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To My Grandfather Carl, 

The memories of those afternoons watching Star Trek in the living room while Grandma made lunch seem further away now that you're gone, or going to see the new Lord of the Rings movie in theaters, just the two of us, but those moments will impact me till the day I die, and I hope I'll be able to share moments like that with my own children. 

Thank you. For everything. 

Fair Winds And Following Seas, Wherever You Roam Now.


Content Warning:




I started putting this manuscript together without this page, and honestly it just felt weird. So. Here we go!




This story is part of a family of stories that are a cross between a B movie and the lewder parody of that same B movie exclusively shown on premium cable channels. 




It is not for children, or adults who don't act like children. 




This particular version contains the usual large amounts of violence, absolutely degenerate handholding, and one lovingly depicted instance of heterosexual intercourse in the missionary position in the context of a marriage of the purposes of procreation and pair bonding. 




I'm sorry about the vomit you no doubt have to clean up now. Or the confusion you're feeling if you aren't familiar with this meme. 
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Jerry

The bridge of the Crimson Tear is busy as it can be. They had finally made their final light speed jump to make orbit around the Apuk homeworld of Serbow. After the grueling combat operations aboard the Talasar Spire and the extensive work that had followed to ensure the cargo ship was spaceworthy, and dealing with the various pirates, not to mention the Narlabore, everyone aboard the Tear was very much looking forward to another round of shore leave. 

The civilians and aliens from non-Apex species in particular knew that traveling between core worlds in civilized space wasn't supposed to be quite that ‘exciting’! Words that fell on deaf ears with the Marines, Horchka, and Cannidor, all of whom had rather enjoyed the inflight entertainment. Entertainment that one generally had to head out to the frontier, or indeed wild space to enjoy. 

The rest of the transition to Serbow had been a blessedly quiet one, moving into the more strongly controlled parts of Apuk Imperial space meant the Audacious was mostly out flying her escort for ceremonial reasons as opposed to actual security concerns, with a solid half her crew staying aboard the Tear on 'shore leave' of a sort. 

Which meant Jerry was generally stuck doing paperwork, breaking up the monotony by sneaking away for training or a run through the kill house when he wasn't standing watch.

Something shifts in the ship's energy field, returning his full and undivided attention to the bridge just in time for the bosun to call out;

“Dropping out of jump!” 

The Crimson Tear shifts out of light speed and into real space once again, floating in the void just outside of Serbow’s L2 Lagrange point, where it's major anchorage for large vessels was.

“Helm, get us clear and into the anchorage proper. One third in system speed so we don’t scare the merchantman. Comm, hail Serbow space flight control and let's get our vectors. We're not staying out here with the cargo ships.”

Ian Kearney looks up from his controls. “Got a course to a nice spot within the anchorage. One third in system speed, aye sir.”

Jerry sits back, and turns his attention to the main screen. Before them the world of Serbow glimmers, a jewel of heavenly blue… not unlike Earth herself. Just close enough to the homeworld of humanity to make Jerry feel a pang of homesickness for the pale blue dot that he would never see again. 

On the plus side however… There were other pale blue dots to explore in the galaxy, and Serbow promised to be a rather interesting visit. 

The cradle world of the Apuk, and the crown world of the Apuk Empire, a realm of approximately a hundred and eighty worlds… give or take a few depending on how you ruled major cultural influence, and worlds like holiday worlds that had strong presence from the galactic government. 

For all that high technology though, Serbow was a wild place, where nature was still very much an active contender with the mighty Apuk for control over the planet. Which made sense to Jerry. The Apuk were some one of the most dangerous species in the galaxy solely based on their natural gifts, right up there with the vaunted Cannidor. 

Both species had evolved on worlds that made those gifts necessary for survival. Nature is a reserved mother, giving you only what you need to survive, thriving then depends on how you use the resources you have. 

On Serbow, the local wildlife included the leviathans, massive sea dwelling creatures that had a wide variety of appearances… and were regularly hunted by the Battle Princesses, even as they terrorized local populaces and fishing fleets. It was rare for an Apuk to die to the beasts, especially in the modern day, but they damn well tried! 

They were just one of a myriad of xenos beasts that considered Apuk flesh a delicacy. The Apuk were more than happy to return the favor to and roast Leviathan over an open flame, or one of a dozen other favored preparation methods. 

Then there was the world’s most unique inhabitant. 

The Dark Forest of Serbow covered a large chunk of the surface of the planet, and while the Apuk regarded it with a mythic awe, it was in fact a massive axiom entity. It was old. Old in ways that even Rikaxza and other primals in their thousands of years of life couldn’t hold a candle to. Its boughs were utterly hostile to Apuk warriors, drinking of their flames like warfire was a fertilizer… and chasing off or crushing any warrior maiden fool enough to bring her flames beneath its branches. 

Yet. The great forest wasn’t hostile. If anything it was friendly… to the right people. Long had it sheltered a very special group of Apuk men. 

Sorcerers. 

Boys who had fled to or been driven to the dark woods, the strongest of these lost sons of Serbow would survive in the dark woods, safe from the society that had hurt them in some way, learning incredible axiom powers from the Dark Forest… and inevitably leaving the forest to wreak a bloody revenge on those who had harmed them. 

Vernon Shay, the human man who had become a sorcerer, cementing the friendship between Humanity and the Apuk, said this was because the Dark Forest did not understand time, or indeed hurt, the way Apuk, humans and other sapients did. 

A wound to the heart or mind was the same as a wound to a body. That wound stayed fresh, because decades to us were moments to the Dark Forest… and because its sorcerers took a bit of the Forest into themselves, even as they gave of themselves to the forest, it inevitably enkindled great wrath in these boys as they became men. 

They were a wild card in a very complicated political situation. The Apuk empire proper as Jerry understood it, was ruled by the Empress, and she had full control of the majority of the colony worlds… but Serbow itself was a fractious web of ancient alliances and squabbling nobility, of varying amounts of power and wealth. The Empress kept the Imperial peace via the battle royalty, more commonly called the battle princesses. 

The finest warriors in a species that held martial virtue above all others, and some of the most lethal combatants in the galaxy, winners of the Shellcracker tournament, a tourney with groups of six combatants fighting at a level that would leave the unprepared severely injured if they were lucky, and dead if they weren’t. The winner was sworn to the Empress’s service, and granted her crown. 

The battle princesses were the imperial fist made manifest and represented an incredible amount of force… but if the Empress squeezed the nobility too hard she would unite them against her. It left Serbow a world where the politics of the human Middle Ages were alive and well, complete with cross border skirmishes and raids between various feuding noble houses… with casualties to match. 

This was the mess that humanity had stumbled into courtesy of a human man falling in love with a battle princess. Vernon Shay and Princess Miro’Noir were quite literally the kind of love that story books were written about, and then Vernon Shay had gone and become a sorcerer. That would have been enough. That another species could become sorcerers, and so readily… well it was a big deal. Then Vernon had gone and fought in the shellcracker tournament… with controversial results. 

The Apuk had ‘fallen in love’ with humanity after Vernon’s display, and he’d not only secured the Undaunted an alliance with the Apuk, but an invitation to send more men to Serbow to become sorcerers. Now with over a hundred human men permanently residing on Serbow, bonded to the Dark Forest, living in their so-called Hidden Village, the actual diplomats… and Jerry… had been sent to properly secure this most vital alliance for the Undaunted, and for Humanity.

‘Not that that would be too hard.’ 

Jerry thinks to himself. Humanity had been formally invited to come and live on another species' cradle world, not just free movement of individuals guaranteed by the Council, but an actual colony, however small. A friendship didn’t get tighter than that in intergalactic terms… but he’d still have to deal with the second most dangerous thing on Serbow to really lock things down. 

He’d been training for well over six months to fight a duel with an Apuk Battle Princess and the time was finally drawing near. 

Ian Kearny looks up from his controls. “Skipper, Serbow Control’s gotten back to us with our clearance, we’re to proceed from here at the L2 Lagrange point and make orbit around Serbow proper. They must really like us boss, the charts for Serbow say individual orbits for everything but Apuk Imperial Navy capital ships are very, very rare. Beautification of the skies and all that.”

Jerry nods slowly. “I can understand that… Nice of them to give us the perfect stage for our little show we planned with the Audacious. Proceed when ready Mr. Kearny, ahead one half.” 

“Ahead one half, aye sir, proceeding on course and preparing for orbital insertion.” 

Jerry grins to himself, it was only right to show off a little bit for new allies right? 

“XO. Contact the Audacious, give Captain Palashen my compliments, and tell her to execute the planned maneuver as we enter Serbow orbit.” 

Sharon looks up from her station, a single eyebrow arching beautifully. She’d recently fully stepped into the role of the Tear’s Executive Officer, and was getting a handle on things past her communications board. She knew something was up, but wasn’t sure what her husband was up to.

He had to have some secrets after all. 

“Aye Captain, passing the word to the Audacious.” 

The Tear makes her orbital insertion smoothly, with Audacious flying tight wing to her left. Tight by starship standards of course, which still meant for quite a bit of space between the vessels.

In a normal escort procedure under council regulation, after orbital insertion the escort would break off and, if cleared, make its own orbital insertion nearby, or request clearance into an appropriate station or dock yard. 

Sharon flicks a switch, and pipes in a communication from Serbow Control to the Audacious through the bridge speakers. 

“Audacious, Serbow Control, ready for a course to the nearest naval dockyard? The Imperial navy reports a berth ready and waiting for you.”

“Serbow Control, this is Audacious. We’ve made our own arrangements.”

“...How do you mean, Audacious?”

“Do you have us on visual?”

“Copy.”

“We’ll be docking with the Crimson Tear. Stand by for an air show.” 

The graceful Jules class corvette, with it's smooth lines, rolls up and over the Crimson Tear like she was a high performance starfighter instead of a small warship, and neatly drops into position to attach herself to the Crimson Tear’s external docking clamp, set up especially for Audacious. 

Normally the clamp was for making the lives of Agenda and her crew better during extended jaunts into deep space, but it was a perfect opportunity to show off a little bit. Jerry wasn’t entirely sure who might all be watching, but he knew they had every reason to be impressed with that little feat of piloting and navigational skill from the crews of both ships. 

“...Serbow Control to Audacious, confirmed you’ve made your own arrangements. The flight director sends her compliments to your helmswoman, that was nicely done.” 

“Thank you, Control, Audacious out.” 

“Audacious is locked in. Orbit stable.” Kearny reports. 

“Very well. Prepare standard orbital watch, all departments are to secure from space flight and report status in… ten minutes.” 

Jerry settles back in his chair, and waits as his team sets to work, mentally counting down the moments until… 

“Captain!” Sharon looks up. “Message from the Apuk government.” 

“On screen, Commander. No need to keep a hopefully warm welcome private.” 

A dignified Apuk woman in the standard Apuk gown that looked like something fresh from the courts of Europe in the 17th century, with her gray hair in a tight bun appears on screen. 

“The Empress extends her warmest welcome to the men and women of the Undaunted, and the starship Crimson Tear. An official diplomatic party is being prepared to formally greet you.” 

Jerry rises from his chair. 

“We would be honored to receive her majesty’s emissaries. In an hour’s time?”

“That will be sufficient. In the meantime, the capital garrison’s office will contact the appropriate officers to begin making shore leave arrangements. Her majesty has arranged with the nobles to ensure free movement is available to your people without question.”

Jerry nods. Exactly what Masha had expected. There wasn’t generally an issue with free movement for travel or visiting between the various fiefs that made up Serbow proper, a world where feudalism had yet to truly die, but the Imperial household making these arrangements made the Undaunted not just visitors, but guests, Imperial guests, which came with some extra protections from possible ‘official’ trouble. 

There’s another brief exchange of pleasantries and platitudes, and the functionary bows, before cutting the connection, leaving Jerry to grin at the screen that was now displaying the forward view of the ship. 

All according to plan.

“Alright people, let’s make sure everything’s ready for the reception. XO! You have the conn. I need to change into my dress whites.” 
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Fifty minutes later, Jerry strides into the docking port with a broad smile on his face. Everything was in place, everything was ready. This show was an entirely military one. Syl and the other civilian Bridger wives were purposefully not attending the immediate receiving of their guests, but would await them in the observation lounge marked out for the reception itself. 

Standard practice for an Apuk household receiving guests. The non-combatants were not present for the initial greeting between warriors, in case there was an immediate challenge or some other weirdness of Apuk honor culture that needed to be dealt with. Or in olden times on Serbow… in case the meeting itself was a trap. 

Syl would receive the official party in the hall the Undaunted had designated for the reception and meal they’d prepared for the imperial envoys. 

It was something of a gender reverse of the standard Apuk practice for such things, where the head wife of a family and her warriors would usually meet an envoy or group of warriors seeking hospitality, and the clan’s senior husband and staff would receive the guests in the hall.

This little dance of formality was extra important when the guests were battle princesses. Giving them less than the full amount of respect due by not treating them like a potentially dangerous foe was a slight, one that was easy to counteract by just going through the process.

The ritual and pageantry was all the more important as Masha didn't quite know what to expect from these particular princesses, as their identities weren't completely known as of yet, save that Princess Yetena'Nelindra, Masha's aunt, and the matriarch of her clan, was part of the group.

Still, as much as it had all been planned out in advance, as much as they’d been getting this whole shindig ready by the numbers, as his eyes wander the room, making a final visual inspection, Jerry was damn proud about how his people had pulled that plan off.

The official party at the docking port were resplendent in their various dress whites and Marine dress blues. Masha in particular was picking over herself a bit, ensuring her whites were perfectly aligned, and that her fresh medals were hanging right, that her wings and the golden Ace device were gleaming. 

She'd been just a bit frantic ever since she'd heard that the official party greeting them on behalf of the Empress was going to include her aunt. She wasn't nervous about the woman's presence... but she wanted to show her. Wanted to prove that though her way was different than the one that had been laid out before her, it was valid, and that she had won both her families as much honor as any battle princess.

Lining the room, acting as security for the event, as well as being on hand as their lord's war banners, was the entirety of Paladin company, clad in their household dress red uniform with the rakish angle of the coat’s closure, supple, well cared for leather evident on their sword belts, knee length boots, and gloves. Their swords gleaming in their sheaths under the lights of the docking port like gems. Crowned with their scarlet and fur trimmed cloaks.

The Paladins always looked good, but they were utterly resplendent after a parade ground perfect polish had been applied to every element of their uniforms and weapons under First Sergeant Ramos's careful eye. She had been adamant that the first parade ground appearance for the Sword Sworn would be more than perfect, especially with the Apuk around.

Isabella wasn't the biggest fan of the old school style of martial splendor, but she'd be damned if she let the Undaunted be out shown on their own damn ship! Never mind showing up and showing off before an entire world on the morrow during the ceremonies that would precede the duel with whichever Princess Jerry would have to face off with in the squared circle.

Three paladins stood immediately behind Jerry, forming his immediate honor guard. Nikita, as commander of the sword sworn, Isabella as their SNCOIC, and Vera, as sergeant at arms to the Bridger household, ever near her lord, and ever ready to throw her body between him and an attack.

His senior officers were further down to his right, led by Sir David, Diana Lawson and Tyler Sarkin, once again, all looking like they were fresh off a recruiting poster. The only one out of place was the recently rechristened Nara'Sarkin, standing quietly by her husband in a lovely and very Apuk gown with extra frills.

The pastel number was a far cry from the armor or fatigues she normally wore. Jerry had asked Tyler about Nara's presence when she’d shown up for the rehearsal, only to be told that Tyler himself didn't know for sure. Jerry had gone straight to the dragon’s mouth and asked Nara and she had passed it off as an Apuk thing. Reasonable, but Jerry couldn’t help but think it wasn't the full story somehow. Still, having the other senior Apuk crewmember on the ship on hand didn't strike Jerry as a bad thing, so he'd permitted her to stay.

A speaker kicks on with a somewhat subdued bosun's whistle. It was just for this bay instead of a 1MC call to the whole ship.

"Attention, space flight control reports that the Imperial party is sixty seconds from docking! Repeat the Apuk Imperial party is sixty seconds from docking. That is all."

Bridger nods curtly to himself, acknowledging the message visibly as a subtle way to be sure he had everyone looking more or less his way.

"Wait. Wait she said Imperial. Not royal. Imperial."

Masha's eyes open wide as she whispers to her husband.

"Maybe it was a mistake."

"No, the comm department's yeomen are pretty decent about getting messages right. Why? What's the difference?"

"An Imperial party indicates that at least one of the dignitaries is an Imperial princess at least! That's. ...Really interesting if an Imperial princess is making this greeting with my honored Aunt."

“Why would the empress send a member of the Imperial household out for this?”

Masha shrugs just a little as she continues to whisper with Jerry; “You'd have to ask her majesty, but you need to understand this isn't done. Not for formal business. Members of the Imperial household do not come to you, you go to them when summoned or find yourself dragged there by a battle princess in chains. Most of the Imperial Princesses still in line for the throne rule entire worlds, or more senior ones rule star systems in their mother's name. The much authority, prestige and power coming to us for a simple greeting? That means something.”

"Does it mean anything specific?" Jerry asks, eyes firmly on the airlock.

"It could mean all sorts of things, but one thing I know for sure is that it means the Empress values this alliance with the Undaunted. A lot. Even the queens and other various powerful people on Serbow rarely see Imperial Princesses as anything but guests at social events, or when summoned to court. This is really out of the ordinary!"

"Well let's make sure it's a visit to remember, love."

Jerry straightens up, hands to his sides.

"Detail! Attention!"

Like a well oiled machine, the room snaps to attention, the Undaunted blue and gold banner fluttering with the movement as the color guard hoists it back into position.

The airlock starts to cycle and everyone tightens up, the armored hatch eventually rolling clear to permit access to the Apuk dignitaries.

First out was the familiar face of the bunch, the senior military officer present performing a ceremonial inspection to ensure the ‘security’ of her royal and imperial charges. Vice Admiral Vak'Lorish's own military dress uniform was refreshing for what Jerry knew was going to be a hell made of lace, frills and poofy dresses from here on forward.

The sanity of the Apuk Imperial Military was so offensive to the people they protected, that its ground forces on Serbow were restricted almost entirely to the capital, and the only naval officers allowed on planet were senior officers or attached to those senior officers’ staff. The rest of their strength, and therefore the majority of sensibly dressed Apuk women, were in orbit, aboard their ships, or deployed to various colony worlds and watch posts.

Jerry exchanges salutes and a firm handshake with Vak'Lorish.

"It is a pleasure to meet you in person at last, Admiral."

"Likewise Bridger. I'm looking forward to sampling some human cuisine with my... special guest. That'll be part of the favor I owe you, and give me a chance to buy you a drink."

"Sure thing, just as soon as we get the reception for the princesses out of the way and get our new pilots aboard."

"Yeah exactly." Vak'Lorish leans in close. "Don't worry too much about the title of the top dog out of the pack of crowns behind me, she's alright."

Jerry just nods in response, PR smile firmly fixed to his face as Vak'Lorish stands aside and back, coming to attention and offering the Apuk Imperial salute herself to offer proper respect to the princesses she was escorting.

They're preceded by a far more traditionally dressed woman with a scroll, who curtseys to Bridger and his command staff before stepping aside.

Jerry exchanges a glance with Masha out of the corner of their eyes, clearly the yeomen had accurately named the arrivals as an Imperial party if they'd brought a herald with them.

With the senior ranking officer disembarking first to make an initial security inspection, the arrivals would then come in reverse rank order as determined by a very complex piece of ancient Apuk history that Masha couldn't fully explain and Jerry hadn't managed to understand.

"Announcing her royal highness, the Battle Princess Jahana'Denyali, of her Imperial Majesty's royal guard."

Now that got a reaction from Nara'Sarkin, a slight blanching around her cheeks at coming face to face after a long time with who Jerry suspected was her elder sister.

