be, but I helped Cindy send 'Auntie Hammerhand' a video thanking her for the wonderful gift and a little footage of her hard at play, and the footage was so cute that I have little doubt the Khan will be wrapped around Cindy's finger just like everyone else seems to be."

Jerry looks up as Cindy triggers another series of 'laser blasts' as Espirit gamely takes a few swipes at her and Fenrir before running away and leaping up to a high shelf that neither dog nor toddler can reach. 

"Those lasers can't actually do anything right? Espirit seems like she's having fun, but..."

"Ah, I actually read the manual before I allowed her to play with the weapons. They can't even damage the eyes like some low power lasers can. They're decorative only, though of course being Cannidor made they're considered an excellent training tool for real laser weapons."

"Of course they are." 

The three adults watch the ongoing play time for a bit longer before Inara gently clears her throat. 

"I ah. Jerry. I have. News."

"You can call me by pet names if you like now Inara. We've been married for a while, even if I've been away for a good chunk of it. Which reminds me... I need to make that up to you." 

Inara's ears explode into motion, a strong 'blush' even by Volpir standards. Apparently her mind had gone to some rather interesting places. Places Jerry fully intends to explore with her later. 

"Oh no. I. It. Oh dear. I... Uhm. D-Darling. I have. News." 

"What is it, dear heart?"

Jerry puts his whole focus on Inara. Considering how she was saying it... He could almost take a guess, and if he was right this was very important news indeed. 

"I. Well. It's early, but I confirmed it with a scan, then went to medical and had a check up. I uhm. I'm pregnant. With." 

Inara's ears wiggle so violently Jerry can't help but wonder if Inara's trying to start flying. 

"S-Six."

Syl practically springs out of her chair, wrapping her mother in a hug. 

"Oh! Mother, that's wonderful news!" 

Jerry can only smile as some of the other girls come over to share Inara's joy. That same satisfied smile that Cindy said made him look like a lion. Pleased with himself? A little perhaps, but pleased to help Inara realize her dreams and desires, pleased with his seemingly ever growing family as they marched closer to a hundred children counting their numerous adopted daughters. 

There really was nothing quite like coming home, and with warmth, love and joy like this waiting for him, it was a miracle he could force himself to ever leave!
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Avia

'Oh god. Oh god. Am I actually doing this!? I. Ohhhhhhh fiddlesticks.'

One benefit of being a Synth is that Avia has full control over her external expressions and emotions. She normally lets her body 'react' normally, as if she was an organic. It felt right to her brain, felt right to her, but she could lock things down when she needed to and sweet Baby Jesus did she need to right now!

It was a very stressful moment for Avia.

Marian had been coaching her for this moment. It was a great opportunity. She'd been invited along for a drink and some snacks with the Sarkins, only the two Apuk women, Nara'Sarkin and Miu'Kin were missing, off handling something for the household with the intent to join everyone later.

So it was just the fighter pilots in the family.

Avia's people. Her tribe. Even more so than Humanity in a way.

Like Marines, fighter pilots were a bit 'different' than just a regular, ordinary Human being, right?

Not that a 'regular, ordinary Human' couldn't be plenty special, but every species has its subspecies.

Avia distracts herself for thirty seven picoseconds by going through the possible taxonomy of an official fighter pilot sub species of Humanity, with her favorite ending up as Homo Sapiens Fulmen before forcing herself to inch towards the actual thoughts she needs to be focusing on.

She was in love with Tyler Sarkin.

It wasn't surprising. Or weird.

Her mother had called it out clear as crystal. She merged her mind, and intermingled her soul, according to the Synth Ascendancy anyway, with Tyler and Cassie nearly at least once a day. It was the kind of intimacy that most partners in the galaxy couldn't even dream about, because they lacked the context to conceptualize such a complete and total union between individuals. When they flew together their minds and bodies were one.

Avia could feel Tyler breathe as easily as he could 'feel' her afterburner kicking in. She knew him, he knew her, in ways that no one else, save Cassie, ever possibly could.