Princess Jahana'Denyali certainly looked the part of Nara's big sister. She looked like a more mature Nara. The family resemblance was very strong in the face and features, right down to the blonde hair and rich, sea blue eyes. Those eyes flash over to Nara immediately, and widen in recognition, but the shock doesn't reach the rest of her face, and doesn't break her version of the PR smile. Instead she curtseys, and receives Jerry's crisp salute in return before he kisses the back of her silk encased hand.

"Princess, welcome aboard."

"Captain Bridger, a pleasure to meet you in person at last. The Admiral has kept us all entertained with stories of your various exploits on the flight up."

Jerry resists shooting a glare at Vak'Lorish who he can tell without even looking has a shit eating grin on her face that could swallow a battleship.

"Whatever she or Apuk Imperial Intelligence has told you, madam, I can assure you it's all lies. Unless it's flattering in which case I must humbly confess it's the truth."

"Hah! All that and he’s charming too!"

Jahana'Denyali exchanges courtesies with Masha, now grinning far more freely.

"Masha'Nelindra, you are a sight for sore eyes. Keep a close eye on your husband, else he'll be leaving our world with a few extra Apuk brides!"

"Don't worry Jahana, as much of a warrior as I am, they need to fight their way past him first. As I'm sure the capital will see during the exhibition."

"I'm sure the show will be a marvel."

Another set of curtsies, and Jahana'Denyali moves herself to the side, standing with Vak'Lorish.

The herald adjusts her scroll again.

"Announcing her royal highness, the Battle Princess Yetena'Nelindra, of her Imperial Majesty's royal guard."

Jerry can feel Masha tense up slightly. This was it. The clan matriarch.

She was... smaller than expected. Which was very much on brand for the Apuk. A delicate and petite looking woman who was surrounded by a pastel poof of a dress that enhanced that delicate effect... and yet this battle princess was considered one of the more lethal alive today, hence her far less imposing appearance. Apuk power at its clearest.The more confident and powerful you were, the smaller you ended up being. The Empress practically looked like a girl by human standards for example. 

Another exchange of courtesies... but Yetena doesn't say a word, until turning to Masha.

"Niece, it is good to see you returned home... and married well at that. We welcome you and your mate, and would invite you to join us at the clan home, after your husband recovers from the bout."

Masha's spirits lifted immediately, that was a far warmer welcome than she'd been expecting from Yetena. The old woman had allegedly more or less written Masha off for dead when she'd diverged from the princess's path.

"We'd be honored Matriarch. Uhm..."

"Ask girl, you know we have no time for idle chatter."

"Of course. Who is the bout to be with? No one has told us yet... and I heard the command of the Imperial military district has changed. Which venerable warrior must my husband face on the field of honor?"

Yetena arches an eyebrow.

"You don't know? No old crone to face your husband this time girl. I hope you've prepared him well, and humans are as full of surprises as they're said to be... but his opponent is the final member of our party. Mind your manners so you don't lose your head."

Masha goes from happy to white as a sheet in a blink, impressive for the caramel skinned redhead.

"Not one of the old... then who?"

The herald coughs, more or less taking that as her cue. A horn plays what Jerry assumes is an Imperial fanfare before the herald calls out;

"Presenting, her Imperial highness, Imperial Battle Princess Aquilar'Victae Twice-Crowned!"

She was, perhaps, one of the most singularly striking women Jerry had ever seen.

Princess Aquilar'Victae doesn't walk through the airlock from the Apuk drop ship so much as she prowls through, with the natural liquid grace of a large feline predator. More dainty than many Apuk over all, she stood at a fairly normal height, and her toned musculature is blatant in the rare patch of exposed skin under the mix of dark blues of her dress. Her skin is white like moonlight, her hair black as raven feathers, and her eyes... were an icy white-blue, giving her a fearsome, predatory appearance. One not too far removed from the white tiger that had once hunted Jerry back on Earth.

The princess’s raven black locks were crowned, as her title implied, twice. Once with an Imperial crown, in gold, with what Jerry knew to be the marks of an Imperial princess, and then the more familiar traditional crown of a battle princess in silver, marking her not just as a daughter of the most powerful single combatant on Serbow, but a proven warrior in her own right.

Very few Imperial princesses bothered taking to the tournament field. Many of them could win, but the scandal and shame to the Imperial household if they didn't win would have been beyond description. So for this woman to join the tournament meant she was one of the most lethal combatants out of her entire family. A guaranteed win in the tournament. Someone the Empress herself was sure would take a second crown from her hand regardless of what twists or tricks any of the princess’s opponents might come up with. 

Jerry was a man who was not accustomed to feeling intimidated. He’d been taking challenges by the horns his entire life, and had generally come out on top, but when your opponent was that lethal… well. It was only sensible to feel just a bit of fear. Fear however, when you’d mastered it was fuel. Sure he was probably going to get his ass beat. He’d been training his ass off to try and get a draw after all, but he was going to almost certainly learn a lot… and it might even be fun if he kept the right attitude. 

He felt the strongest urge to bow to the royal beauty as she came to a halt in front of him, she exuded power and authority in a way that the other battle princesses simply didn’t. They were warriors. Skilled combatants worthy of respect. Just a look in their eyes told the tale… but this was an actual princess, and her every step seemed to demand fealty and compliance.

Now, any other man might have been a bit more impressed, or impacted by the… well, the imperial nature of the princess. Jerry, and the line he was born of however, didn’t bow to royalty back on Earth, and he sure as hell didn't see the need to start now, no matter how pretty the crowned head in question was, instead rendering another crisp salute, which is acknowledged with a curt nod of the princess's head.

"Princess, we're honored to have a member of the Imperial household come aboard."

Aquilar'Victae nods regally, casting her eyes around slowly, seemingly making eye contact with everyone in the room with a controlled, charming smile that was even more smooth than a well practiced PR grin. Jerry couldn't tell what her actual emotions were in the moment in the slightest, she was completely under control.

"So this is the ship of the famous warrior men from Cruel Space? With all these proud women around I would almost be confused, but you have all that hallmarks of a seasoned combatant, as do the young men in your color guard. The callus on your hands, what kind of weapon are they from?"

Jerry resists the desire to arch a brow. She'd picked out the calluses on his hands just from a glance when he raised his hand to salute?

"Your Highness, in Human philosophy, and in the Undaunted philosophy, the warrior is the weapon. So these calluses are from a great many different weapons, such as the war knife commando qualified personnel wear, swords of varying types, ranged weapons of every shape and form. My men and I even drill with sticks and stones to ensure that we are the weapon, and everything else is just a tool to modify how we employ ourselves. I suspect this philosophy is why many of our soldiers have smoothly adapted to axiom use and advanced tools like power armor. By making the mind flexible and adaptive, you adopt new things readily and easily. If not quite as easily as the young men who have come to settle on your world as sorcerers."

"I see that Humans are in fact, as I have been told, a laudable attitude. Worthy of an Apex species. I trust our duel will be a stimulating exercise."

"I will certainly endeavor to surprise you, highness."

Aquilar'Victae smiled then. Her real smile Jerry was certain, an expression that was completely at odds with her cold demeanor. Her real smile could warm up a man freezing to death in a snowstorm. Perhaps the Imperial princess wasn't an ice princess after all underneath the public persona? It bore further investigation.

"I shall look forward to it. Now, I do believe we have things to attend to... Admiral Vak'Lorish's pilots should be arriving... how long, Admiral?"

Vak'Lorish checks the chronometer on her wrist with a flourish before stepping forward and bowing slightly.

"Fifteen minutes m'lady."

"We've prepared a bay for their arrival with Commander Masha'Nelindra's Starblade." Jerry notes.

"Then let us greet them. It would be a shame if they missed the reception."

Another gigawatt smile from Aquilar. Jerry simply nods and gestures towards the door.

"By all means. Detail! Dismissed! Paladins! Escort our guests to the Starblade flight's hangar."
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Jerry stands still, waiting as his guests leave with their escort. He jerks his head to the left to Vera and the last of the paladins.

"You all run along. I have one last guest to attend to."

The remaining paladins give Jerry an odd look, but quickly file out of the room as bidden, leaving Jerry seemingly alone.

He looks around for a second and finally speaks in a soft, conversational tone.

("Chotto matte hanashi ga aru.")

The faintest glimmer that had been creeping along the far bulkhead comes to a sudden stop, and Daiki Koga reveals himself before offering a crisp salute, which Jerry returns with parade ground precision.

("How did you know?")

("I was a stealth warrior before my sensei taught me the ways of Togakure-ryū, and I've only been made sharper in the arts of stealth after marrying a Yauya huntsmistress.")

("Ah, I see, I am outplayed then.")

("Just a little. I was also taking a guess. Your message the other week was rather cryptic, but I did invite you to come aboard. What can I do for you Koga-san?")

Koga adjusts his glasses before stepping a bit closer and switching to Galactic Trade from Japanese.

"Your Japanese is excellent."

Jerry waves off the compliment.

"My Japanese is rusty, I haven't had a chance to speak nihongo since we left Earth."

"Did you truly study the ways of Togakure-ryū?"

"Yes, I had the honor of studying at the hand of Hatsumi Masaaki Soke in Japan several times while I was stationed there."

"An honor indeed, perhaps we could exchange notes while you're on Serbow? My grandfather left me some material, and I have some ancient texts..."

"I have a wealth of information from Togakure-ryū and the Bujinkan on the history of the ninja, their faith, their techniques and so forth that you might find useful in your village. They're even available in English for some of your less culturally robust students."

Koga nods. "I would be very grateful to receive such a gift."

"In the spirit of our brother art forms I would be honored to give it, but digital copies of dusty old scrolls and manuscripts are not what bring you here today is it Koga-san? Or is the proper title Baron now?"

The bespectacled ninja adjusts his glasses and chuckles. "I see news of my exploits have made it off world."

"Intelligence knows everything Mr. Koga, and having a friendly barony under lady Uth’Tier to possibly use as a fallback point was considered vital security information. My apologies for the spies breaching your privacy if that wasn't open knowledge."

"Ah no, something of an open secret for now, so perhaps not a baron just yet... though I believe I might also need to refer to you as lord?"

"Just Jerry will do in private, trust me, I don't need anyone encouraging my paladins to call me anything but Captain. Still, what brings you here Daiki? What can I do for you?"

Koga nods, allowing the change in formality.

"Simply put Jerry, I would like your family business to invest in the Tier barony. I wish to aid my... well I suppose she is my wife. Our presence is valuable. As is the presence of my second... wife, odd as that is to say, Battle Princess Teri'Fwus, but the Tier barony is currently quite poor, but I believe it has significant potential, potential that I think you are well situated to exploit."

Jerry nods, stroking his chin with his thumb for a moment as he tries to remember the briefing on the Tier Barony.

"Hmmm, if I recall it's land locked, and while accessible from orbit, the money simply hasn't existed for building a commercial spaceport of any scale. Primary exports are luxury goods, especially high quality food stuff, is that about right?"

"It is. The land is rich and healthy, and with a sorcerer's gentle nudging can only become more fertile and abundant. We’ve also been increasing our defenses after the recent attack on Nodawk City, one of the major settlements in the hold. Are you familiar with the incident?”

“I remember reading the briefing on it, but please refresh my memory.”

“A couple of the Tier barony’s neighbors made a cross border raid with a full combined arms battalion to raze Nodawk city to the ground. The goal was to cripple the agricultural business at the core of the Tier barony’s economy to allow outside influences to buy in or buy out at rock bottom prices. At the cost of tens of thousands of lives. They also prepared a false flag operation in case a sorcerer was made. Are you familiar with that process?”

Jerry thinks for a second. “Basically something terrible sends a young Apuk male scrambling into The Dark Forest, which is itself, a massive axiom entity that has existed for an incalculable amount of time. Sorcerers who survive inevitably emerge from the woods to take revenge at a scale that normally requires an orbital bombardment to match. Sorcerers are monstrous combatants, and even battle princesses, some of the most lethal fighters in the galaxy, are helpless in single combat with them.”

“Correct, Brin’Char, a senior sorcerer of the original tradition was subdued by a group of twenty battle princesses during his original crusade some eight hundred years ago. He killed eight of them I believe, and wounded several more, before they could neutralize him as a threat. For the amount of damage he did that’s considered surprisingly low casualties for the princesses.”

Jerry’s eyes widen in recognition. “Brin’Char, he’s the guy who had all those horror movies made about him right? The one who did the Crown Busting 101 class that you disseminated to the fleet?”

Koga nods. “That’s him.”

“He’s nearly a thousand years old?”

“Yes, and significantly more mellow now, though he uh. Well. We had a recent incident when a major criminal organization on world, the Orega girls. The same group that hurt Brin’Char and his brother all that time ago. I suggest you read the after action report about the Orega Girls incident, he… can certainly still bring his old school wrath.”

“Right, back to the subject though. You and the rest of our nerd squad turned ninjas, the human sorcerers, broke the attack on Nodawk, then brought the perpetrators to the sorcerer they had made, and he carried out his revenge, limiting collateral damage right?”

“Exactly. Cals’Tarn is the new sorcerer’s name. It also taught us that surgical strikes instead of mass action can make people very cooperative on Serbow. The heiress of one of the perpetrators has been quite enthusiastic in helping rebuild Nodawk city. She might well end up as an ally of the Tier barony at this rate.”

“Heh. Sounds like a woman with good self preservation instincts. So the Tier barony is a somewhat poor area that humanity has a direct interest in, and recently suffered a major military attack. Where do we come in?”

Koga nods. “To the point then. The Empress recently remarked to her court about the gift of wagyu beef that your family and the Apuk representative to the council made to the imperial household, how delectable it was and how much her family enjoyed it. It was an example of just how pleasant trade could be with the Undaunted even though we seem to predominantly be a military force, if only at first blush."

"Ah, that explains the rush of orders we got from Serbow."

"It does indeed. I was thinking, considering the market for meat on this world of carnivores, and the growing Undaunted presence, that this would be a good location for one of your permanent facilities. I know you're negotiating a facility on the Yauya homeworld. With Uth'Tier rubber stamping the paperwork it would be a done deal far faster than going through normal civil administration procedures."

"That would be quite valuable, and if the land is as rich as you say, this would be a ripe opportunity for us to start one of our ranches. We'd been intending to produce American style Black Angus and Japanese style Wagyu with the full traditional procedures found in Kobe. There's also been discussion of limited dairy farming, primarily for cheese production. Most human cheeses are suited for a galactic palate, and frankly the Undaunted would probably buy up as much production as we can generate."

Jerry paces for a second, thinking out loud for a moment.

"We'd intended for facility one to be on Bruel, an easy investment and employment opportunity for the growing colony, but with immediate government approval and a little help easing the paperwork for purchasing the various types of equipment we'd need... yes. That has a great deal of potential. We might even be willing to go in half on a small commercial star port with the Tier barony if that would be amiable."

Daiki nods. "I do believe it would be. We might even be able to receive a grant for that project from Admiral Cistern. We’ve been negotiating to make the Tier barony the site of the Undaunted embassy on Serbow. So star port and air access would be useful for the embassy, and with an Undaunted buy in, it would leave the star port partially in Undaunted control. That would be an even bigger political and commercial win for the barony."

"We'd help a lot of people, and probably help your wife fend off her various rivals. Though I imagine having an army of sorcerers nearby and a Battle Princess as a sister-wife helps the Tier barony's defenses significantly."

"Very significantly, Teri'Fwus is the first battle princess resident of the Tier barony in a few centuries. It will also bring us closer to the Imperial crown, and mark us out to the Empress. We might even be able to arrange for an Imperial endorsement of your enterprises on the planet, in addition to the ones our other food stuff groups have recently received. Prestige and quality make for a heady combo."

"They do indeed. The hand raised cattle in particular would command an enormous premium to carnivores, and as we scale up operations we'd likely be able to make good quality fresh raised beef and other meat available to the common Apuk citizen too, in addition to cloned meat. Which would help us integrate into their culture. Human goods on the table, humans walking around normally on the streets. We've been invited to live on another planet's cradle world. In the end, it's only right to return our host's hospitality is it not?"

"It is, and all the better if you can become obscenely wealthy in the process."

"Nothing obscene about earning money through careful skill and honest labor. We'll have to discuss this in detail with the Baroness and my wife, Sylindra, she's the head of the commercial operation, but I have no doubt she's going to see the opportunity and take it with both hands. One doesn't stay successful on Centris for decades without knowing not to look a gift dragon in the mouth. Plus with all the taxes and all the traffic coming through the barony I imagine that your honored spouse will become significantly more comfortable wealth wise than she may have been previously."

Koga nods, grinning just a little. "Indeed, the benefit was not lost on me. I have no concern for such things in the direct sense. The forest provides after all, but that wealth sees to the care and feeding of my wives, and our eventual children, and to the people that I suppose I will be liege to. The Tier barony are known as paupers... and after some of things I've seen, I'm not entirely sure that's a bad thing, but I will not stand for people looking down on my family, if that means we need to out compete them commercially, then so be it. The money will also let us strengthen our defenses, our spy network... I will not let us be taken advantage of again or be seen as easy prey."

Jerry nods, smiling wryly. "I can't imagine many people would make that mistake with you boys around."

"You'd be surprised. Many of the nobility of this world are as the nobility of our world, spoiled, ignorant and foolish. Hence their readily throwing away so many lives with their attack on the Tier barony. They thought nothing of 'cleansing' the entire city... all for not even that much money."

"I think the reality that sin is still universal, that greed and avarice haunt the stars just as much as they haunt our home is disappointing for all of us. I know I harbored some small hope that the galaxy would have overcome such things, eternal life, abundant, near unlimited energy, all this wealth... and still some people cannot be sated."

"Gluttony is a great sin in many cultures, whether for food or coin, to scorn these sinners is the duty of all upright and just men." 

Koga intones, waiting for Jerry to respond.

"To receive humbly, and to remain humble is the mark of an honest man. Pride goes before the fall after all... and nothing is more prideful than a man who believes he deserves all the good he receives in the world."

The two men fall silent, mutually considering the philosophical part of their discussion for a few moments.

Finally, Jerry breaks the silence.

"We'll need a good administrator on world, do you happen to know any one?"

"As a matter of fact, I do. One of my men, Dale, recently married two Apuk women, and adopted their children. He was pretty much a surrogate father for their sons already, so really it was just a matter of time before the two women decided they'd rather he be their actual father, not just act the role. Everyone could see it, except Dale himself."

"If I'm remembering the right man, he's a Southern gentleman, he was probably ignoring it to a degree as he worked out his own feelings on the subject. Polygamy's a strange thing for most of our people in the end, and just because it's galactic standard doesn't mean you have to rush into anything."

That got another grin from Koga.

"You seem to have done quite well rushing into marriage kanchou-dono."

"Don't you even start with that level of formality or I start addressing you only as baron or soke in public."

"Oooh, well played Jerry. Still, methinks you didn't exactly practice your own advice."

"What happened, happened in the end." Jerry grins, remembering the hectic time period in which he married Syl's eight sisters. "Looking back I'd rather have paced it out just a touch, but I certainly can't complain about the results. I am very blessed, and humbled to have such women in my life."

"Again, another honorable mark on your name."

Jerry nods. "Back to the point though, one of Dale's wives?"

"Ah yes, Marli'Moro is her name, she is a very able administrator and lawyer I believe. We also have the father of one of our boys, the Apuk students I mean, he too is also a capable administrator. He presently works for a city hospital. Well compensated, but we could likely lure him away without too much effort. He's a good man Jerry. She's a good woman. They'd do right by your family and your business."

"Sounds promising, Marli'Moro would probably do fine as Executive President for Serbow or some such title and perhaps this other gentleman as the operations chief or something similar?"

"Marli'Moro wouldn't let you down in a leadership role, she's quite a charming woman as well. She'd make a good face of the company as an executive can need to be at times. She greeted my wives as if they were old friends while still being properly respectful due to their differences in station. She instantly had Uth'Tier and Teri'Fwus at ease in a literal blink of an eye. It was incredibly impressive to watch honestly. I was even caught up in it. If I didn't know better I'd say Dale had been teaching her some of the social manipulation tricks the ninja practiced."

"Well Daiki, I think we have ourselves the start of a plan, but I need to catch up to my guests... we have my new pilots arriving soon and I need to be on hand to greet them. Would you care to join us? Or shall I call for a shuttle to take you back to the surface?"

Koga bows lightly.

"Oh no, I'll show myself out. I'll contact Madame Sylindra's secretary about setting up a formal meeting in the next week or two with my wives, Marli'Moro and other interested parties."

"Excellent, I look forward to doing business with you."

"Likewise. Ja ne!"

The suddenly flippant salutation caught Bridger off guard for a moment, as the young ninja master vanished in an odd twist of axiom that Jerry assumed was a wood walk. For his part, he simply shakes his head with a smile, and leaves the room, he had his own work to attend to after all.
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Jerry catches up to the group easily with his quick, business-like stride, falling in next to the Imperial Princess to provide proper escort as Masha is already occupied quietly chatting with her Aunt... and the two sisters are seemingly doing their best to pretend the other isn't present.  

"My apologies for leaving you unattended for a moment, I had to deal with an unscheduled guest, but not an unwelcome one." 

Aquilar'Victae gives Jerry an odd look... she was trying to look concerned, but there was a sort of subtle anger in those icy eyes of hers that made Jerry shiver... and hinted at something more going on behind the scenes in that lovely crowned head.  

"...Did someone else emerge from our transport? If one of my escorts or staff emerged to try and find a husband or Goddess forbid, dared to... hit on you... or some such nonsense I assure you they'll be severely punished." 

Jerry raises his hands in a placating gesture. 

"Oh no, not at all like that Princess. One of your honored mother's sorcerers hitched a ride off world. We'd spoken previously about a business opportunity and he wanted to discuss it for a few moments and set up a meeting for later on during our stay."

That mollifies the princess a little bit, the anger receding from her eyes and leaving mild concern behind instead. 

"Did he not wish to join the reception? Not that one can really stop a sorcerer per se, but I'd have preferred he made himself known and traveled openly with us instead of... however he got aboard." 

"I get the feeling that he's not one for parties or events, or much in the way of being social at all if he can avoid it. I suspect he took the route he did because it would cause the least amount of hassle to all involved. I offered him a shuttle back planetside, but he said he'd show himself out and vanished in what I assume was the sorcerer’s woods walk technique." 

Jerry can't help but smile at that. It had been hammy, but marvelously so. 

Aquilar'Victar nods slowly. "Yes, that does sound like a sorcerer, especially a Human one. They're... interesting men really. Sorcerers in general that is. Powerful beyond reckoning, respected, desired... and yet most, if not all are either rather reserved, even insular, or have learned to wield their status in such a way that subtlety is lost on them, but even these more social sorcerers are, save for the Humans who have come to live on my beloved homeworld, loners for the most part. That they organize at all is... concerning, and a sign of how you Humans are changing things. That they are aligned with my mother grants her a great degree of power. Power that even her battle princesses can't match."

The princess considers her words for a moment.

 "Every orphan boy or terrified son of the Apuk who runs for the woods in the night will have a fairy godmother in my mother if she's planning what I suspect she is. They will love her... and they will aid her in ways I doubt most of us will ever know... and I further suspect I shall sleep more soundly for not knowing of such business. I suppose it shall also be a great boon to some of my sisters in more mundane terms. I believe Mother is quite eager to get some Humans married into the Imperial household. No better way to cement an alliance than blood ties as far as the Apuk are concerned." 

"Hmmm. Interesting point, I'll have to pass that one on to Cistern. Still, it almost sounds like you have no interest in getting a sorcerer husband yourself. Do you mind if I ask why? My wife Masha'Nelindra tells me that for Apuk society a sorcerer husband is perhaps as choice a prize as it's possible to win, so it's quite a departure from what we understand as Apuk social norms."

"I! ah!" 

Well, that was interesting, the dusky color Jerry associated with an Apuk blush on Aquilar's cheeks struck Jerry as a completely honest reaction. He'd caught her flat footed with what he'd thought was a fairly simple cultural question. Then again... inquiring as to the type of husband a woman might want to seek was almost certainly rather personal, and could easily be taken as expressing interest himself. He resists smacking himself in the forehead, and turns his head to apologize, only to be preempted by the princess, who was staring at the floor as she began to speak.

"You surprised me, truly Humans are quite... forward, even for an Apex species. You are correct with your insight, I would not seek a sorcerer. The same things that make or mark a sorcerer generally do not appeal to me. Their insular, secretive nature. They are not warriors after all. A sorcerer is nature's fury, the forest's wrath made manifest. They are rage, and hatred, and there is great power in emotion, but that is not the warrior's way. 

The Princess tilts her chin up slightly, eyes sparkling as if she was addressing an entire battalion of her warriors to extol the virtues that clearly meant the most to her. 

"Discipline. Wisdom. The will to command and the ability to inspire your warriors. I have done my mother great service in the Imperial military under an assumed name. Only recently with my promotion to commanding the garrison in the capital have I started to wear my second crown. I... know it is a tall order, but that's more the kind of man I seek. Someone who could do that... or compliment what I do and how I do it. A sorcerer would be... too discordant. Too different. I want a love where everything comes together in a harmonious marching song and I-" 

Aquilar'Victae dainty covers her mouth with a silk gloved hand. 

"Ah, I forget myself, please, forgive my indiscretion Captain Bridger."

"Not at all Princess, you speak so passionately and with such rich descriptions I'm happy to listen if you wish to speak." 

She glances over at him, just a hint of nervousness escaping before the mask of her public persona slams back into place.

"Perhaps... later, then. After the formal business is concluded." 

"I'd like that. We have a special meal waiting for you, the other princesses and to send aboard your ship for any staff you've brought. Human delicacies that are suitable for a carnivore's palate.”

Aquilar'Victae perks up immediately, and Jerry swears he can hear her tail wagging under her gown. 

"Perhaps some of the... Wagyu my mother's court received?" 

"Some of it to be sure. I'm told it was very well received." 

"If it was any better received my mother likely would have adopted you as the man responsible for such a gift."

Jerry can't help but beam with pride at that. Working out how to clone and knit wagyu together had been a hell of a project with Syl and Nadi, but even royalty couldn't get enough of it!

"High praise indeed. I'm sure she'll be excited to hear that the meeting I just arranged was to potentially raise live cattle in the traditional way here on Serbow. The cloned wagyu is fantastic, but I think you'll quite enjoy the fruits of the labor involved in grass fed, hand raised beef in the traditional method native to Japan. We're also looking at some other varieties of cattle that are a bit more mundane but are still exceptionally delicious." 

"Goddess's shell, you can't just say things like that to a woman you know!" 

Aquilar'Victae lets out a bark of laughter at her joke, a slightly rougher personality that Jerry figured was the actual warrior woman behind the princess personality coming through for a brief second.

"Still, such a business would be a great boon to whatever of the fiefdoms became the site of it, as it would certainly receive an imperial endorsement almost as soon as the foundations were laid, and the ink dried on the contract."

"That's more or less what our sorcerer friend thought. Considering recent events I'm sure you can guess where we're likely to set up." 

"Hmmm..." 

Aquilar'Victae considers that for a moment. 

"Ah yes. The Tier barony perhaps? Which would likely make my unscheduled guest Daiki Koga. I shall be sure to message him and ask that he simply request a flight, or request to join an Imperial visitation up to any orbital rendezvous he needs to make in the future. Still, it would be good to have nice things happen to the Tier family. Baroness Uth'Tier's mother was very kind to me as a girl when she came to court, and I've always enjoyed the landscape there. So rich and green with bright skies. It's a beautiful place really, and the Dark Forest looming on its borders adds a little hint of mystery and danger." 

"You're quite the romantic Princess, and with a description like that, I'd almost take you for a writer." 

Anyone but Jerry likely wouldn't have noticed, but his innocent compliment nearly knocked Aquilar'Victae off balance. She stumbled for the absolute fraction of a second before recovering herself, the princess personality back in place, her slightly thawed eyes freezing up a bit again. 

"What ever would make you say that, Captain?" 

"Nothing my lady, simply complimenting your linguistic skill, you're very talented at describing your homeworld. It makes me eager to visit. It's a bit of a shame we have to have a duel at the start, but it is the way of your people, and I am happy to participate in such traditions." 

The Princess nods regally, but keeps her peace, clearly lost in thought as they make it to the hangar that currently housed only Masha's star blade fighter. 

No sooner has the official party arrived, than the announcement system crackles to life, with space traffic control's comm channel. 

"Starblade flight, you are cleared to hangar four charlie, beacon is to your nav computers... now."

"Copy that control, we have the beacon. Starblade flight is proceeding as ordered." A crisp female voice responds over the comm channel. 

"Call us if you need us starblade, and welcome home." 

The armored hangar bay doors smoothly slide open, the light blue axiom field that kept the atmosphere of the hangar bay inside glowing softly with a reassuring light. After a few moments of peaceful silence, something moves in the black. Beyond the axiom field three glimmering stars come into view on the far side of the axiom barrier that kept the hangar's atmosphere in during regular flight operations. 

During combat launches, with the spacecraft launching forward on their catapults, or craft making emergency landings, they were moving too fast for the fields, and the risk of explosive decompression was great. So the hangars had the atmosphere pulled out via powerful vacuums, and the axiom safety fields were shut down. Standard procedure would see the fields restored for normal recovery operations after the battle was won. 

Today however, the sporty, aggressive star blades were moving at a near crawl, but such was their design, that they looked like they were moving far faster than they were. The flight drops into position in a tight diamond pattern, flying fingertip formation in a very impressive display of flying skill. They fan out on anti grav bringing themselves into perfect alignment with Masha's own star blade and begin shutting down their engines as they swing around in perfect sync and gently drift down to the deck. 

Jerry can't hide a smile and gives the display an approving nod. 

"Cocky bastards." He chuckles. 

Three cockpits open, and three women climb out, again moving in perfect unison. Clearly this had been practiced and drilled. Joining the service of a new ally, in front of an Imperial princess? Jerry would have had his pilots doing the same. Nothing quite like making a proper impression with a new friend or a new boss. 

The three women form up and march straight to Jerry, not to the Admiral, not to the princess. Their laser focus was on him and him alone. As one, the three Apuk women kneel, and the one who had taken the lead of the small group finally speaks. 

"My lord, by the will of the Empress, we have come to join your *war banner*, to serve you as we would her. Point us at our enemies, so we can burn their hearts out with Apuk star fire at its finest." 

Exactly what Masha had anticipated would happen, there was more going on here than just three fighter pilots joining his command. Luckily he'd prepared for exactly this. 

*We welcome your swords to our service, and gladly join your flames with our own. Rise, my warriors, for though you may serve me, you need not kneel. Save your reverence for her Imperial majesty, for I am merely a mortal, merely a warrior, who is honored by your fealty.* 

The flawless cinder tongue caught every Apuk in the room flat footed, save Masha, who was grinning like a mad woman. It had taken a good two weeks of practice to get that little speech down perfectly. 

The Apuk recover quickly and return to their feet as bidden, and Jerry gets a good look at his new pilots. 

The first was another of the fierce redheads endemic to the world, her pale skin and rich, vibrant purple eyes marking her out from Masha, who had a similar hair color. Her facial expression was the mask of the professional soldier, keeping herself perfectly under control. 

The woman to the left, the most junior, was a blue eyed blonde with dusky skin. She couldn't keep the smile off her face. It was clear she was excited. Excited to be on this adventure, excited to have been selected for this assignment. Possibly just excited in general really. 

The last woman though... was a somewhat familiar face. A bit narrow, with sharp cheekbones... and golden eyes that managed to be cold even with their warm colors. Jerry can't resist lifting an eyebrow at that. This was very clearly a daughter of Admiral Vak'Lorish, or some other close family relation, and that spoke leagues about the admiral's opinion of him. 

The first woman snaps up a more proper Human style salute this time. "Lieutenant Tosa'Rokvet, reporting as ordered." 

The second most senior, already wearing the Undaunted rank insignia for a Lieutenant Junior Grade, steps forward smartly and offers her own salute. 

"Lieutenant Narsa'Lorish, reporting as ordered." 

Finally the bouncy young Flight Officer steps forward and salutes with a smile and a flourish. 

"Flight Officer Varya'Nelkn, reporting as ordered." 

Jerry crisply returns the salutes. 

"At ease ladies, and welcome aboard. We are quite grateful to receive your service, and the service of your support team. As you may have heard from Admiral Vak'Lorish, we have plenty of work for you all to do, especially once we leave prosperous space and return to our duties servicing Undaunted facilities in deep space and facilitating various operations be they overt, covert or commercial." 

Jerry paces a few steps, the movement ensuring every eye in the room is entirely on him.

"If you want action, you'll get it. If you want adventure I can out right promise it. If you want to see the galaxy point at a star with something interesting around it we'll have a loot. While you're aboard this ship you're part of my extended family, among my numerous daughters and sons... and as a proud patriarch I wish only to see you develop and grow as talented young women and as talented young officers. My door is always open, as is Masha's, and your squadron commanding officer, Commander Sarkin. If you need something say something. Especially if it's something we can't get outside of the core worlds or Apuk space." 

Tosa'Rokvet takes another step forward, clearly stepping up to speak for her subordinates. 

"We thank you for your warm and generous welcome Captain, and are honored to have been selected to serve under your command." 

Jerry nods solemnly and intones. 

"Welcome home." 

Before breaking into a broad smile. 

"Alright, that's the formalities out of the way. Major Dertann, if you could give Captain Tex a heads up that we're on our way with the official diplomatic party and our new ship mates?" 

Nikita snaps to and nods sharply.  "Aye aye, sir!" Before turning to pull her communicator out of her belt. 

Jerry reaches out a hand and summons his cloak from where it had been stashed earlier. The blue material ripples slightly as the fur lined collar settles into place around his neck and shoulders before gesturing towards the passageway with a slight bow and a flourish worthy of a stage magician. 

"If our honored guests and our new friends could please follow the ladies in the red cloaks, we've prepared a reception for you... and I just bet you're going to have to taste it to believe it.” 
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Two things reach out to greet the attendees to the event, before the door into the forward observation lounge even comes into view. First are the sounds of a violin being played. Jerry had done a little snooping of his own, and had made some arrangements for their special guests. He wasn’t a diplomat by his own account, but he certainly knew how to showcase human culture to an important ally. 

So he’d arranged for a special musician to be sitting by the screen that displayed a stunning view of Serbow. Diana Lawson was no less stunning in a black gown that swirled around her and made her red hair look like a wildfire. She had been the mysterious violinist at Nezbet’s dinner, and she was, perhaps, without boasting, the most talented violinist off Earth, playing at a world class level back home. 

The strains of Oro Se Do Bheatha 'Bhaile, a traditional Irish welcoming song that Jerry’s family had always sung alongside a similar song of Sioux origin echo down the passageway as Diana’s voice echoes with verses in Irish Gaelic. 

"Óró 'Sé do bheatha 'bhaile, Anois ar theacht an tsamhraidh!..." Or, in English 'Oh-ro, You're welcome home, Now that summer's coming!...'

The next thing that hits the assembled group is the mouthwatering scent of cooking meat.

When presenting a room for an event, one of the most critical things is that it should engage all the senses. Different audiences have different aesthetic tastes or course, but especially in the wider galaxy they also focus on different senses. 

If one was presenting a room for a reception for a Phosa delegation, one would want a multilayered and detailed soundscape to immerse them in. 

For a Cannidor, who are more physical and visual, martial splendor is the way to go. 

Apuk on the other hand are a bit more complicated. While they certainly appreciate their pageantry, Tex had made a compelling argument based on his reading of the Village reports and on talking with Masha and Nara, that the Apuk would be best served by luring them in... by scent. 

Now Jerry figured that was at least partially Tex tooting his own horn, and Tex looking for an excuse to get out of work to cook BBQ for half the ship again. Damned if it hadn't worked perfectly though. 

The Apuk delegation and the Tear's newest pilots all but floated through the door to the forward observation lounge that had been earmarked for the reception of the royal envoys from Serbow.

There was a little something of everything. 

Steaks to order of course, they weren't savages after all. Roast chicken. Korean style BBQ. Bacon wrapped meat treats. Galactic safe rib tips and the pork dish known as Rillons, which Jerry liked to call dog treats for people. A whole host of pork belly selections really, an easy bet considering pork had proved as popular with most galactic carnivores as it had with humans. 

The most out there dish for the Apuk palate was a made to order bahn mi sandwiches, which had a carnivore bread option based on the carnivore pizza dough some mad genius had worked out, and it quickly proved to be as popular as anything else. The crunch, slight heat and sweetness of the bare minimum of the pickled vegetables did as much to enrich the delectable crispy pork belly for the Apuk as it did for humans. 

Ribs, bacon, sausages fresh off the grill, it was an absolute meat carnival. 

Jerry offered a small prayer of thanks to whoever wanted to hear that galactic medicine had rendered things like 'cholesterol' past tense, and resolved to have a salad for dinner as he quietly observed his guests.

He'd never tell the Apuk this, but it was in point of fact, absolutely hilarious to watch the Princesses. The sight of well heeled, well dressed women trying to resist tearing into various pieces of meat like the warriors they were because there were gentlemen present and they were on official business might have been one of the funniest things Jerry had seen in weeks. 

Less hilarious had been watching Aquilar'Victae request a raw steak and then cook it to perfection with her masterful control of green warfire. 

"I'm going to have to fight her?" 

Masha nudges her husband's shoulder. 

"You've got this. Just do what we planned and she'll be too off balance to really get to work trying to roast you to death... plus you're human, and explicitly not a sorcerer. She thinks you're significantly less heat resistant than you actually are. She doesn't know about the brands. She'll probably be reluctant to use warfire. This is just an exhibition match after all, you're not actually trying to kill each other."

"Fair point, darling." 

Jerry surveys the room again, watching the interplay at work. The three pilots are mostly with their squadron mates, chatting happily and doing exactly what Jerry had hoped they would, keeping the mood of the room as light, friendly and cheery as possible. Their spirits were dampened somewhat by the presence of Vak'Lorish, who was more or less sticking around her daughter, but the old warrior was quickly winning the squadron over despite the heavy metal on her uniform. 

Aquilar'Victae and Yetena'Nelindra were being effortlessly entertained by a radiant Syl, who had managed to match and differentiate herself from the Apuk by going for a far more tightly fit silk gown with an over robe that looked almost like a hybrid of a qipao and a kimono. She was absolutely stunning in it, and Jerry had a hard time taking his eyes off her... though it was quite possible that was Jerry's bias towards his own wife talking. 

That left the last princess... Jerry locates Jahana'Denyali and feels the bottom of his stomach drop out. He'd been anticipating something would happen between the sisters as soon as he recognized Jahana as Nara's sister... but it was coming up fast.

He quietly steers Masha over closer to Nara while getting Tyler's attention and getting him moving too, just in case someone needed to intervene. Jerry didn't expect any violence... but family trouble could spell disaster for a serious diplomatic event, and better he or Tyler jump on the fire than one of the diplomats, especially in this case. 

It was the one issue with diplomats... a lot of them simply had no idea what to do with warriors, and while this was possible bad blood in the family, it was bad blood between a fierce warrior race that the trained diplomats had had... issues with. When they weren't dealing with their counterparts specifically that is. As soon as battle royalty in particular got involved, they were lost in the sauce. 