They'd fought together, saved lives together, why the hell couldn't she just... tell him how she felt?

Well. She could blame her Mother. Advice that was not at all helpful aside, being either too generic, too forward for Avia's taste or just outright weird, Marian had told her that she'd been awful with boys when she was younger too. She'd probably grow out of it.

Which didn't do a damn thing to help her right now.

The conversation was ebbing and flowing around her, she was even participating, but somehow that felt like it was very far away as anxiety chewed at her. That anxiety was silly though, wasn't it? Her soul had danced with Tyler's as they'd flown together. She knew him, at least as well as his wives did, maybe better in some ways.

He didn't hate her. Quite liked her even. He'd been getting more and more comfortable with the galactic way of doing things, and she was far more established with Tyler and the Sarkins than his most recent wife, Miu'Kin, who'd joined the family out of a matchmaker service the same day!

So... why would Tyler reject her? He'd never rejected her before. Never turned her away. Seemingly always had time or would make time for her. Would he really reject her honest emotions? He might not be as confident with such things as the seemingly undauntable Admiral Bridger, but Tyler was a good man, and stronger than he gave himself credit for at times... and for most Human men, the math had come down to, if you already have X number of wives, did one or two more on top of that really make a difference?

Besides... she was, in a slightly odd, roundabout way, Human. So she could give him something very special, something she knew Tyler wanted... and she could give it to him almost guaranteed. 

She'd run the tests. She was a perfectly 'normal' Human woman when it came to reproduction in the organic sense. She had the Human fifty fifty chance to present Tyler with his first son, and just thinking about that made her engine spool up like she was getting ready for take off.

A hand waves in front of her eyes, Cassie jarring her from her thoughts.

"Crimson Tear to Avia, how copy?"

"Oh! Sorry! I got lost in thought."

Cassie smiles.

"Well obviously. Anything you want to share with us?"

That smile. It was warm. Inviting. As was Tyler's eye contact. In a flash, Avia felt like she understood what was really going on behind Tyler's lovely eyes and the four golden, hawk-like eyes of the Sarkin clan's matriarch. They knew. They were just... waiting for her. Because it meant a lot for her to have the strength and conviction to say it herself. Because it would mean more for her if she came to them boldly, like a Human should.

"I uh... It. Well."

Avia fidgets for a second, tapping the tips of her fingers together as she finally finds the words.

"I. Was. Wondering if I might... No." She shakes her head, takes a breath, an entirely psychosomatic sensation considering she didn't need to breathe, and looks Tyler in the eyes.

"Tyler, I'm... Well. If I'm not in love with you, I'm going to be soon. I'd like to join your family."

Tyler considers for only a half a second that certainly feels like an hour or seven to Avia, no messing with her own perception of time required!

"Yes."

Her power plant flickers, racing like a heart beat for all of a second.

"Like. Yes, yes?"

"Yes. You can join our family. I'd be honored if you'd marry me. If that's what you really want of course."

"Yes!"

Avia just about tackles Tyler, lunging around the table to give him the hug she'd been aching for for weeks now.

"Mhmm. You're warm."

Tyler's arms wrap firmly around her shoulders.

"Gotta say, I was wondering what holding a Synth would feel like, certainly seems plenty soft in all the right places."

Avia pulls back a bit and plants a firm kiss on Tyler's lips.

"I can be soft in all sorts of interesting ways."

Cassie's laughter reminds Avia that she's not actually alone somewhere private with Tyler and she practically levitates off of him.

"Well. Seems we've got something to celebrate ladies, dear husband. Perhaps we should adjourn home? I bet we can get Miu'Kin to whip up something tasty. I-"

The pinging of Avia's communicator stops the conversation in its tracks, and the sheepish synth quickly pulls the noisy device out of one of her flight suit pockets.

A message? From Marian.

MR> 'Don't forget, we're filming the video for our family back on Earth in ten!'

"Shit. I forgot! I'm sorry. I know I just did something really important but I-"

Cassie rests a hand on Avia's shoulder, and Tyler takes her hand.