Jerry gets into range just in time to hear;

"I did not expect to find you here of all places."

Jahana's tone is gentle, placating. At odds from the strange mix of emotions she was giving off at the moment. 

"I... did not expect to be here." 

"I see you're married now, and… gravid? Congratulations." 

There’s a note of pain that leaks into Jahana’s tone this time, no mistaking that, and the reaction on Nara’s face is less like her sister had congratulated her and more like she’d slapped her, her face contorting before settling back on a slightly glum expression, unable to meet Jahana’s eyes.

"Thank you. It is... more than I deserve perhaps." 

"Nara'Denyali, my dear sister, you deserve everything you have in your life. Only you can't see that." 

"Sarkin." Says Nara quietly, unable to meet her sister's eyes.

"I beg your pardon?" 

"It's Sarkin now. My name is Nara'Sarkin. I took my husband's clan name, as the humans do." 

Jahana rocks back on her heels, and Jerry doesn't need axiom to feel shock and an immense sadness radiating off the other woman. 

"Do you hate us so much that you would erase your own clan name?" 

"No! Not you! Never you!" Nara looks up, distraught, but bolder now, finding her footing emotionally perhaps. "Me. I hate myself. Or rather... I hated myself. You know why. It's why I left. Why I stayed away." 

Jahana reaches out and gently touches her sister's shoulder. 

"Nara, it was an accident..." 

"I know! I know it was an accident. I did it. I was there. That it was an accident almost makes it worse... but that was Nara'Denyali... and when I met Tyler. When I forgave myself... I thought it was time to let Nara'Denyali rest. Maybe under this name, I can be someone you can respect." 

Jerry isn't sure what reaction Nara was expecting from Jahana, but whatever it was, it was clearly wrong. Nara was wincing as if anticipating a blow from her elder sister... and her eyes opening in shock as Jahana pulls her into a bear hug, made only slightly awkward by the poofy Apuk dresses both women wore. 

"Oh Nara, you never had to worry about that. Not ever. Not from anyone in either of our families. We all love you. We just want you to come home, and if you can't come home, we want you to be happy, no matter what name you're going by." 

Jerry jerks a head quietly to Tyler as the women's conversation drops to more hushed whispers. No confrontation or wounds there, just healing... albeit in a rather awkward spot to have some healing, but as passionate a species as the Apuk were, Jerry suspected there'd be a decent bit of grace for this sort of thing at social events. Tyler filters back towards his pilots and Jerry finds himself and Masha meeting the Nelindra clan matriarch. 

"Boy. Fetch us some drinks." 

Jerry arches an eyebrow, feeling heat rise from his sternum. It was a hell of a bit of emotional whiplash, concern for Nara melted by a desire to show his arrogant in-law who’s boss… Yet. That wasn’t the proper way to conduct himself, was it? 

A single breath cleanses the errant emotion. He needed to be calm. In control. Focused. He needed to See. Not just react. Looking properly, the axiom was calm, but the look in the old woman's eyes... This was a test, not an insult. 

"Begging your pardon madam, but I am, in human parlance, a grown ass man, and I will not be given orders like a servant on my own warship. If that offends your warrior honor we can go have it out in one of the cargo bays because I don't give a raven feather for your crown or not. I will not be disrespected just because you're lethal. You're a lethal single combatant, as am I. We've likely both killed more beings than either of us can count, and we’ve family ties by marriage, so let's agree to get along." 

Masha is clinging to Jerry's arm a bit more tightly now, as if worried her aunt will lash out or something... but instead the old woman simply chortles and offers them a pleased smile. 

"Some fire indeed. More fire than many an Apuk man to be sure, more fire perhaps than a sorcerer in some ways. Sorcerers are a wild fire. Your fire is tamed. Mastered. I apologize, Captain Bridger, my dear niece. I did believe Masha’s boasting about her new husband. She’s never been one to boast idly, and the footage that's circulated on the 'Net was... entertaining to say the least. Still. I had to test you all the same. This is a new species. A new addition to our clan and kin." 

Masha deflates slightly. 

"I suppose I should be grateful you didn't demand to duel him as well as Princess Aquilar." 

Yetena snorts, a brief spurt of green flame coming from her curled lip. "Oh a few centuries ago I would have. With age comes wisdom in the end, and I have learned much in this last century of life. Joining the Royal Guard, serving in the Imperial Military has also broadened my horizons, though I have thankfully been allowed to return home to Serbow after finishing my term of service to my empress." 

Jerry perks up, sensing a good entry point. "Is that how it works? If you join the Imperial military from Serbow that's it?" 

"More or less. There's exceptions. Common soldiers can return after their tours, but most soldiers, sailors and Marines come from the Apuk colony worlds. They are more loyal to the Empress, and their worlds are more in need of what the Imperial military provides. Battle Princesses make up a large portion of the officer corps, and from the elite flag officers, and especially battle royalty, new nobility is frequently elevated off world to actually control planets. Old money, old nobility has their own territory at times at the fringes of our space, their own colony projects that they self funded, and nobles of course can own property on any colony world if they can afford it... but the government itself, and much of the people belong to the Empress."

Jerry nods. "We'd heard as much, but it's nice to have it confirmed. Seems the Empress plays the game very well indeed." 

"She is the empress for a reason, nephew, and not just because she is a singularly lethal warrior." 

"Have you perhaps sparred with her majesty? We've only heard second hand tales of her prowess and skill." 

Jerry inquiries, actually curious as well as fishing for some easy meat for the intelligence division to chew on.

Yetena does her best to look prim and dignified. "I have been a battle princess for three hundred and fifty standard years, and joined the guard approximately one hundred fifty standard years ago. I am one of the instructors of the Royal Guard, making them ever better in their pursuit of martial perfection. I have had the honor of sparring with Her Majesty fifteen times. The first ten times I was knocked unconscious in less than a second. In the last fifty years I've managed to get a good look at what she was doing. Then finally in the fifteenth bout, her majesty had to throw a second blow to render me unconscious. Her majesty is not so much a warrior as she is a force of nature... but controlled. Where a sorcerer is rage, she is the storm, concentrated and controlled to unstoppable potency." 

Jerry nods, taking that onboard and filing the information for a report later. 

"So don't duel the empress, noted... still if she's that talented, how dangerous is her daughter?" 

"Mhmm." 

The non-committal sound from Yetena was not what Jerry had expected at all. 

"Her highness is extremely skilled. I do not envy the task you have before you, nephew, Aquilar'Victae wields the white flame like she was born with it, and has control of green warfire with skill rarely seen. She will be a worthy fight, of this I am certain, but you will need to be as tricky as humans are supposed to be, or a sorcerer." 

Jerry offers the Nelindra clan matriarch a grin. 

"I like to think I'm full of surprises. For example, you know I can wield warfire. I doubt her highness does." 

"And that is why I am intrigued to see just what happens. At the very least it will be an enjoyable display. One on one dueling is much more refined than the shellcracker tournament. I found the melee... enjoyable, but it's not as pure as dueling. A proper fight instead of a brawl." 

Still as Masha steered the conversation to other topics, he couldn't help but feel there was something else there. Something unspoken behind what Yetena had said. It was all he'd get from her... but Jerry suspected that Vak'Lorish would be far more helpful in extra information and rumor mongering around the Imperial Princess. 
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After their brief chat with Yetena'Nelindra, the woman is drawn into a conversation with Arleigh Reynolds and some of the senior officers of the embarked Marine battalion. They clearly wanted to get some war stories out of the old warrior, and learn more about the Apuk way of war from someone who had been fighting since before many of their great grandparents had been born, and Yetena'Nelindra, for all her hard ass attitude, was happy to peacock for the crowd a bit. 

It was a universal trait of warrior cultures, there was always some socially appropriate form of boasting available for people to avail themselves to. 

It left Jerry and Masha free to slowly rotate towards the happily chatting pilots, both so Jerry could get some face time with his new officers in a more casual setting, but also so he could get ahold of Vak'Lorish and arrange to meet her for a beer or something later on to get information from her regarding his opponent. On the way however, they're stopped. 

"Darling! Could you join us please?" 

Syl's voice is cheery as could be, clearly actually enjoying her conversation with the Imperial Princess and not asking for rescue, but more likely bringing him into a salient point of discussion.

Jerry gives Syl a kiss as he joins the duo, giving Aquilar a two fingered salute instead of the bow that Apuk social convention preferred, but then, Jerry wasn't an Apuk, and the only princesses he cared about were all actually the queens who ruled his heart, and they preferred kisses as respectful greetings instead of a courtly bow from their king. 

"Darling. Princess, I do hope you're enjoying yourself." 

Aquilar'Victae nods her head in a regal manner that she had to have practiced extensively.

"I am indeed, the selection of human cuisine is amazing. I must ask to secure the services of your chef to cook a meal for the palace. Catering style with stasis of course, no need to move any equipment, but I know my mother would be absolutely thrilled to try some of these delicacies."

Aquilar pops a rillon into her mouth and savors the practically candied piece of pork for a few moments. 

"Truly delectable. I fear your Tex will almost certainly not leave this world without at least one Apuk wife, but I hear he won his Cannidor bride the same way, so perhaps that's his preferred courting method?" 

Jerry chuckles. "There's an old saying on Earth that the quickest way to a man's heart is through his stomach. Personally I’ve always believed that particular one goes both ways. If one wishes to woo a lady and can cook, one's at a distinct advantage. Good to know it’s still true off world." 

The princess considers the thought for a moment as she eats a beef burnt end. 

"Indeed, I would actually think that in cooking at least the galaxy is far more like your world than it is not. Women still pursue more actively on average of course, because that is the nature of things out of your Cruel Space, but it's equally as likely for a woman to try and seduce a man by cooking for him as a man will prepare a rich meal for a woman he would seduce. If he's being a bit more coy. It's generally quite... easy to bring a woman into a marriage. As simple as asking, but once in a relationship, cooking for each other is a common way for spouses to share time together, and develop their relationship." 

"You do things out of order as far as modern humans see it. We tend towards developing our relationships before marriage. Admittedly that's a fairly recent development for our species. Last two centuries or so, but it's one we're rather serious about." Jerry notes, before taking a swig of his drink. 

"That is actually why we called you over darling." Syl steps back in, resting her shoulder on Jerry's as her tail winds around his leg. "The Princess has some questions about humanity and while I think I can answer I'd rather defer to you. It is your own history and culture after all."

Aquilar'Victae nods, finishing another piece of pork belly. 

"I fear I may have misspoke or confused you, Sylindra. Actually, Captain Bridger, it's not just your species history and culture, but rather your history in particular that I'd like to know more about. Your exploits in the wider galaxy are quite well known. For those on my world following humans, the videos of your fight with the gangers on Centris, Masha'Nelindra's mistressful display of both voidcraft and personal combat, your ship's successful assault on the pirates in the Alaqin system, and so on are widely viewed favorites. Your family is quite popular on the whole. Our faithful servant on Centris, Mari'Nelindra, sent the Royal Household some less commonly circulated material as well. Then the movie of your evasion of the mating hunt and the proposal of Ms. Bari Bridger was released. It was all quite exciting!" 

The real smile is back again Jerry notes to himself. 

"Well we've had a busy couple of months. If you have questions I'm sure I can answer them, though I'd have thought Sylindra would be able to answer anything about our adventures. She was there for most of them after all."

Jerry notes, looking to his wife for an indication of the actual topic at hand. 

"Yes, but she cannot speak fairly extensively about your history back on Earth, or your people's traditions there."

Jerry nods slowly. "...Hmmm. Fair enough. A lot of us more or less closed the book on our past lives in many respects. It's part and parcel of going on a suicide mission I suppose." 

Aquilar'Vicate's eyes widen slightly. "So that story's true? Humanity's first ship to the stars was full of people anticipating dying?" 

"Or worse. The smart money was on worse. I actually won decent money playing the long odds that the galaxy wouldn't be all that different in the broad strokes than home. Which it's not. Which is both relieving and disappointing." 

"How so?" Aquilar gestures for him to continue with her drink. 

"Well it's relieving that the message didn't come from eldritch horrors that wanted to eat us or some of the other favorite contenders for the 'worse' options. Once you get past the different relationship dynamics in the wider galaxy however, it's really not that different than home... and that's a touch disappointing. Even with all the wealth of the galaxy. Even with eternal life on demand. Even with energy in such abundance it can barely be calculated. Even with all the miracles one could ask for back home, to include love in such abundance that a human man could barely fantasize about it, and we do in fact have a harem genre in our erotica back home. Even with all of that. People are still people. People still make war. People are still vain, greedy, stupid or blind to the truth. Poverty and slavery still stalk the stars. There is great evil, and greater injustice. So even with all the tools for what humans would consider paradise, people are still people." 

Jerry observes the Princess as he talks, noting that she’s listening very attentively. 

'She's leaning in a bit even. Seems there's far more to this Princess than just being a meat head and enjoying brawling. Which would explain why she's got command responsibility in the Imperial Military instead of 'just' being a Battle Princess.' 

"I see... yes. That would make sense. Earth would essentially be one of the most impoverished places in the galaxy by total standards... and yet your standard of living beats out some places in the galaxy save length of life..." 

Jerry waits for a moment as the gears turn in the princess's raven haired head for a minute before she startles and returns her focus. 

"Excuse me. I sometimes get lost in thought. If you don't mind, can we move on from this subject? It's fascinating but I don't want to get too distracted from my questions." 

"Of course Princess."

"I wish to know about your career in some respects. How does one rise to command rank among humans? For all we have seen of you, anything is possible and the rumors are truly humorous." 

"I would have thought that the Undaunted manuals had been publicly released, along with any other appropriate media." 

"I prefer to hear things from the source. It's a... passion of mine you could say." 

Jerry nods slowly, considering his path. 

"Well I'm a unique example in my homeland of the United States so I suppose I'm an interesting test case. We have three categories of warriors. Junior enlisted. Simply referred to as 'Marines', in my branch of service, the United States Marine Corps, non commissioned officers, the senior and more experienced enlisted Marines, and then commissioned officers. Enlisted Marines simply join by going to an appropriate office and signing a contract for a term of enlistment. That's how I joined the Corps at seventeen years old." 

Aquilar's brows raise with a brief moment of surprise. 

"Seventeen! I was barely off my mother's skirt at seventeen I feel like." 

"It's young for humans, the age of majority is eighteen, but with parental permission you can enlist before your eighteenth birthday." 

"Yes and with human life spans... of course you'd be far more industrious at a much younger age than many in the galaxy.” The princess thinks on that for a moment before gesturing for Jerry to continue. “Excuse me Captain, please continue." 

"So I served as an infantry Marine and Marine Raider for two terms, rising to the rank of sergeant. Promotions are a combination of seniority, proficiency and merit. We'd prefer pure merit, but that's simply not realistic for any large scale military force. So I worked my tail off, using free military tuition assistance, and then a program called the GI Bill, after I got out of the service briefly to earn my college degree, and then a master's degree. Then I applied to become a Marine officer. So to become a junior officer, the primary requirement is a certain amount of education."

"I see. So nothing to do with the station of one's birth. Yes, that makes sense. Mari'Nelindra tells me that many human nations lack any form of nobility, and those that have nobility left, the role is mostly ceremonial and kept for the sake of tradition." 

"Humanity has fought long and hard against the concept of nobility on our world for a variety of reasons. Where some of my ancestors are from before coming to America they were pretty enthusiastic to kill off their nobility as they were either invaders, or the boot licks of those invaders, and fought a centuries long series of rebellions and conflicts that only recently truly resolved with full reunification and liberation of the last occupied parts of my family's homeland." 

"So you are from a warrior nation then?" 

Jerry chuckles. "A mild understatement. I'm the son of Irishmen, a warrior people, a son of a place called Scandinavia, famous for its raiders and warriors. A son of a tribe of people called the Sioux, some of the original inhabitants of the nation now called America, also notable and respected warriors, and of course I am an American by birth and nationality... and we are widely regarded to be a warrior people." 

"Son of warriors, of a warrior nation, who joined a celebrated band of warriors. I see."

Jerry swears she's taking notes, but not in the intelligence sense. It's almost like she's writing his biography in her head. Or going down a checklist maybe?

"So you achieved the requirements to rejoin your Marine Corps as an officer. What then?" 

"Well I went through some insanely difficult training. Marines demand a lot of their officers, as we must lead, and the way Marine officers lead is from the front. You might have a Marine or two in your unit who are faster than you, but you still need to lead the runs. Lead the hikes. Set the example. I pushed hard, then pushed to return to the Marine Raiders, the elite special forces unit I had served in before. Returning to the Raiders as an officer was a great honor for me, and I even have some of my first crop of young Marines that I helped to train and mentor here on this ship with me. Our organization is inherently paternalistic, and an ancient warrior philosopher of our world once advised that a leader should look upon their troops as their own beloved sons, and that if you do, your troops will stand by you even unto death. In the human context, there's an inherent requirement to discipline your sons, and not coddle them. To act in their best interests even if they would rather sleep in than go for that six mile run at 0400." 

"I see, that makes a great deal of sense. Are any of your 'sons' present perhaps?" 

"Not any of my sons, but one of my 'daughters' in that sense should be around here somewhere..." 

Jerry's eyes sweep the room, eventually picking out First Sergeant Ramos and flagging her down. 

Her red cloak with its shining silver trim swishing around her ankles Isabella Ramos is an imposing picture despite her somewhat diminutive size. Jerry wonders if that might not help her in Apuk society. The tougher you are, the less tough you need to appear, and by Jerry's math Isabella looked just about how she should for a woman of her skills in Apuk society. 

"Need something, skipper?" The questioning tone in her voice asking to confirm this was a social call and not business. 

"Actually Isabella the princess was just asking about what being under my command back on Earth was like." 

Jerry half turns back to Aquilar'Victae and gestures to Isabella. 

"Princess, may I introduce First Sergeant Isabella Ramos. She was the first woman to pass the selection course to join the Marine Raiders, and is now the lead non commissioned officer of my power armored troops... she's also recently done me the great honor of swearing her sword to me in a Horchka warrior ritual... after putting severe amounts of boot to green tail running those same Horchka through boot camp." 

Ramos keeps her face clear, but Jerry's known her long enough to know she's suppressing a light blush. For such a tough woman, she had always been a bit weak to praise. Something her husband exploited with ruthless efficiency. 

"Just didn't want the girls to leave me out, Skipper. Besides... I figured I owed it to you after all this time." 

The Princess nods. "Your loyalty and bond does you both great credit. Isabella? If I may?" 

"Of course Princess." 

Jerry didn't miss the slight flash in Isabella's eyes even as she smiles and nods. She wasn't spoken to so familiarly often, but demanding alien royalty to use your rank in a social situation was damn rude.

"I was just hearing about your Corps of Marine's mentorship practices. Captain Bridger pointed you out as one of his star pupils." 

"Easily one of my most accomplished Marines. Isabella is exceptional in every task you throw at her. Whether assaulting a compound or making raw recruits into Marines. She's one of the best. Hence why she had a whole battalion's worth of women over a foot and a half taller than her shaking in their boots at her every footstep." 

Isabella does her best to avoid preening just a bit at the praise Jerry was heaping on her. She'd heard it all before of course, but being actively boasted about to alien nobility, a noble who was herself the type of combatant who could fight entire armies on her own added some gilding to it that clearly pleased her. 

"Yes, so what would you say the mentorship and training culture of the Marine Corps was like for you? I believe the good Captain just described it to me as 'paternalistic'?" 

Isabella nods. "That's probably the word for it. Whether it’s a man or a woman mentoring  their juniors. For a lot of young men in particular, their drill instructors are some of the first positive male role models they've had in their lives. I think it's part of the draw for the Undaunted in the wider galaxy. Many young men are born without fathers. With the Undaunted here... they'll likely come seeking purpose, and surrogate fathers. I suppose I was too in some sense. My father wasn't... around growing up. That got me into trouble, and a judge gave me a choice after I got into a lot of trouble, do jail time or join the military. So I picked the Corps. I bullheaded my way through my first couple years. Met Jerry for the first time... and he told me he saw potential. Challenged me to attempt the Raider course. Well. A challenge like that was all I needed and this smug bastard knew it."

Isabella hooks a thumb at Jerry as she starts to grin really getting into the story. "Little did I know he was completely serious, and he poached me for his unit. By name request right after I finished the course. I admit, I was feeling pretty cocky. Then I started to really get trained and I got that kicked out of me. I knew how to fight. I was barely contained green amphibian fury at the time... then he taught me why to fight. Taught me to fight with my actual brain too instead of just the fire in my gut. Incidentally introduced me to my hubby too... and he just walked in!" 

Isabella waves to her husband before she slowly starts to get an evil smile. 

"Tell you what Princess. You come along with me and the hubs. We'll get some of the Earth Marines together, grab some booze. You want to hear about how we do it Earth style? Or just want all the dirty laundry about the skipper, we can dish it out as long as we've got beer to knock back." 

Jerry resists smacking his forehead. A human probably would have understood that Isabella was calling the other woman out to a degree. Trying to get a measure of her, the better, most likely, to write her off as some wealthy priss who could safely be ignored in any setting but battle... but Isabella forgot that these were Apuk they were dealing with, so Aquilar'Victae immediately takes her hand. 

"That sounds wonderful! It's been awhile since I was able to share drinks and tales with skilled warriors!" 

"Uh." 

Isabella had clearly let the princess's frilly dress and crowns get the better of her impression of the princess, and the surprise was evident on her face as the now very enthusiastic warrior woman practically drags her towards where Isabella's husband Johnny was standing. 

Jerry suppresses a laugh at his protege's expense. Sometimes you had to experience something to learn the truth of it, and clearly Isabella had decided to learn today. 

"Seems the princess really likes her stories." Sylindra muses, stroking her chin. "Well if the princess is in Isabella's hands, I think I'll return to the Den, don't be too late darling." 

"I won't. When a bed's as nice as mine, missing bed time just isn't done." 

Syl giggles softly before she leans in and steals a kiss from her husband before giving Masha a friendly clasp on her shoulder, and makes her way towards the door leaving Jerry alone with his Apuk bride in the still busy room. 

"What's your read on the Princess?" Jerry asks, taking a slow breath after a little bit of chaos. 

"I need more information. She's not like any Imperial Princess I've met before... and when she starts in on certain subjects she almost seems like she's a century younger than her biography says she is." Masha shrugs. "Just... younger and less experienced than I know she is. Or at least from what a public information search says she is." 

"Hmmm... well I think I know someone who can get us the information we need, let's go talk to my new pilots... and Admiral Vak'Lorish." 
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The knot of pilots that dominate the far end of the room is a rowdy one, that much was for damn sure. Drinks were actively being passed around, with some minor care that human only beverages were only handled by the same, and there was raucous laughter as one pilot or another described some maneuver with their hands. Intermixed the occasional break for the Vice Admiral to relate one story or another in her illustrious career of ass kicking, with credit being given apparently, on the grounds that Vak'Lorish had started her career as a pilot in the Apuk Imperial Navy Fleet Aerospace Arm before moving into a command track for larger, more ungainly craft.

For anyone besides Jerry, joining such a crowd as the only non winged aviator might make that person a touch self conscious... but considering all these people worked for him with the exception of Vak'Lorish, and he had  plenty of his own bling to prove he could hang with the best of them. Rare was the pilot who, even as cocky as they could be, wanted any piece of something like the Commando course.

That particular dual qualification usually went the other way around, with special forces personnel switching careers to something a bit easier and more soothing than their daily profession of in-your face violence.

Not that you'd ever get a fighter jocky to admit that of course.

Still, things were getting interesting beyond the usual fighter jock stories. Vak'Lorish had been enticed to tell one of her favorite stories about dealing with that most fascinating of Apuk enigmas, battle princesses.

"...So I say to the princess, 'Highness, with all due respect, if I needed a crown to get shit done I'd have never gotten past ensign, and if you don't listen to what I'm telling you instead of trying to hide behind your title neither will you.' Ah goddess's shell I'll remember the look on that bitch's face till the day I die." 

Vak'Lorish barks with laughter. 

"You folks gotta understand, princesses pull their skirts on the same way as anyone else. They're dangerous to be sure, but they're still just people, and just because a girl doesn't have a crown doesn't mean she can't pop green warfire out. I can. Gaucha over there can. My sweet little Narsa's getting close."

"Mother. Err. Ma'am, oh goddess's shell can you not?"

Narsa'Lorish rolls her eyes in the most exaggerated way possible without applying axiom and making a real show of it, clearly playing up the familial interaction for the entertainment of others... and neatly bypassing that she's a potent enough warfire user that she's nearly got the green flames down.

"Sorry kid, I only get to mess with you tonight or so, and then you'll be off into the galaxy for a couple of years. So just give your doting old mother some slack tonight."

"Mother, really, I'm not even your eldest. Hell I'm not even in the middle of the pack."

"And I love you all to pieces, that's what mothers do. Even if I have to deploy frequently, you understand why. On another note, I don't think you've been properly introduced to your new boss yet. Captain Bridger, allow me to once again present my daughter Narsa."

Narsa starts to snap to attention, but Jerry holds up a hand to stop her.

"That's enough of that for the night, Lieutenant, this is a social situation, you can save the salutes for parades and running into me in the passageways."

Narsa gives her new commander a sheepish look.

"Yessir. I've just been practicing since I found out I got the slot so I'm kinda. Excited."

Jerry raises an eyebrow.

"Was there a lot of competition for the slots to come along with us?"

Tosa'Rokvet and Varya'Nelkn join them hearing the Admiral's introduction of her daughter and not wanting to miss out on some direct face time with their new commander.

Narsa exchanges a quick look with the other two women and takes the lead.

"Yes actually. More as time went on and we found out more and more about humans. Then Commander Masha'Nelindra's gun cam footage was released, and some more information about other human groups came out and the competition was downright wild." Narsa barely suppresses a growl. "It was really damn frustrating because I'd been trying for a slot since the positions were first announced! Cross training with a new ally to our species, going on long term deployments into deep space, what could be better than that?"

Tosa'Rokvet nods sagely. "Narsa's got the right of it. Some girls were all about husbands, but they're missing out on the sheer career opportunity this gig is. Leadership training and opportunities, all the combat experience you can shake a plasma cannon at. I mean sure, you find yourself a warrior husband to start a few clutches with it's bonus, but that's just a gem on top of the crown if you ask me."

Jerry turns to the last of his new pilots. "What about you Flight Officer Nelkn? Are you here for the prospects marital or martial?"

"Neither!" Comes the unexpected reply from the perky blonde. "I'm here for the adventure! This whole set up's right out of an Erana'Aternae novel! Don't get me wrong, getting a boyfriend, a warrior boyfriend, a fighter pilot boyfriend..."

Varya takes a second to look around and flutter her lashes at some of her new male colleagues before she breaks out in giggles.

"Would be great, but really I'm here for the adventure. It's something I've always wanted since I was a little girl, you see. A chance to really get out of Apuk space and see all sorts of new things before eventually coming home. That I can do it while still getting paid and progressing my career as a pilot is just gravy for me! If I get married before my sisters with the kinda guy I prefer then so much the better, but I'd have signed up for this trip even if the Undaunted didn't have their admittedly unique little facet."

Jerry nods slowly. "So we have the career woman who wants to get out and do the job, the adventurer... where does that leave you, Narsa?"

"I'm something of a mix of both of them. I intend to finish my full term with the Navy, like my mother, and many of her sister-wives, and my grandmothers before my mother, but I like the idea of getting out there and going to get to take the fight to the bad girls instead of just wait around till they hurt some folk and come to us. I also admire the Undaunted philosophy and want to learn more about it."

"She thinks Humans are cute too. She had a crush on a Tret musician as a girl and I'm sure the idea of a robust, apex, warrior Tret has been heavy on my lonely little flower's mind ever since the details about humanity started going around. Never mind Vernon Shay's debut on our world."

Narsa buries her face in her hands. "Mother. Please. I'm begging you."

"Well on the plus side Narsa, lots of humans think Apuk are pretty damn cute, they're consistently at the top of the running for 'best possible mate for a human' debate. It’s a favorite discussion among my Marines. Last I heard the debate was something of an eternal tie so far between the Apuk and the Cannidor, though most of my men are Marines and that's a very specific sample of the population. So if you do want to explore the galaxy for romance you'll have plenty of opportunities... just remember if you try some of the more... dynamic... forms of Apuk style courtship, you're not on Serbow or in Apuk space, so it's not courtship. It's kidnapping."

That got Narsa's attention. "Oh no sir, Commander Nelindra gave the three of us the full brief on that. Not that we have... issues with that sort of thing. We uh. Well. It's."

Vak'Lorish rests a hand on her daughter's shoulder.

"I'm surprised Masha didn't tell you actually Bridger. The Imperial Armed Forces considers the more traditional forms of courtship... weak. If the only way you can woo a man is by literally seizing him you're not worthy of him. It's fit only for simpletons and the Serbow nobility.” 

“What’s the difference?” Narsa snarks, catching a gentle elbow in the ribs from her mother for her trouble. 

“Ahem. You'd never catch an Imperial princess courting like that, and if one of my daughters courted like that I'd probably die of shame."

Vak’Lorish finishes. 

Tosa'Rokvet nods. "Yep, we're taught all about that in boot camp and officer candidate school. There's a pretty extensive charm school portion of boot in case we're called on to attend the Empress or the Imperial Household in some capacity. Proper courtship for Imperial military warriors and officers is stressed to us all extensively, and reinforced by the military Battle Princesses in particular. Speaking of though."

Tosa spears a chunk of pork belly and tosses it up to catch it in her mouth.

"I gotta know who cooked this stuff, because I'll swear on my fighter if it's a man I will marry him, and die fat and happy after a lifetime of raising and spoiling a few hundred little warriors together."

Jerry can't help but smirk, they might court like actual ladies but they were clearly still Apuk.

"That would be Tex, the gentleman in the large white hat over there." Jerry points to where Tex is cooking a burger to order while knocking back a beer. "He's the commander of B Company of the embarked Marine battalion. He won himself a Cannidor wife via his cooking at our last port of call, so if you do feel the need to 'show your appreciation' for his culinary skills you'll be in good company at least."

Tosa'Rokvet nods slowly, taking that onboard. "I like Cannidor. Sounds like one worthy warrior sister... I'm sure the rest would be similar. Yes... I'll have to introduce myself to this 'Tex'... maybe I can cook for him in turn? Humans like a lot of Apuk cuisine from what I've heard."

"From what I've eaten with Masha I think Tex would be thrilled if you cooked for him, but he's a true family man, so maybe enlist some help and offer to cook for his entire family as a way to introduce yourself?" Jerry offers.

"...Yeah. That'd work! Really well actually! Thanks skipper!"

Tosa moves off, making her way towards Tex.

"Hmm." Varya considers for a moment. "I suppose that answers the question I had for you sir."

"What was that Varya?" Bridger responds, turning his attention to the youngest and least experienced of his new pilots.

"Well you describe yourself as a patriarch, which is like a father. I didn't really have one of those, Mom went the artificial insemination route, so I was wondering if it would be okay if I came to you for fatherly advice? Kinda like Tosa just did?"

Behind the bright eyed Varya'Nelkn Jerry can see Vak'Lorish stuffing a fist in her mouth to mute her laughter. Admittedly the cute little blonde had caught Jerry flat footed with that particular question. It was a fair question though, human militaries were indeed paternalistic... and provided father figures to a lot of young men and women who didn't have positive male role models in their lives... and he did have an open door policy for his people...

"Sure Varya. I have an open door policy for a reason after all."

Whatever Varya'Nelkn would have said in response Jerry never found out, because her blue eyes go wide and she quickly bows as Jerry feels a presence behind him, turning to find Aquilar'Victae with Yetena'Nelindra in her wake.

"Captain Bridger I am afraid we must leave your delightful hospitality. I have been called back planetside. I will be leaving Jahana'Denyali in your care... I believe she has much to speak about with her sister and her family, and her presence is not required."

"We'll arrange for a shuttle planetside whenever Princess Jahana is ready to depart highness."

"You have my thanks Captain. Admiral Vak'Lorish, can I assume you'll be staying to spend some time with your daughter before she is thrown into whatever training cycle the Undaunted have no doubt prepared for her?"

Vak'Lorish bows slightly. "Unless you have need of me, highness. I live to serve."

"No, it won't be necessary... you were mentioned in the recall notice, but I'll run interference for you. It's routine. Nothing critical, but keep your comm on just in case."

Another bow from Vak'Lorish. "You have my thanks, highness."

"Of course."

And in a blink, Aquilar'Victae is gone. Managing to hurry even while seeming as if she’s completely calm and moving at a normal pace.

"See?" Says Vak'Lorish as the traces of her liege and commander's surprisingly floral perfume disperses in her wake. "Told you she was a decent sort."

Jerry nods. "Well this makes the next stage of my master plan a little easier. Admiral, care to join Masha and I for a drink at another venue?"

"One of your rumored bars maybe? These fine young people were telling me all about a Cannidor bar with skewers you have to eat to believe."

"Just the place I was thinking of, Paladin company's company bar is in the back of that joint, and I wanted to hear all about our dear Imperial Princess."

Vak'Lorish grins. "Bout what I was expecting, well no harm no foul, just means you'll be giving us all a better show when you fight the princess on the morrow. Mind if my girlie comes along?"

"Not at all, you're welcome to come along for the ride if you don't mind leaving your new squadron mates lieutenant."

Narsa'Lorish considers that for a second. "I don't mind sir, I'd like to spend a little more time with my honored mother..."

"And pick up any juicy gossip for your squadron mates of course."

Narsa blushes slightly before answering;

"Of course."

Prompting a round of laughter from her squadron mates.

"Well then ladies, let's go get a beer and have a chat."


8

The Cannidor izakaya was an interesting fusion of styles. The shark-like aliens native style, a mix of Brutalism and what Jerry would call Heroic architecture by human definitions, was present, but Zraloc had taken inspiration from both her husband and from Japanese culture to mute the usually harsh materials of Cannidor construction with subtle accents and wood paneling that gave the place a warm, homey feeling.

A bar dominated the right side of the large main room, being manned by Zraloc herself, and the rest of the front was made up of small booths with privacy curtains, each suited for two to four Cannidor, or about a half dozen or more of the more average sized races. Further back were larger rooms for events and parties. Say getting an entire work section or squadron together to celebrate a work achievement, marriage or just to enjoy a friday night with your compatriots.

At the far back of the bar however, past the doors to storage and the kitchen, and the door that sealed off the paths to the bathrooms in what was apparently the Cannidor fashion for permanent structures, was a door that was... at first, fairly humble. Like the kitchen and storage doors it had a lock on it that could be actuated with a few security protocols, and it appeared to be wooden. Closer inspection would reveal that the lock was of a much higher grade than the ones protecting the booze, and that the wood was paneling over armor.

This was the entrance to Paladin Company's company bar. A little fortress in the back of a normal bar, very Cannidor.

Zraloc waves as the small group walks by her post by the register behind the bar. "Evening boss, need a booth?"

"Nah Zraloc, just buzz us into the back, they're honored guests."

"Got it skipper, don't think anyone's back there at the moment."

"No worries, and don't turn any of the girls away either. This isn't a private meeting or anything."

It wasn't quite like a unit bar back on Earth, or indeed in Cannidor space, but that was more the nature of Paladin company's status as being a new unit than anything else. They hadn't accumulated the years of artifacts, trophies, treasures and memorials that filled such places. It was also a bit... fancier really. A consequence of the Sword Sworn doing their thing, crossed with the oddly Japanese style of the rest of the bar.

A full bar filled the far wall, with very clearly labeled bottles in galactic trade marking out who wasn't safe to drink something. Green was galaxy safe, blue was Horchka friendly, yellow was Cannidor and up, and Human only was a bright reflective red. Taps in the walls marked out the presence of kegs, for everything from human beer that was remarkably like Guinness and Asahi respectively, to a Horchka favorite and of course, four variants of Cannidor beer, which had proved very popular with human personnel

Next to the bar was a large set of hooks on which hung custom mugs for every member of the company. A tradition from some Crimsonhewer bands that had been very familiar to some of Paladin's pilots who were former US Air Force, who maintained a similar tradition. 

Jerry's mug was on top with Ghorza, Nikita, Isabella, Jaruna and Zraloc's. Their mugs had been designed by their troops and were more ornate than the 'standard' mugs, which featured the unit patch, its owner's name and some sort of personalization that would have made USAF pilots green with envy.

On the far side of the room was an interesting confluence of Cannidor and Horchka tradition.

A war shrine.

Before the raised platform that housed the sacral space was a... throne for lack of a better term. Jerry's chair as commander and liege lord... and if he was going to unironically have a throne room, he couldn't help but find it deeply appropriate that his throne room doubled as a bar.

Five more chairs for the rest of the command team were nearby, just forward of Jerry's and turned slightly inward. From this seat Jerry would dispense honors, accolades... or justice if someone of the company was found to have fucked up in a manner that deserved recognition. 

That he got to hand out the equivalent of laurels to his warriors in addition to things like medals was a piece of pageantry that Jerry appreciated deeply.

Behind the throne, a small set of stairs in marble lead up to the sacred space which is flanked on each side by statues to the Horchka goddesses of war and honor. The twin goddesses faced the Cannidor goddess that embodied the same virtues, who was joined by a statue of Freyja that had been quietly added after some of the girls did some reading on Jerry's faith. The carving on all was so detailed and passionately handled that it almost felt like the stone was breathing. A potent invoking of divine authority, there was no doubt.

At the center of the space was a low table, covered with a cloth. On it rested a small rack that presented the Oath Blade to the viewer. Behind it, the company's guidon, an Undaunted banner, and the Crimsonhewer's crimson war banner were presented. A Cannidor style banner for the company was being made, and would soon join the colorful display.

Between these war shrine and the bar was a mix of tables and seating locations ranging from couches to benches. While the walls weren't as dense with stuff as units with more history, some things had in fact been added. A few captured weapons were displayed, as were framed photos of members of the company in action. Various mementos from the Paladin's time under Ghorza, and trophies from the previous adventures of Zraloc and her Crimsonhewers.

The most recent addition was a holo statue of Jaruna slamming her war sword through the head of the Narlabore queen, which had been positioned next to a copy of the holo statue that had recently released in Cannidor space with the special edition of Jerry and Jaruna's first date, the commando and the power armor clad Cannidor shown in action poses as Sylindra made a guest appearance firing a field pistol as she shouted into a communicator.

"Normally we wouldn't let squids or wing wipers in here besides our drop ship crews,, but since you're guests I'll just get you a drink instead."

Jerry offers his guests a wan smile as he walks over to the bar and takes drink orders. Masha had her own mug, though it bore her call sign and the patch of the Valkyries squadron instead of anything related to Paladin company, but she trained with the Paladins often enough and was in point of fact Jerry's wife, so it had been prepared as a courtesy, along with the other military Bridger wives. Vak'Lorish and Narsa'Lorish are both served in slightly more plain mugs that are clearly labeled 'Guest' in both English. Horchakasha, Canndior, and Galactic trade.

Vak'Lorish offers Jerry a salute with her mug before taking a swig and letting out a snort of flame.

"Goddessdamn, always did love Cannidor beer. It's got a unique fruit tang to it that I just love and it's got enough of the hard stuff to put a tingle in your tail! Hah!"