"Go do what you need to do. We'll get started on dinner. You come join us when you're done. You're meeting up with Marian right?"

Tyler asks, his tone ever so soothing. Like a warm bath for the ears.

"Yeah, we're sending a video back to Earth."

Cassie smiles and pats Avia's back.

"Don't worry, we'll be there when you get home."

"I. Uh. Okay!"

Avia gives Tyler another kiss and races off through the corridors, resisting the urge to skip as she goes. She'd done it!

The happy feeling carries her all the way to Marian's quarters, the door to which slides open readily to admit her.

This was home too of a sort. She'd been spending a lot of time with her mother recently after all.

"Mom, I'm back!"

"In here Avia!"

Marian's fussing with an axiom based camera system in her office, where she's prepared two chairs, and looks up as Avia enters the room.

"Someone looks excited. Did you propose?"

"He said yes!"

"That's great news!" Marian pauses for a second after giving Avia a big hug. "Let's not mention that to my folks just yet. They can process having a granddaughter first before finding out she's married and they're likely to be great grandparents in the immediate future."

"Heh. Sure. Don't want to kill my own grandparents just from the shock of too much news at once."

"My thoughts exactly."

With a little more work the Le Fae girls are seated in front of the lens of the camera, a quick hair and make-up check ensures they're both looking their best, as Avia lets pigment color her artificial skin. She had thought it might be best to introduce herself in a more familiar form first, then reveal the biomechanical 'real her'. 

Not that there weren't signs. Most Humans didn't have obvious metal support structures and running lights after all, but the goal was easing Scott and Jenny Le Fae into the whole 'having a machine granddaughter' thing. They figured Marian's brother Scott Junior would be a bit more relaxed about the whole thing.

"Okay. Ready?"

Marian asks, taking one of the same breaths that Avia does when she's preparing for something that makes her anxious or stresses her out.

"Ready."

"Okay... and here we go."

Marian presses play, and smiles brightly into the camera.

"Hey Mom, hey Dad. Hey Scotty if you're around. So... Obviously some things have. Happened. Out here. I mean for one I'm still alive. Clearly. I've just been promoted to commander and command a squadron of starfighters, attack models they call 'gunships', off a ship called the Crimson Tear... and I found out that I have a daughter. Which means you have a granddaughter. Avia, if you please?"

Avia bows her head, smiling into the camera.

"Hello! My name is Avia Le Fae, and I'm Marian's daughter. I am what is known as a 'synth', so I was quite literally born of Marian's mind."

Marian nods, picking up the story.

"So in short, what happened is I was injured early on, and went into the hospital for a healing coma. During that time a very advanced form of a brain scan, called an engram, was taken from me without my consent. Eventually that engram, Avia, in her 'pre birth' stage you could say, ended up in the hands of the Synth Ascendancy, a Synth church that has a lot of bases out in the galactic frontier. That's where things get a bit complicated."

Avia sits forward a touch, taking back over just like she'd planned with Marian previously.

"For full synths like myself we don't really have a 'childhood' per se. Nor do we necessarily experience time the way organics do. This is regardless of our species of origin. I spent about a hundred subjective years under the care of the Synth Ascendancy, studying and earning several PhDs as well as becoming a certified flight instructor, while the church looked for a way to return me back to my people. Luckily they succeeded and Marian was able to come out to meet me."

"Heh. She's being a bit modest there. She was already an Earth fighter ace by the time I got out here Dad. She's a hot hand on the stick, I'll hopefully include some video to go with that. She inherited the flying bug. Just like Grandpa. Just like you. Just like me. Just like Scotty. It's as much in her blood as it is for any of us... Even if she technically doesn't have blood."

As they continue to talk, sharing stories with their family deep in Cruel Space of their lives and adventures, with Marian taking particular glee in describing their corvette kill with the asteroid. Avia begins to let her flesh tones fade, revealing the machinery underneath, until at last she's wearing her usual face.

"I'm still annoyed that doesn't count for our kill tallies, a full corvette silhouette would look cool on our hulls!"