Narsa does her best to be a bit more delicate. She preferred wine, it seemed, asking for and receiving a human style grape wine that had its alcohol content reduced to galaxy safe. She too offers Jerry and Masha a salute with her mug before drinking.

"Alright Bridger, you wanted me off on my own, I'm sure you have something interesting cooking in that brain of yours." Vak'Lorish chuckles.

"I think you know what I want Admiral."

"I can guess, but it'll be more fun if you tell me."

Narsa glances between her mother and commander, clearly not picking up what either of them is putting down.

"Are you two flirting? I really can't tell if you're flirting or not."

Jerry for his part just laughs and takes another swig of his drink.

"Your mother and I are yanking each other's tail a bit. She knows exactly what I want. The gouge on our dear Princess Aquilar'Victae. What's the story there? Where's she at in the line of succession? What's her background?"

"Hmm."

Vak'Lorish stops for a second, considering.

"Well first off she's not in line for the throne any more. She was something like two hundredth in the line of succession, and while she aspires to command, she has no interest in ruling as her mother does. She's good people like I said Bridger, a warrior and a soldier born, not just a fighter like a lot of Apuk, a proper soldier." Vak'Lorish takes another drink and sighs. "Honestly she's something of an embarrassment to the Imperial family. She's the oldest of the unwed Imperial daughters, and she steadfastly refuses marriage meetings, even with sorcerers! And that's like a Human refusing an opportunity to do something insane for most Apuk. Just completely unheard of."

Jerry nods, remembering. "Yes, she mentioned she didn't find sorcerers appealing."

"Opening up to ya already huh? Good, glad she can talk to someone normally. She's a fairly private girl, keeps her cards close to her chest. Which just adds to the rumors about her."

Masha takes a pull of her mug of fruit juice and grins. "Oh here we go. Imperial gossip is a favorite of the rag news services."

"And they used to love our little Aquilar'Victae. She apparently showed up in person at a couple of broadcasters after a particularly vicious series of articles and pieces on her and 'encouraged' them to stop. Not a lot of details about it save that it happened... it got hushed up hard enough I'd suspect someone at least got put in a healing coma. So she values her privacy as you can imagine... and doesn't like causing trouble for her mother, which as I understand is really what happened with that news service. Her mother was getting questions in court and it was messing up some delicate negotiations. So Aquilar 'encouraged' them to stop."

Narsa looks over at her mother, wide eyed. "You didn't tell me about that! What was the rumor about?"

Vak'Lorish sighs. "Ah. Yeah. Basically they were saying Aquilar'Victae was a lesbian. Not that there's anything wrong with that mind you, but the nobility are a conservative bunch when it suits them and our dear princess doesn't like lies either. I can tell you she's into men at least, I've busted her with a few Erana'Aternae novels when I was training her as a young lieutenant. Not that I can blame her, those books are pretty damn spicy. Pure fantasy before you Humans crawled out of Cruel Space. Like I said, a private girl, she takes a while to open up to people. Probably a couple years of her serving under my command before I really got to know her. So if you want my two credits I think she's just picky about any form of companionship in her life. Friends, lovers, any and all. There's some rumor about her having some sort of oath to only marry a man who can beat her in combat... but that doesn't add up considering the easiest candidates to find for that would be sorcerers."

The Admiral shrugs and takes another drink.

"She's confusing to say the last. Maybe if you manage to get a few good hits in on her she'll start making sense."

Masha nods slowly. "How would you say Jerry's odds are at getting a few good hits in?"

"Well I didn't know at first, but after seeing the security footage of Jerry stomping on that war mech back on the Talasar Spire I think he's got good odds of at least tripping her up a bit. A good showing at least. I'm not sure about winning. Then again, a human killed that terminal cunt Shay'Mari and he wasn't a sorcerer, so I'd be happy to be surprised. Not like these fights are really about winning either. It’s just a martial display, bruise each other up a touch, then back off, exchanging bows, shaking hands as equals, having ceremonially determined you can respect each other as commanders."

Vak'Lorish takes a deep draught of her drink before a breath of flame clears her throat and she continues;

"The literal translation of the ceremony is something like 'tasting each other's flame'. Which I can certainly say Aquilar'Victae will not be expecting any warfire from you, never mind green tinged flames! Hah! That was a hell of a surprise when I saw that in the footage. Make sure to get'em as green as you can get in the fight, that'll really yank some tails."

Vak'Lorish conjures a palm full of green warfire, letting it dance merrily in her hands. "Warfire, much like the title of Battle Princess, is often mythologized by the Apuk. Yet, anyone with the right drive can learn it and master it. It's good for us to be reminded of that now and then. Don't get me wrong, a battle princess is a nightmare. Green warfire is dangerous... but we can occasionally get tunnel vision. One of our more challenging things for our Marines, especially our battle princess Marine officers, is breaking them of the habit of going to the warfire for everything. It has... been a long process. The Imperial Military's goal is to one day make us fight more like Cannidor. I suspect it'll take a real war for that to happen though. Something that really gives us a kick in the teeth and to deal with the reality that we're not invincible, and that there's technology that can make our scariest even more terrifying."

"We've recently seen reports of advanced weaponry on Serbow though, there was the attack on the Tier Barony that included armored vehicles and plasma artillery..." Jerry asks, genuinely curious now.

"And they used them as terror and demolition weapons. Their 'soldiers' were acting more like bandits. If they'd used those weapons strategically the sorcerers would have had more work... and a more horrifying mess to clean up. Now to be fair, we want the noble's forces to be fat and stupid. Overpaid play soldiers and security forces. Anyone with real military potential is poached by the Crown as quickly as possible, along with the more obvious collection of the most lethal single combatants on the planet via royal titles and oaths directly to her majesty."

Vak'Lorish groans with irritation. "As I suspect you know, any idiot with enough money can get advanced weapons. That goes double for the nobility. Part of the political game on Serbow is keeping them from playing with the serious toys and encouraging them to make ostentatious and vulgar displays of wealth instead as a way of 'defeating' their enemies and rivals. Aquilar'Victae for the record is disgusted by the nobility in general... one of the reasons she was sent off to serve the Imperial Military under an assumed name for a good portion of her adult life. She's a bright girl, but she doesn't suffer fools and she doesn't pull her punches, which can leave various idiots with an inherited title with bruised egos..."

Jerry arches an eyebrow and takes a deep swill of his beer. "Sounds like an interesting woman. Hopefully we get a chance to get to know each other better after the bout. I'm not normally the type of person to make friends with royalty, but I'll never turn down a friend when I get the chance to make one."

Masha sips her drink thoughtfully.

"Hmmm... well husband, I think we need to take our leave from the Admiral and our dear new Lieutenant..."

Jerry turns to face Masha. "What are you thinking?"

"I want to get one more sparring session in. I bet we can push you to green warfire, and that'll put you on somewhat even footing with the Princess. You have strong thermal protection, and if you can use green warfire, even just a little, you can overcome natural Apuk fire resistance. Then we'll have Cascka freshen you up with axiom before bed tonight, that way you're completely fresh and restored tomorrow."

Vak'Lorish nods sagely. "Sounds like fun actually, mind if we join you? I'd be happy to get my own measure of your hubby's metal, and between the three of us we should be able to ensure you give the Princess a good show tomorrow."

Jerry hangs his head with an exaggerated sigh. "I feel like this is going to be a rough work out."

"That's just the fun kind hubby. Don't worry, any scratches you get, I promise I'll kiss them and make them feel better~"

Masha finishes her drink and rises, drawing her husband with her.

"Let's go girls, we'll make sure the whole damn planet gets an all new lesson about humans tomorrow morning."

Vak'Lorish snorts. "Planet nothing, we do this right and all of Apuk space will be talking about Humans again!"
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The sparring session had been one of the most brutal he'd ever endured. Even a touch of axiom wasn't getting the weariness out of his bones completely, and Masha’s promised kisses had only taken the edge off. With three wielders of the green flame helping, and his own flames already turning green, it had just been a matter of some guided meditation and willpower.

Then the hard part started.

All three Apuk warrior women were extremely talented combatants, and by the end he'd been sparring with them three on one, giving him an appreciation for the kind of fight Vernon had been engaged in during the shellcracker tournament... and he didn't have a god like axiom construct to tag in for a breather or the ability to stop time to help level the playing field. 

Cascka would be home soon and give him a massage and a full axiom restoration, the most healing a body could get short of a healing coma, but until then hot water called to him.

A quick shower has his body cleansed and ready to bathe, the cold water preparing him to be all the more receptive to the heat of the baths. He wraps a towel around his waist and pads deeper into the master bathroom towards the wooden door that marked Jerry's favorite luxury that wasn't one of his brides. A yellow light on the door said someone was soaking in the baths of the master bathroom already and Jerry perks up when the shadow through the frosted glass suggests it's Syl that's soaking.

Just the kind of company he could use. The babies and preparing for both business and politics on Serbow had been keeping the head couple of the Bridger family a bit more distant from each other than either preferred. Not alienated emotionally, just different schedules and care of children requiring that they be in different places at different times, and sometimes leading to Syl sleeping in her chambers instead of the master bedroom.

Jerry enters casually, already relaxing as the warm air of the room hits his skin.

"Darling, I'm really glad to have some time with you before tomorr- oh!"

Inara looks up from where she's immersed in the water, smiling at Jerry warmly.

"Ara. I'm sorry son in law, but Sylindra isn't here, nor any of your other brides, merely an old woman. Though I would not mind the company if you'd care to join me?"

"...Well I wouldn't want to make you... uncomfortable or anything, Inara." Jerry does his best to avert his eyes politely. Galactic women were truly curvy in ways that had to be seen to be comprehended... galactic MILFs of Inara's caliber were once again something else entirely.

"Oh it's hardly an imposition when I'm the one intruding on your private sanctum. Firi gave me the access code and suggested I relax a bit, but come. Sit. No need to stand in the doorway letting the warm air out."

To be fair, it was more of a large hot tub or a proper hot springs bath than it was a mere bathtub, and there was a fair bit of room. Jerry lets the door close behind him and slips into the water on the opposite side of the stairs from Indra.

"Ah, see? It's a very large tub, plenty of room for just you and me, son in law. Why I suspect you could fit most of my daughters in here with you. Mofufufu."

The delicate way Inara laughs into her hand is rather charming, an idle part of Jerry's brain notes.

"To think, all of my favorite daughters married off and to the same wonderful man! To get to choose, to find a man... alone. To find a man period is a dream. To find a man like you. Well. You should hear my daughters talk about you when you're not around, young man. They're well and truly in love with you, and to be loved! Ah. A girlhood fantasy of mine. To think, a whole species of men just waiting in cruel space, just as eager to love as to be loved. Culturally primed to love even! It's something of a cruel joke from the gods. Your species, and you in particular are either something out of a fairy tale... or a lewd book a school girl's 'liberated' from an older sibling or mother's stash of erotica."

"Was that school girl you?" Jerry asks before he can stop himself.

Inara's ears wiggle slightly.

"...Perhaps. I almost envy my daughters in some sense. I was blessed to have a good marriage, and my husband was kind to me... but unlike what my daughters saw, what I made sure they saw... he didn't love me. We were very good friends though, and that's almost as important as being lovers. A good lesson Jerry dear, for how young girls have to surrender their dreams frequently in the galaxy as they become women."

Inara sighs, clearly a bit melancholy as she thought about a time that was likely centuries before the current date.

"I had the same dream as my daughters, and I at the very least entered my marriage on my own terms... but I had to settle for a good friend and a decent father for my children. Instead of someone who could love me like my heart yearned for. I took solace in motherhood, and raised my girls with the prayer that they would find what I could not. With the humans arriving, perhaps fewer young girls with dreams of love will have to do the same."

"Sounds like you're thinking about dating again almost. Never too late to make your dreams come true."

Inara tilts her head, the water splashing a bit as she reaches up to drum her fingers on her chin.

"Perhaps, but given a choice between being with my favorite daughters and getting to spoil my grandchildren, and getting to fulfill a girlhood dream? I will stay with my family. I am needed here. I have received many blessings Jerry, for which I remain humble. To receive as I have. To live as I have... well, as a mother one learns to surrender one's personal needs for the sake of your children."

"I don't think that argument is nearly as valid in a galaxy where immortality is a short nap away, You have infinite potential to chase every dream. Why not do so? We love you. We're glad to have you, and you'll always have a home with us, but if you need to leave, even if it's just moving down the hall I'm sure the girls will understand."

"Mhmm. Perhaps."

Jerry could feel the depth of emotion in that single word without any need to see axiom. There was clearly a lot going on between Inara's fluffy, pointed ears.

"Speaking of my girlhood..."

Inara changes the subject, her tone lightening.

"Did Syl ever tell you that you look quite a bit like one of my favorite actors? A Tret gentleman of course, and he's nowhere near as... robust... as any human man I've met, but the resemblance is there. I can't help but wonder if watching movies with me might have influenced my girls. Like mother, like daughter I suppose?"

"I suppose it's possible. I can't say I share the experience. They don't have anything like Syl or any of my wives back home. Except Sharon obviously."

"Really? I heard human erotica commonly featured all manner of women who could be galactic citizens."

Jerry violently suppresses a snort of laughter.

"That's uh. A very specific set of genres of... erotica, shall we say. I can't say it was ever an interest of mine. Though the galaxy certainly caters to my tastes in terms of physique, but again, there's no woman on Earth who's shaped quite like your average galactic citizen is shaped."

"Mofufufu. Ah yes. It's nice to know the male obsession with breasts is indeed nearly universal, and I do know exactly which shapes you were referring to. You're hardly subtle when it comes to 'admiring' your wives. It's cute, really. Still, I wonder what causes that? As a mother to many I've fed my share of kits, and wet nursed my sister wives children including the clan's one son, I didn't treat him any differently from his sisters and half sisters, and yet the boy became very interested in breasts quite early in life."

Inara chuckles again, clearly enjoying the amusing memory of some antic or another. Still it was a chance to segue to a related topic Jerry had been intending to raise with Inara for awhile now.

"Speaking of motherhood, how are you doing with... your latest granddaughter?"

Jerry broached the subject of Indra gently. He mostly wanted to check in on Inara. Give her a chance to talk to someone about the subject who shared their secret that wasn't one of her daughters. He hadn't anticipated having the conversation in the bath, but perhaps the radically different setting and nudity would make Inara baring her soul easier if she felt the need to do so.

"Ah."

Inara's mood drops a bit, but with a different tone to the melancholy sensation of her words earlier.

"I admit I'm... a bit disappointed with myself."

"How so?"

"I thought I would mourn her more... but I haven't. I haven't at all. Perhaps the reality is I mourned my sister long ago, and that hurts on some level... but when I look into Indra's eyes. When she smiles up at me with that same beautiful smile... I know it was a risk, doing what you did for me Captain. For our family. For Indra... I know you worry about how she'll feel when you tell her once she's grown and ready for that conversation, but whatever comes, I must thank you for giving Indra a second chance. A chance to try again."

"I think I actually know what I'll say. To Indra when the time comes. What I'll tell her about who she used to be. What happened."

"Wh-what are you going to say?"

The wavering tone in Inara's voice speaks worlds about her curiosity. Her fear. Her pain.

Not quite done mourning her sister it seemed.

Jerry sighs and leans back a bit, looking up at the ceiling. "At first, I wanted to apologize... but then I realized I have nothing to apologize for. Indra did horrible things. We did what we had to do. We didn't do it for greed... save for one thing. The greed of wanting to keep her. Wanting to save her. That's its own kind of base desire and it led to something that might be worse than death to some. So I'm going to tell her, first and foremost that, despite what she did in her previous life, how cruel she was, how many people she hurt, just how much she was still loved. That the person who loved her most couldn't let her go." 

Jerry sighs, leaning back in the bath a bit, letting himself sink a little deeper into the water.

"At least that's what I'm thinking now. It was easy to draw a parallel to Cindy at first, but that cruelty was done out of malice, this was an act done out of love. A chance to live on. A chance for redemption and to find happiness instead of a lifetime of being miserable and making other people miserable. I'm going to keep the details somewhat vague past that if possible. It wouldn't do her any good to know Firi is her daughter for example, or that she has daughters out in the wider galaxy. That was her last life. This is her new life. Everything's reset to zero."

"Except for that damn smile of hers..." Inara sighs. "I confess I'm glad I'm not the one to raise her, much as I wish to. Sharon has proven an excellent mother, even if she barely needs to feed Indra for how nutrient dense her milk is."

Jerry nods, watching Inara out of the corner of his eye. "Sharon explained that breast feeding Indra with her own milk is basically the galactic equivalent of feeding Indra a protein shake. On the down side she does need to give Indra supplements for things like taurine that aren't found in human breast milk, or aren't found in sufficient quantities for the kit's needs."

"A minor setback and not uncommon in the galaxy, especially if a mother and child are different species. I imagine your sons all need supplements in terms of raw protein and calories."

"They do, along with their human sisters, we've mixed up a custom formula for the human children to ensure they get what they need... and it really is a protein shake for infants."

They both chuckle at that.

"So involved with your children, truly you are something else Jerry."

"I don't think I'm all that special."

Inara makes a disapproving noise.

"Ara. Perhaps you should expand your self perception a bit, young man... I've hardly spent all my time in the den transiting to Serbow, these ears of mine are quite sensitive, I hear things... and many a young woman seems to instinctually turn to an older maternal figure when they're upset or confused or conflicted..."

"And rare is the woman who is more maternal a figure than you on my ship I'm sure. So you've been... spoken to about situations?"

Inara chuckles into her hand again. "Mofufufu. You could say so. For the most part you should be proud of your men. Most of the upset seems to be that they might be too attentive... or the young lady in question isn't entirely sure how to love, or that she deserves to be loved... and yet. They're still all people. There's still strife. Moments of carelessness. Men who aren't terribly good fathers. Or at least haven't adapted as magnificently as you have. Some of them don't want children yet, which is its own form of trouble, especially in a galaxy that's primed young women that the answer to the question of children is simply early and often. I'm sure you know, the list of problems among people is as unlimited as the universe itself."

"Fair enough. In defense of my men, fatherhood is a skill that takes practice like any other. I'm sure they'll rise to the challenge eventually. Especially considering near unlimited time on the table."

"This is true son in law, being a husband too is a skill that takes practice. As does being a wife, and like all skills some people are naturally talented in them. For all you’ve done and had done to you in your profession of violence. For all your skill at commanding and leading, from where I'm sitting you were born to be a husband and a father, and you wear those titles with perhaps even more pride than the title of Marine and all the awards and accolades you have received over your very busy life of service."

Jerry nods. "Because I value those titles over everything else. They help keep me humble. I've received so much, been blessed by so much... it makes me want to work harder for those I love, and for those who love me."

"Which is to your great credit my dear son in law, and in turn only makes you more loved. Mofufufu. I wonder how long you'll be able to hold yourself to your self imposed limit of twenty wives? This Lawson woman Sylindra introduced me to yesterday... I suspect she's very interested. If not actively in love. Not that I can blame her, she clearly has excellent taste in men. Plus your family itself is a factor."

"What do you mean?"

"Surely you know better than most humans. Clans are about security and sisterhood, not just love and children. You have gathered incredible women around you, not the least of which are my own favorite daughters."

Jerry can hear the pride in Inara's voice at that last bit. She really loved Sylindra and the rest of the girls with all she had.

"Unfortunately for you my dear son in law, bringing together such exceptional people will only attract more exceptional people... many of them serve you or are bonded to you in other ways, and the confluence of exceptional men as well as women sees marriages taking out all but the most devoted competition for your hand... it would be very clever if it was at all intentional. Instead it is extremely admirable. You have all manner of women in your marriage, but your group cohesion is like nothing else I've ever seen... and that is to your deep credit. Everything from that charming brute Jaruna to that sweet Panseros girl Bari. Ah. I couldn't resist smothering with Bari with all the maternal love I could give her! She's just so sweet! It's beautiful to observe love as pure as hers... and while Bari stands out, she's still in line with all of your wives. Again, simply remarkable."

"Heh. Now I'm feeling warm and I don't think it's just the bath..."

"One would think a handsome and charming man like you would have better learned how to accept compliments my dear."

"It's not nearly as common on Earth for men to receive compliments... on anything really."

"Another cruelty of your homeworld to be certain. Well we'll see about undoing all that horrendous neglect that seems par for the course for humans, just you wait and see son in law!"

Jerry ducks his face into the water for a second before slowly starting to rise, using an axiom trick to wrap a towel around his waist and dry himself off as he goes.

"I'll get out first, Inara."

"Oh feel free to stay longer, I'm quite enjoying the chance to speak with you without one of my daughters or daughters in law distracting things. We haven't had much of a chance for one on one time, you and I."

Jerry catches an odd sensation in the axiom, almost... nervousness? Before it's suppressed like it wasn't there.

"Well let's change that then. Tea or something sometime?"

"That sounds wonderful dear, and of course we have the family vacation on Serbow coming up."

Inara leans back a bit in the tub, the globes of her massive chest rising from the water like islands rising from the sea, making Jerry avert his eyes again fast enough he was worried about snapping his neck!

"Right, just as soon as I get my hide beaten black and blue by a battle princess."

"Mofufufu. Just be careful she doesn't fall in love with you... then again. You're already my daughter's handsome prince, would claiming the proper title really be such a shame?"

"I can't tell if you're teasing me or playing matchmaker."

"It can always be both, son in law."
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Jerry and Masha had slipped the heavenly bonds of the Crimson Tear early in the morning. Jerry was wearing an axiom disguise which shifted his combat uniform into a more normal set of civilian attire thanks to the helpful hands of the ship’s Intelligence division.

Masha had elected for traditional Apuk dress, an ankle length emerald number that accentuated her caramel skin and set off her red hair in such a way that it gave Jerry idle fantasies of finding a quiet corner, hiking up her skirts and seeing if they couldn't add one more egg to her clutch. 

He considered that a symptom of his restored youth, and the fact that he had on-call fun whenever he wanted it. Truly a young man's dream, and it had only made him distinctly more eager to pin his wives' ankles to their ears. Something they all heartily approved of, which only added to the feedback loop that made him feel like something of a stallion caught deep in rut. 

Maybe it was just a side effect of impregnating so many gorgeous women? It overloaded the lizard brain slightly by being a little too successful so far as it could comprehend. 

The Nightstalkers had provided the ride down to Serbow's surface. It was infiltration training for the special forces aviators and intelligence team, but really it was all in the name of making the surprise as big as possible... and giving Jerry a chance to wander around the Capital of Serbow without having just plastered his face over every tri-vid viewer in local space. Or having been splattered across most of a city block a bit more literally if the fight with Aquilar'Victae went more poorly than anticipated. 

Then again, eking out a draw being considered a wild success was a pretty poor position to start from already. 

Still even with his upcoming fight and diplomatic stage show, there was just something about Serbow that... spoke to Jerry.

Maybe it was the beautiful dragon women walking around everywhere, half of them seemingly roleplaying as medieval knights, and the other half who were as cordial as they were beautiful... a nice change of pace from the rest of the galaxy. 

The Apuk even managed to make being angry beautiful, and straight forward conflict resolution was a major societal plus in Jerry's book. 

He wasn't quite sure how he felt about demanding an honor duel to first strike with a shopkeeper over a simple mistake in an order of baked goods, but might made right among the Apuk, and the shopkeeper knocked her assailant out clean to the applause of the people around her... and was rewarded with a notable uptick in sales. 

Including from Jerry and Masha, who had availed themselves of what appeared to be a half bacon bun, half honey pastry before making their way to a nearby park, settling on the cool grass underneath the boughs of a large tree. It could almost be mistaken for Earth if you squinted a bit and didn't have any of the locals in eye shot, but even then it could just be an extremely specific cosplay convention in town or something. 

"These are a childhood favorite of mine, but then they're seemingly everyone's favorite. One of the most popular sweets in Apuk space. Generally you eat the bacon half first, then the sweet part. Some people eat all their bacon portions first, then the sweet bits, but I like doing them one pastry at a time, enjoying the whole set of flavors with each sweet as opposed to doing it in stages more or less where it's just meat, then just sweets." 

"I see..." Jerry says, following the pattern suggested by his wife and munching down first the bacon half, then the honey half of the pastry. "Tasty, makes a bit of a mess of your fingers though. Any preferred way to handle that?" 

"Well there is one way..." 

A grinning Masha grabs Jerry's hand by the wrist and slowly takes each finger into her mouth, sucking each digit clean as a whistle. 

"I probably could have done that myself." 

"You could have, but it's more fun this way... now you do me." 

They went back and forth like that for a while, enjoying the peace as brightly colored birds sang in the branches of the trees above them. Masha wiggled her way down and rested her head in his lap, her red fair fanning out like a halo made of crimson flame. 

Jerry had the sense that a little park trip like this had been a girlhood fantasy date for Masha, and he was more than happy to indulge her, just like he indulged his other brides. Not that it was any hardship, this was the kind of sharing of culture that Jerry could really get behind!

"Mhmmm. Warm sunshine, birds singing, my head in my husband's lap. Gravid! Just barely showing, but gravid! Ah! I'm such a lucky girl! Who needs a damn crown when you can have wings and riches like this!" Masha giggles, clearly just bubbling with giddy joy. 

Jerry leans down and kisses Masha's forehead. 

"Careful where you say that, we're trying to make friends with your people at the moment, remember?" 

"Real friends don't have to pull their punches around each other." 

"Fair, but you know what I mean." 

Masha chuckles from her spot on Jerry's lap. "I do, but it's still fun to play at it. Besides, like Vak'Lorish said last night. For all we like to mythologize being a battle princess, mythologize warfire... it's not a uniquely Apuk thing. Must as we might wish it was or like to pretend it is. Nor is even the higher calibers of warfire like the green flame are really something unique to the battle royalty. I can use it. Nara'Sarkin and Vak'Lorish can use it. Narsa'Lorish isn't too far off from mastering it... your own flames are green now too. No one will expect that. Not an Apuk, not a sorcerer, breaking out green warfire from sheer force of will. Hah! Syl and I will be beating bachelorettes off with a stick!" 

There was a proud, gloating tone in Masha's voice with an underlying sense of humor behind it. Like she was laughing at herself even as she boasted about the man of her dreams to the man himself, cuddling on a sunny Serbow day in the park. 

"We should get going if we want to get any actual tourism in before the bout." 

"Mhmm. Yeah. Maybe we'll get you some axiom effect disguises so we can take Cindy to the museums and such. I suppose we could have done that this morning, but honestly I wanted you all to myself. To get a chance to really share my world with you. Home is where you are, where our children are, but I'll always love Serbow." 

"Sounds like me with Earth. I just wish I could show you all in person... but at moments like this, places like Serbow... I feel like Earth isn't too far away. Right up till some weird double headed bird shows up or something."

The couple picks themselves up and heads on, strolling arm in arm around the city. There was the grand arena, where the Shellcracker tournament was held, not open at the moment, it was being prepared for the forthcoming tournament this year, but the edifice was impressive from the outside, reminding Jerry of the Roman Colosseum writ to NFL levels of scale. 

The blend of mega structure and more 'classical' architecture by Human aesthetic tastes gives the whole city a classy feel that was improved by everything being clean for the most part! It made the Imperial City beautiful, instead of just impressive, the warm colored stonework almost leaving the place inviting. Much like Rome herself in many respects. 

"I'm glad the Apuk have managed to maintain their culture despite being uplifted." 

Masha tilts her head, considering the thought for a moment.

"If anything like many cultures it's somewhat stopped our culture from developing in some senses. It was such a massive change... it doesn't hurt that even before healing comas, the Apuk were a fairly long lived people. So change is slow to start with. I envy Humanity's isolation to a degree. I can't help but wonder what and who we'd have become if we had to make it to space on our own instead of being uplifted. Like the Cannidor. Or like Humans for that matter. You'd already reached space by the time you were contacted." 

"True I suppose I hadn't thought of it that way. Still, it's going to be one hell of a clusterfuck back home for a couple decades, maybe a century. Especially as people scramble to reach the stars... and learn just how little everything they've strived for and thought they'd accomplished matters. Take me for example. I'm just a jumped up grunt with a decent education. I'm also now one of the richest men in the Undaunted and that easily makes me the richest man on Earth if I should choose to go home for some reason. Wealth beyond measure. Life never-ending. The galaxy's paradise by the old Human understanding, but some people will reject that, because of how small and insignificant it renders them. Some countries won't be able to cope with that. Others will collapse as their populations reach for the stars. Still others will just be happy to benefit from the wealth we're sending home. Like I hear some of the tech they're sending back will jump start Human nuclear power reactor technology by a good century. Our world might be one of the most impoverished in known space by technicality, but that alone will help people live well." 

Masha nods before kissing her husband's cheek. "Let's focus on this world today darling, we can borrow all the trouble in the galaxy tomorrow." 

Their footsteps bring them to an old fortress, what Masha calls a watch tower, that had been turned into a military museum. It was a true masterpiece of martial splendor, with banners of numerous warrior sisterhoods and noble houses flying proudly in the soft breeze, crowned by the Imperial banner flying from the highest point of the tower. The inside was perhaps even better, focusing mostly on the Imperial military, featuring grand banners with lists of battle honors and feats of valor, including illustrations of many of the acts. All clearly done by hand with painstaking precision. 

Racks of weapons were everywhere, displaying war swords and other weapons of sumptuous craftsmanship... all of which had clearly seen service, and many of which had little plaques detailing their service, and the service of the warrior that had once wielded them. Some of the dates of service were recent too. Within a few decades. 

"That's odd." Jerry hums to himself, looking at one weapon that had apparently been returned to its rack just a year prior. 

Masha looks over. "Oh, this isn't just a museum. It's an armory for the Imperial military. Officers and enlisted women who distinguish themselves are occasionally sent here to draw the weapon of a warrior of old. It will serve them for a few years, usually till the end of their next combat tour, and then return here to rest and await a new mistress. It's a significant honor to be a blade bearer." 

"I can see that. I can imagine that's really a big deal for a culture as martial as the Apuk."

"Oh it is, and there's some special blades tucked away from some of the most legendary heroines in our history too. They're only handed out to the greatest of our warriors, and only during war time, but in a true emergency they will return to service, as will the spirits of their former mistresses it's believed." 

Masha smiles. 

"Bet you could earn one easy hubby." 

"I already have enough honor weapons, and they're all worthy of their own respect. Adding more to that special group of melee weapons just sounds greedy. Plus I'd have to join the Apuk Imperial military, and I suspect Cistern would be fairly peeved with me if I went off and did that." 

Jerry checks his watch and offers Masha his hand. 

"Speaking of doing things though... I think it's about time. Shall we, darling?" 

"Yes. Let's. We  wouldn't want to arrive late for your date to put the hurt on the princess after all." 

Jerry and Masha find the nearest low sky lane pad, and are quickly leaping towards the tournament grounds in the blink of an eye. 
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The old tournament grounds were near the Imperial palace and technically within one of the garrisons of the Imperial military, though this portion of it was a historical site that was open to the public. This ground had been the site of duels since time immemorial. The first Shellcracker tournaments had been held here once upon a time, early in the Apuk's history. It was, therefore an impressive location. 

The battlements on the North side of the arena were flying Aquilar'Victae's personal standard, and the standard of the Imperial Capital troops. On the South side of the arena, a small reflective pool lead away from the battlements to an open stone area that overlooked a large cliff. The large space was both a landing pad and parade ground, and the Undaunted were about to put it to good use.

The Olympia had landed shortly before Jerry had arrived. The official party, namely a good chunk of Jerry's command staff, some of the Bridger wives, and a small guard detail of Marines had disembarked and prepared a few tents near the stand that the 'VIPs' would be watching the bout from. Everyone else would be enjoying the show from ancient stone seats, giant crystals embedded in large stone pillars housing the generators for the axiom field that kept viewing such duels somewhat safe for the watchers without excessive caution on their part.

A crowd was already forming. A large contingent of reporters and other affiliated journalists had gathered on the West side of the area, clearly getting pictures of Captain's Yacht and the Undaunted 'encampment', then exploding in a flurry of activity when Jerry and Masha leaped in together. Still, they were held back from chasing their clearly desired interview by a small fire team of Marines.

They'd get what they wanted, Jerry would make sure of it, but he was going to give them something better first.

Jerry bows to Masha, kissing the back of her hand as she curtsies in return before stealing a big kiss on the lips before heading to join the rest of the Bridgers with a massive smile on her face.

A quick brush of axiom has Jerry's outer clothing fall away... and an axiom illusion of a dress uniform starts up, replacing the civilian attire with Navy dress whites effortlessly. Changing would be too much fuss, but it simply wouldn't be proper to be standing around in utilities for what's next. He assumes the position of attention... and waits as a young Marine lieutenant and a bugler step into position to their commanding officer's left. The rear ramp of the Olympia smoothly lowers into position as the Apuk start to position themselves to see what the humans were up to this time.

A quick glance at Jerry, and the adjutant starts the show.

"Bugler, sound attention."

A quick series of notes plays, and with an echo that suggested a touch of axiom, a voice rolls out of the Olympia's aft cargo bay that could only be Ghorza.

"Detail! Aaaaaatention!"

There's a snap of heels and rifles, and the adjutant stiffens slightly.

"Sound! Adjutant's call!"

At the end of the next set of notes the Adjutant marches to his position, near the ramp of the Olympia in this case before issuing his next orders. The familiar set of orders and old school Marine Corps tradition blends together somewhat until Ghorza really starts to do her thing.

"Poooooort arms! Right shoulder! Arms! Riiiiight, face! Forward! March!"

Immediately, high fidelity speakers begin to play a medley of human marching music, starting with the Marine Corps hymn, then moving into Prussia's Glory, La Legionnaire and other global favorites. Loud enough to let the formation of Marines keep the beat, and to hopefully introduce the alien audience to some more obscure human music.

The crisp sound of sixty heels hitting steel deck plates in unison draws the attention of the crowd tight back to where it belongs, and nearly drowns out Nikita ordering the Paladins to draw their swords, and to join their brethren at right shoulder arms.

Ghorza emerges first, at the head of her formation, just behind the color guard, carrying the banners of the Undaunted and the Undaunted Marine Corps. Ghorza's sword gleaming on her shoulder as the banners flutter in the wind, the crisp crimson guidon of Marine Battalion Crimson Tear joining the blue banners as they flutter in the wind as the detail begins to emerge. Ghorza moves to the side and marks time for a moment before resuming her path forward as she finds her proper position.

"Eeeeeeeeeeeyes right! Present! Arms!"

Another perfect set of snaps as well drilled Marines in white ceremonial trousers instead of the familiar light blue march on the surface of an alien world for the first time, banners flying. Jerry returns their salute with enough of his own parade ground snap you'd have sworn the air molecules in front of his hand must have been cut in half. This was deadly serious. Even if there hadn't been an audience. They were Marines after all, and drill and ceremonies were part of what made Marines, Marines. Having an audience just made it so much sweeter.

"Order! Arms! Eeeeeeyes front!"

Now in any other circumstance this would have been the end of the parade more or less, but as the Paladins came into view, their crimson cloaks fluttering, Jerry knew it had only just begun.

The differences begin when Nikita calls the formation of paladins to a halt, turning to face their liege and saluting far more formally before offering a high bladed salute to the Imperial palace in the distance.

"Paladins... carry out the plan of the day! Fall out!"

The Paladin formation broke by twos and fours, assuming guard posts and relieving the Marine guards around the encampment. Sheryen and the usual fire teams marching up to and around Jerry, forming up again slightly behind him.

They were ready for the next surprise. Jerry takes two steps forward and pivots sharply to the right before pulling axiom into his voice.

"Colonel Bridger."

Ghorza performs a sharp about face, and salutes with her sword again.

"Yes sir?"

"Begin the demonstration."

"Aye aye, sir!"

The Apuk were a martial species, but they were mostly individual combatants, an army of heroines above all else. Precision drill was never something they'd truly gotten into. Sure they marched, but nothing like a Marine Corps style silent rifle drill display. You could hear a pin drop save the sound of whirling rifles and sharp snaps as Ghorza's drill team goes through their routine.

The flash of silver bayonets cutting through the air as hand polished M1 Garands twirl or snap into position is mesmerizing. Rifles fly back and forth as Ghorza walks the ranks, completely unperturbed by the rifles flashing by in front of her face as she marches from one end of the formation to the other before the unit begins its next movement.

The silence is intense in its way, amplifying the few noises the platoon made to the point that Jerry could hear them in his bones. The only cadence required for the sixty Marines in the formation to keep their timing is the snap of hands on handguards and stocks, and the precise click of their heels impacting the ancient stone as one. Whatever happened in the fight after this, the Imperial garrison simply couldn't match this kind of display. So even if Jerry lost his fight, Marine Battalion Crimson Tear could still chock this one up as a tie.

The display finishes with a flourish of spinning rifles, and the Marines march off to the West to a landing pad where an Undaunted lighter waits so they could change and join the audience for the bout. 

From the cheers and applause of the Apuk onlookers, it didn't take a psychic to guess that the Apuk were sold on human style martial splendor.

Babydoll confirms that leap of intuition seconds after Jerry considers it when she sends a text message to Jerry’s implant.

BD> Like, omg boss! You gotta see these numbers! Like, one of the news broadcasters displaying the show were getting some of their highest viewership numbers outside of the Shellcracker tournament all year! That's mega huge! Nothing scratches the shellcracker tournament in Apuk space! Nothing!

Jerry can't resist grinning.

Perfect. They'd paid a little extra for a little extra attention. He wanted as many eyes towards them as possible, so he could get as much out of this as he could.

Jerry starts walking towards the crowd of reporters, who immediately wheel on him like a pack of sharks turning on an injured fish. The Paladins immediately moved forward, their impressive uniforms and shining swords all it took to encourage the mostly Apuk reporters to keep to a respectful distance.

Jerrys surveys the crowd of reporters vying for his attention and picks out one of the younger girls, a perky looking blonde from what appeared to be one of the smaller networks, then gestures to Sheryen. 

"Staff Sergeant, bring that young lady forward please, I'll do the direct interview with her." Before raising his voice a bit to address the reporters. "I'll only be doing one interview, as I suspect you'll all be wanting to ask more or less the same questions, and our time is short."

Sheryen steps forward and clears a path, and the young woman quickly checks her hair and make up before coming forward. 

"Nyri'Jan, I'm a junior duel correspondent with Battle Space, an Apuk channel devoted to combat sports and martial training."

"A pleasure to meet you Ms. Jan."

Jerry genteelly kisses the back of her hand. The polite act generates a small burst of flame from the corner of Nyri'Jan's mouth and a surge of bright green envy to rival warfire in the other single Apuk present. Manners generally play well everywhere and courtly behavior with the Apuk clearly played very well indeed.

Nyri'Jan quickly recovers herself however and pulls up a list of interview questions.

"So how are you feeling prior to your bout? You're the first human to hold a public duel in Apuk space with a battle princess or battle princess aspirant since Vernon Shay surprised all Apuk space two Shellcracker tournaments ago. There are rumors that Teri'Fwus dueled with a human sorcerer at a party at the Salm estate, but tragically no one got even a poor quality recording of that event if it occurred. We still have quite a bit we're eager to learn about humans as combatants!"

Jerry cracks his neck, making a show of considering the question before responding.