Avia nods. "It really isn't fair. It was an orchestrated collision, and isn't that what killing an enemy is? An orchestrated high speed collision?"

"It really is." Marian smiles into the camera. "I think that's enough for now though. We have dinner to get to. Something to celebrate. We'll tell you all about it in our next video. Love you all!"

"Though I am from far away, I do love you all. I have Marian's memories to a degree now, and I remember things... shadows, because of my damage, but I remember the sun on the airfield like I was there myself. I'm proud to be Marian's daughter, and hope you can accept me as part of your family."

"They'll accept you kiddo. You're my daughter after all."
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Purisha

She leans forward a bit, cupping her chin with her hands as she looks deep into David's eyes. He was telling her a story, a funny story, a story of a time he messed up as a young commando back on Earth and had gotten chewed out. Self deprecating even. He was drawing her in with a little vulnerability, exposing more and more of himself to her as the night went on.

It was fascinating really.

She had fallen in love with the 'working' version of Sir David, but he was a complex man, and the more she saw of him the more intrigued she became.

What's more... He had a talent. A gift. Something that made him stand out from Eugene like a solar flare.

When he was talking to her. When they were on a date. When they were doing something together?

She felt like the only woman in the galaxy, and that meant the galaxy to her.

Maybe it was the wine. Maybe she'd just imprinted on him like a teenage girl meeting a man she wasn't related to for the first time. Maybe it was something else entirely, but she felt special. So very, very special, and he could make her feel special even if she was having lunch with him and his other wives!

The rest of the meal passes in what feels like the blink of an eye. They'd talked about going dancing or something, but Sir David considered himself to have two left feet, something Purisha immediately called bullshit on, but they got a pastry to share and wandered the Promenade instead, simply... enjoying each other.

Even while he was maintaining near total awareness, his eyes always came back to her. His attention was on her. His focus was on her, and she was eager to return the favor.

Only one thing could distract her.

A very pretty dress in a shop window.

Mama-san was the title given by the ship's Human Marines to the Crimson Tear's Pavorus tailor, Miriam Brightfeather. She was an older woman, who'd raised a few clutches, built a small business empire and had turned it over to her daughters, then signed up to open a small shop on the Crimson Tear to have a bit of an adventure after many long decades of hard work.

Normally she was busy handling uniforms for the ship, but the woman had been making stylish dresses and other outfits since before most of the people on the ship had been born.

She could still make an amazing dress, and Purisha, who'd only recently started having a chance to own 'nice' things that didn't have to be functional... Well. She liked her dresses, and the sleek red number in the window would look amazing on her gray fur!

"David, do you mind if I go try that on?"

"Not at all, I bet it'd look smashing on you."

Purisha's tail thrashes as she struggles to control herself for a moment before walking through the door with a proud smile as David holds it for her, and she returns the favor.

Inside, Mama-san's working with her new shop girl, an admittedly gorgeous Volpiri woman with a jeweled nose piece and lovely rose pink hair. She was really cute, and had no wedding ring, a Human standard that had spread to even the few families on the ship with a non-Human husband, such as the new Cannidor family, the Bonraks, which suggests that she’s single. So was Mama-san for that matter as far as Purisha knew.

Out with such a high status, handsome man, she wouldn't blame either of them for making a pass on Sir David while she was in the changing room... but the thought made her heart ache for some reason as she changed into the slinky red number that glides over her fur.

When she gets out though... If the other women tried anything there isn’t even a hint of it. Mama-san's perched nearby, and David's sitting across from her booth. If his eyes ever left the curtain there's no sign of it, and far from hanging off David's every word or trying to chat him up, the apprentice is off working on her tasks normally.

It wouldn't have been wrong.

She wasn't even married to David.

Yet.

It still made her feel special, because she could tell with the way he smiles as soon as she came out of the changing room that he'd never even thought of hitting on one of those women, and wouldn't have entertained their advances if they'd made them.

They were women. Beautiful women even. It didn’t matter though, because David Forsythe was here with her, and only her.

"That dress looks fabulous on you, Purisha."

Purisha's heart skips a few beats as she tries to remember how to talk.

"Oh! Do you like it then?"

"I do. Do you like it?"

She checks the dress in the nearby mirror a bit, seeing how it hangs, how it interacts with her tail.

"Yes."

"Capital." David looks over to Mama-san. "On my tab please, madame."

"Of course Colonel. I'm glad to be able to serve you and your... friend. Perhaps a white dress next?"

If Purisha could blush she would have, instead her ears flatten out and her tail thrashes like she's having a seizure and she resists burying her face in her hands. Both David buying the dress, and Mama-san's comments were just too much!

In a blink she's got the outfit she'd worn out in a bag and is walking down the promenade again with David.

"Y-You didn't have to buy it David, honest."

"I know I don't have to. I want to. If it makes you happy it's a fine gift."

"Even if we're not together?"

He smiles at her, a cheeky twinkle in his eye.

"Even then. A present's a present. I don't mind giving people presents. It doesn't obligate you to do anything."

"But you paid for dinner too!"

"My dear, even setting aside my planet's rules where the gentleman pays for ladies on dates to accept that women have a more dominant role in galactic society, there’s two things that make it only fair for me to pay. For one I'm senior to you, and if we must take things down to the brass tacks, I make more money than you do, it'd be unfair to have you pay for me."

"Well. I. Okay. Sorry. Not used to, well, receiving anything really."

"I remember, you've had a hard go of it haven't you, Purisha?"

Purisha smiles softly. "Yeah... But you know what? Ever since I met you, things have been looking up."

He walks her home. She kisses him at the door of the Den, on the lips... and he did coat his lips with axiom, but Purisha can feel him in her veins all the same. She all but floats down the stairs into the lounge where Neysihen is sitting on one of the couches. The Yauya woman arches an eyebrow and raises two of her mouth pincers, exaggerating a Yauya expression that suggests strong amusement.

"Well that's not the outfit we picked out for your date earlier. Did he actually tear your clothes off, Purisha?"

"No! I mean. Goddess, if he'd wanted to I'd have almost certainly let him!"

"It went well then?"

"Amazing!"

"Hmmm. Well that's a nice change of pace from your last dinner date. Though you seemed pretty stormy on that alert too and you never told me how that dinner with the Markusons went..."

Purisha can feel her expression darken slightly.

"Ah. Yeah. That. It. Well. There's... I dunno. Something's not right there."

"I'll say. What's not right is that you're too lucky to live! Two men chasing your tail and your biggest problem is you can't pick which one you want to make some kittens with."

"Don't give me that! You know what I mean."

"Uh huh." Neysihen elbows Purisha lightly. "Whatever you say girl."

Purisha grins. Two could play at that game.

"At least I'm not trying to cover up my Daddy issues."

"What? I have a wonderful relationship with my father!"

"I didn't say your father. I said your Daddy. My Daddy too actually..."

Purisha sticks her tongue out at her best friend and they break into quiet laughter as Neysihen passes Purisha a drink from a cooler and they settle on a couch. There's a peaceful silence for a moment, before Neysihen speaks up.

"You know, setting aside boyfriends, and talking about your 'Daddy'. He'd adopt you if you asked. You never did stop calling him 'Dad' in private did you?"

Purisha looks down at her drink and smiles.

"Guilty. He's the closest thing I've ever had to a father. I might not know who the groom is, but I know I want Jerry to give me away Human style at my wedding... and possibly officiate. Which would be kinda funny."

"Have you told Jerry about that?"

Purisha shrugs, suddenly deflating slightly.

"...Well. No. Not yet. I need to figure this situation out... like. I dunno what to do Neysi! Even with my weird feeling about the Markusons, everything I know says the bigger clan's the smarter move."

Neysihen gives her friend the clearest, 'are you stupid?' look that Purisha had ever seen.

"You're overthinking this, and trying to apply galactic logic to Humans. Just pick the guy you like. They both clearly want you. So all that really matters is three questions. Which one do you think would be a better partner? A better father for your children? Who'd respect and love you more? You better have a firm as hell answer too. Not just because Sir David and Eugene deserve it, and they do to be clear, but because if you ask Jerry to give you away, he's going to make sure he's giving you away to the right person, otherwise he'll refuse his blessing and you know that'd hurt."

"...Shit. Yeah... he would do that if he thought I was doing something stupid huh? Not that I think he'd ever think poorly of Sir David or one of his junior officers..."

"Them being good men, in theory any way, like set aside everything about Eugene that's weirded you out slightly. Take it down to the facts. Even if they are both good men, it doesn't change the fact that one, or even both of them might well be a mistake for you, a mistake for what you want out of life." Neysihen softens slightly, resting a hand on Purisha's shoulder. "I know you came up rough... but we do actually get to choose in the galaxy you know. You don't have to take the first man that comes along."

"I know. I know! I just. It's. Confusing. Being. Desirable to someone all of the sudden. Humans are confusing in general but this..."

Purisha buries her face in her hands and lets out a long groan.

"...I think. I know what to do. If I'm honest."

"Oh?"

"Yeah. I... now that I've seen what I've seen... if I really do ask Jerry to take a role as a ceremonial father for me... He'll want the best for me. Like he does for Joan, Boudicca, Khutulun and Makula. Like he'll want for Cindy. For any of his daughters... I don't think he'd stop me, whatever choice I make, but if I think about it from that perspective. Well, I remember why I started all this in the first place. Because I wanted to be the best me I could be. Better than I ever thought I could be. Stronger. I wanted to stand tall in the company of exceptional individuals. The few. The elite. To be like Sir David. Not just crawl in bed with him and start purring! And when I think about Eugene, he's... got a lot of wives. He likes pursuing. Chasing. Conquering. That's the feeling I get. I think he's decent enough to his wives, they more or less get what they want out of the arrangement and I know they appreciate him... but I don't want to be one of many. Ever again. I started this path pursuing Sir David... Now David's pursuing me. I think. I think it's time to start pursuing him again... and we can meet in the middle."

"I think that's a stellar idea. I'm sure Eugene will be disappointed."

"Probably... but I can't help but think I'm probably replaceable too. He'll be on to the next conquest. A lot of girls would be happy like that. Hell, a year ago I'd have been beyond thrilled! That's just how the galaxy goes. Marriages aren't about love. Aren't about being a partner with someone. It's about the group. The clan. So being part of a clan like Eugene's, getting to have children, having decent sisters to stand with and collaborate with while our husband does his thing... well. That's just how things are done. It only seems a bit novel because Eugene's aggressive and seeks out women himself instead of using a matchmaker or whatever. Then there's the weird stuff. Something's wrong there, Neysi. I know it. I don't know what, but something's wrong."

Neysihen frowns. "Yeah you mentioned something about it the other day. That girl, Cayenne right? Are you going to reach out to her?"

"I think so. I don't know what I'm going to do, but I think I'll just try being her friend for now. Back to the subject. Weirdness aside, Eugene at the basic level is the sensible, normal choice. If I chase David though... I have the chance to be someone's wife... the Human way. There's a cost that comes with that though. It'd be harder. A smaller family means less help with children. Tighter financial circumstances... all sorts of challenges that a normal clan doesn't even have to think about."

Purisha takes a breath and slowly exhales.

"But. I know what Jerry would say about that."

"Oh? Do tell us what our dear father would say about it."

Purisha looks over at Neysihen, teary eyed.

"He'd say 'You can't be afraid of a little wind, Purisha'... and I think. I know. He's right."

"He's reliable like that."

"Yeah."

Neysihen rises and grabs Purisha's arm, urging her up. "Come on."

"Where are we going?"

"Up to the Den proper. Dad'll probably be in the lounge, and you look like you could use a little family time."

"Mhmm." Purisha considers it for a second before getting to her feet. "Yeah. Actually. A little family time would be nice."
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