"I feel I'll be able to make a good showing of myself for the Undaunted, Humanity and for our new found allies, the Apuk. I'm proud to participate in this tradition for the honor of my command and I have sworn to them that I won't let Princess Aquilar’Victae off easy. If she wants victory, she's going to have to work for it."

That got the reporter's attention, she was excited now.

"Such confidence! You certainly are human from what we've seen of your species! Are you a sorcerer as well perhaps? We've heard there's a whole village of human sorcerers now and you did just arrive by soaring like an Apuk..."

Jerry chuckles, smiling for the camera. "No, I'm not and I have never been a sorcerer of any kind."

"Do you intend to try to become one?"

Jerry had prepared for this question in particular... something that had taken answering it for real as much as anything. Why not become a son of the woods, if all it took was opening yourself freely to the axiom entity that lived within the woods? It was exciting, tempting... but there could only be one answer for Jerry if he stayed true to himself and his ideals.

"No."

The Apuk reporter looks slightly surprised and very confused. "...Why not? It's supposed to be something humans can accomplish without too much risk. Are our traditions not good enough for you or-"

"Relax, miss, I certainly don't mean any offense." 

Jerry offers the young reporter another smile and she melts slightly. 

"The journey into the Dark Woods is no small matter, even for humans. That both of our species can accomplish such a dangerous feat is a testament to our strength and kinship. It is a dark, painful, mystical path that is well beyond my understanding, and it is not easy for us in any sense. That the human sorcerers who have come to Serbow have been accepted by the Woods so readily is a credit to them, their skills... and what they have endured. Their trials have been great and terrible, and the Woods recognize that. Recognizes a kindred spirit in them to shield and strengthen, even as the Apuk and humanity see the same in each other. Further, I rely on my own strength. Vernon himself said during his infamous Shellcracker debut that bringing in the Woods is substituting its strength for your own. Potent, and being able to channel such strength can make you stronger, but my strength is mine, and it's all I need."

Jerry strokes his chin clearly, thoughtful and considerate. 

"In the end ladies, I'm merely a soldier, and a good one. I have been through much, but I'm not a scholar. Even were I more gifted in my understanding of Axiom like Mr. Shay and his associates, I would not make a pact with the Dark Woods. As I said, the commitment to my understanding is huge. The sacrifices are incredible. I have important things in my life that I can't sacrifice. Nor could I remain on Serbow, much as I'm enjoying your lovely world so far."

"What would an example of more important things in your life be? If you don't mind me prying, our viewers love to hear the motivations of warriors!" 

Nyri's into her stride now, even leaning in a little bit as she gets more confident in getting her scoop.

"My wives and children of course, to include my Apuk bride, Masha'Nelindra."

Jerry makes a show of waving to Masha, playing up for the now swooning press. He'd just said the magic words. To refuse the offer of power, to be humble, to be devoted to cultivating his own skills and power, to honor your spouses and children above all? To say that this would play well with the Apuk was a major understatement. Jerry had prepared carefully for this conversation with Vernon and his friends as well as Masha. He'd even corresponded briefly with Princess Miro'Noir.

Each statement was designed to have maximum impact with the Apuk public. He was a non-sorcerer. He would be fighting a battle princess. He was an honorable, skilled, warrior, who valued his family first and foremost. All true, but presented to be as appealing to the Apuk as possible. Not quite propaganda, but attempting to increase Apuk infatuation with humanity? Absolutely. After all, if he was going to get his hide tanned he at least wanted to get something out of it.

Nyri'Jan asks a few more questions, covering his combat experience and background, asking a bit about his family, asking how Masha's been doing and talking briefly about how she's still a much loved former competitor on the shellcracker tournament circuit discussion spaces. There's some excitement in the crowd when Jerry mentions she's gravid and they're looking forward to their first clutch together hatching. Then back to the subject of his combat experience back on Earth. He indulges them as much as he can afford to, happy to lay it on thick with a trowel to help cement one of humanity's most important alliances. Finally, someone blows a horn, a signal that the Imperial party would arrive in fifteen minutes.

"Time for me to go get ready. I'll make myself available after the bout for more questions if you have any I haven't answered, thank you for your time ladies."

With a blink of the afterimage fist, Jerry's gone, and walking into the tent to prepare for his bout where Masha's waiting for him with some of the other girls. She greets him with a slow, deep kiss, making sure the cameras can see before turning her back and guiding Jerry into the tent, tail winding around his waist.

"You played them like a fiddle."

"That was the plan."
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Ten minutes later finds Jerry alone in the tent. His wives had gone to their seats, the Paladins were guarding the exterior as a proper honor guard detail should. He was alone with his thoughts... and was taking the time to meditate. His hands flipping through the various mudras as he focuses on his breathing, taking the air of this distant world deep into his lungs as he considered himself. He did not consider his opponent. He could not control his opponent. He could control himself. 

If he was whole. One. At peace, and ready for battle, ready to die... then he would be able to give the opponent the full measure of his strength. Axiom or no axiom. In the end the tools, the weapons didn't matter, be it space magic or fighter jets.

Will.

Sheer force of will was what mattered, and Jerry's will was mighty indeed.

"Sir."

Vilka's familiar voice interrupts his thoughts.

"They're ready for you."

"Time already eh, Vilka?"

"Yes sir. Looking forward to the show boss."

"Well let's hope it's a good one. Never dueled a princess of any kind before."

"Maybe Jaruna counts among her people? I imagine if she knocks enough heads she can get people calling her that."

Jerry breaks into a chuckle, bleeding off the last of his tension.

"Be sure to suggest it to Jaruna later, Vilka."

A flick of a finger settles Jerry's blue cloak into place around his shoulders as he settles himself... and strides from the tent. He wasn't in the middle of the arena yet, there was a small path to walk that would take him past the VIP box. As the challenger he would present himself, then take the field of honor against his opponent, the champion of the entire Imperial military district.

He thought he was ready for anything, but as he rounds the corner and gets a good look at the box, he's shocked to find that the Imperial party had included the Empress of Serbow and several of her daughters! 

The petite woman that Jerry instantly recognized as the Empress from various intelligence briefs had apparently seated herself directly next to Syl. Jerry couldn't tell exactly how his beloved spouse felt about that seating arrangement, but he could tell she was a bit stressed. Thankfully with Masha and some of the other wives immediately supporting her, entertaining an Empress wasn't solely on her shoulders.

Jerry comes to a halt in front of the VIP box and performs a sharp right face before saluting.

*”By the ancient laws of Serbow, I come to declare a challenge to the military commander of the soldiers before me, that we might taste each other's flames and know the other is worthy.”*

The cinder tongue felt familiar now, he'd certainly practiced the ceremonial bits of the language he'd been required to perform. No one would have thought less of him if he had made the correct statements and responses in galactic trade, but pushing just a little bit further for the sake of tradition was something Jerry was very familiar with.

The Empress rises to her feet, and responds in galactic trade.

"We welcome you to our world Captain Bridger... and bid you good fortune in battle, our commander awaits you on the field of honor."

The Empress seats herself, and Bari stands up next. As the 'youngest' spouse, both by years and time married to Jerry, she had been selected to follow a human tradition and give him a token. In this case she passed on a silk kerchief with a few lipstick marks on it, which Jerry tucked into his combat uniform's blouse after kissing the back of Bari's hand. 

A sharp about face reveals the path to the field, a short series of steps off of dirt and onto stone polished from generations of war flames coursing across them, and there Aquilar'Victae waited, looking for all the world like an icy avatar of wrath.

Jerry casts off the cloak just outside the axiom field that marks the edge of the arena, the garment folding itself and flying over neatly to land in the outstretched hands of Sheryen to a light smattering of applause.

Then Jerry steps through the bubble, and the sounds from outside are muted slightly. Aquilar'Victae said nothing as Jerry took the field. This too was part of the ritual. They were not supposed to speak. Battle would speak for them. Or they could speak their true hearts to each other while fighting if they chose to break their silence, but only once the battle was joined.

Another old Apuk tradition.

They simply bow to each other, and the voice of the Empress booms out like thunder.

"Begin!"




Sylindra - Moments Before

She had known that some important dignitaries would be coming to the event, likely some of the other Imperial Princesses here to cheer on their sister as she dueled. She had not anticipated that the Empress of Serbow herself would be here! Or that she'd be sitting right next to her! 

It was almost outrageous that the ruler of so many worlds had so little security and was apparently so casual with her planning... but then again, the Empress was Empress partially because she was one of the most dangerous women on this planet too... and her four royal guards were themselves capable of fighting off entire armies on their own. It all conspired to make Syl far more tense than she was used to.

Syl had served or entertained powerful women numerous times back on Centris. Her clientele had included some of the most powerful women on the planet and in near space. Ambassadors, representatives, planetary rulers, CEOs, high ranking government officials, women she suspected were gang lords, and everyone in between. Her ability to handle the elite of Centris had made Syl a well off woman before her husband had come along with the apparent desire to make her obscenely wealthy... and love her so passionately that she frequently forgot money was a thing at all.

A hell of a combination.

So it was a very odd experience for Syl to feel like she was out of her depth quite like she did with the Empress.

"Of course Majesty, we're very glad you enjoyed our gift so much."

"Indeed, it pleases us that you're going to establish operations on Serbow, even if it means it's harder to keep your delicacies to myself!"

Syl joins the Empress in laughing to cover her shock. Jerry had only told her about that last night! Did they have an information leak? Had the Princess spoken to her mother perhaps? Jerry had said that Princess Aquilar'Victae had deduced the sorcerer visitor had been Daiki Koga...

"You're very well informed Majesty, we haven't even begun negotiating with our potential hostess."

Her question was unspoken, but loud and clear, and the Empress giggles into her hand.

"Considering your ongoing negotiations with the Yauya, your small facility on Vucsa 5, and... I'd imagine you'll be opening an facility to support the human colony on Bruel, it's hardly a major leap in logic my dear, and if you're going to treat with any of my nobles, invest in any of the various fiefs... considering how humans tend to stick together, and Undaunted in particular support their fellows at every turn... really it would be strange if you didn't enter into a partnership with the Tier barony... or if Daiki Koga didn't try to entice you personally. He's a very reasoned, logical man, for as silly as he can be. He has wed one of my nobles, and one of my battle princesses. The human sorcerers in general are invested in the Tier barony, Daiki Koga is even more invested than the others. The first of the sorcerer's families have begun moving to Uth'Tier's lands. If the pattern holds, and I suspect it shall, that is where most of their families will settle as time goes on, at the edge of the Dark Forest's embrace. A looming threat in times gone by... but now a far more... efficient... promise of protection."

The Empress giggles again.

"Ah, truly it's been far too long since we've really had anything interesting happen. Further an ascendancy of the Tier barony sees fit to benefit us... they have always been loyal, and we shall reward their loyalty in more overt ways in the near future. Until then, ensuring any possible competition for your business is far too distracted by various other things will suffice... and that the nobles are more focused on the chance to chase novelty."

Syl takes that all in... she had been thinking she hadn't received nearly as many business inquiries from Serbow, just some truly ridiculous orders for meat, including from the Imperial household.

"...So you used our gift of Wagyu to bait your nobles and distract them into what amounts to a meat based pissing contest if you'll forgive the crude turn of phrase?"

A smile glimmers in the Empress's eyes.

"Oh it's quite alright my dear, I prefer direct language. As to the wagyu, I shared that gift with my dear subjects... if they decided to... obsess over the subject a bit, as thousand year old beings are often wont to do... and that distraction is to my favor, and the favor of one of our loyal subjects... so be it. A gift given deserves a gift in reserve after all, and Uth'Tier will deal extremely honestly with you. You'd have made good money from Serbow regardless, if we wish to reduce things to raw credits, but this way you'll make significantly more I suspect. Which you, and your husband will almost certainly reinvest into one of my poorest fiefs."

Syl's ear wiggled. It all checked out logic wise, but she had to ask. 

"Did Princess Aquilar'Victae perhaps..."

The Empress cuts her off with a sharp gesture with her right hand.

"I assure you, my daughter would not betray any confidence your husband, or any member of your family has placed in her, even with her own dear mother. She's a very honorable woman like that... and she's always been fond of the Tiers. Uth'Tier's mother was someone my little Aqi always asked to see at court."

Syl nods slowly putting it together... "You arranged all of it. Without it looking like you really did anything. Did you move Aquilar'Victae into command of the garrison for some reason too, majesty?"

"Oh you are a sharp one. Yes, one doesn't rule as long as I have without picking up a few tricks... such as how to subtly use axiom to make it seem as if we're discussing benign subjects like your no doubt adorable first borns."

"...That sounds wildly useful."

Another giggle from the empress.

"I see, well I'll see about making that particular information available to you via your sister wife Lady Cascka. Call it a gift as well."

"I notice you didn't answer my question about the princess."

"Sharp indeed. If I did, as opposed to simply recognizing my daughter's competence and skill, rewarding her with a position that I assure you she had indeed earned... I must have some sort of reason, but tell me my dear Sylindra, what was your impression of my little Aqi? She mentioned enjoying speaking with you when she returned to Serbow last night."

Syl thinks for a second. She'd talked for near thirty minutes with the warrior princess about all manner of subjects, starting with polite chatter and quickly moving to far more friendly and open subjects. Far from a barbarian, or even playing a barbarian like Jaruna... Syl composes her thoughts for a second.

"I found the princess to be remarkably well educated on numerous subjects, a true polymath of great talent. She's witty, charming, and from what I've heard from Masha'Nelindra and the other warrior women with my family, that she's quite a gifted warrior as well. I'm looking forward to seeing her display her talents."

"Even if she'll be displaying it by defeating your husband? Possibly even wounding him?"

Syl proudly puts her chin up.

"If she wants to defeat my Jeremiah she'll need to do more than just be gifted."

"We shall see soon... ah, here comes Aqi now."

Sure enough, Syl looks out to the arena as Aquilar'Victae takes her place, setting off a small chain reaction as one of the paladins goes to fetch Jerry from the tent. As he walked out, made his challenge to the Empress, and took his token from Bari, something gnawed at her slightly. 

She plays through the last few moments of conversation with the Empress. Some of the things that had happened the Empress couldn't possibly have anticipated... but the general flow of events, promoting young blood to what was generally a ceremonial position, the games with investing in the Tier barony...

"Begin!"

The booming axiom enhanced voice of the Empress startles her, and Syl turns to the other woman as her thoughts settle, keeping one eye on the combatants as her husband and the Princess size each other up.

"Was this whole thing a set up for a political marriage?"

"No."

The Empress answers simply.

"The situation has more nuance than that my dear, though you're on the right trail. All the arrangements in the world can't stir my sweet daughter's heart. It will take your husband himself and no other to do that. She's a special girl, and demands much of a potential spouse. It is one possible outcome, and not an unwelcome one if it does occur, but that is completely out of my hands. I can no more make that happen than I can change the tides, and if I did try to force it, Aqi would fight me till her dying breath."

The Empress of all Serbow and her colonies chuckles.

"I have engineered a situation where my alliance with the Undaunted will be deeply solidified, both commercially and militarily, where it shall be very popular with my people, perhaps to the point of even getting a chance to set a larger human colony on Serbow beyond the band of sorcerers in the Dark Woods. Whatever happens next, whatever comes next, I win. The Empire wins. My people win. Even my nobles will win, if I must drag them kicking and screaming to victory. Engineering things to ensure my victory no matter the outcome, instead of merely ensuring one outcome I desire is part of what it means to be empress. It's a skill you'd do well to learn if you aspire to continue to rule my dear. Now... let us watch the fight. The first blow is about to be struck."

Syl frowns, trying to take all that information on board before turning her attention back to the fight.

"How can you tell?"

"There's a subtle charge of ozone in the air... I suspect they're trying to out manners each other and give the other the first strike. As challenger and challenged, as man and woman, dueling customs are wonderfully confusing like that. Let's see who breaks the stalemate shall we?"
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Jerry

Jerry and Aquilar'Victae circle slowly, eyes locked firmly on each other as they move. They were sizing each other up, taking the measure of their opponent, as well as daring the other to go first. While getting the first blow in was generally an advantage, a chance to end a fight quickly... it also exposed you to retaliation from an opponent who was almost certainly going to surprise you. 

Surprises weren't fun, especially when they could result in you getting a few ribs cracked or something worse. Sure this was just sparring... but with honor on the line going down to the first punch would be unfortunate.

Keeping his hand of cards close to his chest, never mind the ace or two up his sleeve was very much to Jerry's advantage. He had studied and prepared for this fight extensively. He knew the primary tricks in the Battle Princess playbook... and he didn't have to hold back at all.

The chances of him accidentally seriously wounding Aquilar'Victae were slim to none. She would be far more concerned about causing a diplomatic incident or triggering a blood feud by killing him if she overdid it. She didn't know how durable he could be, he knew exactly how durable she was. The basic tricks of the battle princess had been studied and dissected.

Know your enemy, know yourself, and you need not fear the result of a thousand battles.

Unless your enemy was a battle princess.

Even knowing their tricks, they were utterly monstrous combatants, and it truly took the full skill set of the sorcerers to beat them easily. Non sorcerers could replicate those skills in bits and pieces, but they simply weren't as mobile, as capable of reshaping their environment as the sorcerers of Serbow. Nor did they have an ally in the Dark Woods to negate the warfire with ease.

Conventional warriors and adepts need other tricks, and they tended towards being extremely dangerous tricks at that. Tricks most axiom combatants wouldn't even think about, never mind try. Some chats with Franklin and Vernon, and some serious study with Cascka had given Jerry a plan B for that at least.

Still, there were other ways to keep a warrior off balance without shifting the Earth itself... better to leave that surprise for later. It would be easier still if he could talk, but they weren't supposed to speak till after the first blows had been thrown... and he'd need to close the distance to speak without sharing his words with the entire crowd anyway.

Jerry sighs and takes a breath, centering himself as he settles into a deep fighting stance, his arms tensing against the tightly rolled sleeves of his utility blouse, no doubt earning him some swoons from women in the audience. For women who appreciated warriors like the Apuk, a ticket to the gun show might as well have made him the equivalent of a playboy bunny in an extra low cut top back home.

Setting aside that rather ridiculous comparison, Jerry narrows his focus... and vanishes with zanzoken, the after image fist. Instead of teleporting immediately behind Aquilar'Victae however, he tries a new trick, a modification of his axiom double shikigami where he projects a brief imitation of his axiom signature as a distraction. It would only last a few seconds without an axiom imbued focus, but it should feel like he was actually behind her.

Jerry moves himself into position for his first strike, watching closely as the seconds tick by like minutes as the doppelganger briefly pops into existence behind the Princess. A simple trick, but it worked marvelously and Aquilar'Victae whirls at hypersonic speeds to defend against an attack that wasn't coming from Jerry's phantom, instead catching a boot square to the ribs from a powerful roundhouse kick.

Battle joined, Jerry is now free to begin part of his plan to distract the Princess. Namely, flirt with her just a bit. Mean? Maybe, but it wasn't like it was a specific strategy to Aquilar'Victae, even older married women were as vulnerable to compliments as younger girls to a degree. Clearly it was a similar situation to compliments back home for men.

Besides, it's not like it was too mean. He was entirely sincere with his words after all. Lying for an advantage in a duel wasn't fair, and lying to women was right out. His mother would resurrect herself just to tan his hide.

"You know Princess, it's really not my policy to hit beautiful women."

Jerry suppresses a smirk as he flips away, intentionally adding in some acrobatics to keep the audience as entertained as possible while violently resisting looking for an opportunity to grand stand Maximus style.

Aquilar'Victae for her part was right on him, launching a flurry of blows for Jerry to weave through before he drops and lashes out, hooking her ankle and sending her tumbling for a second so he can disengage and regain some distance. While she quickly recovers herself, her powerful tail acts as a counter balance to easily let her regain her footing. He'd caught her by surprise twice. He probably wouldn't be getting to do that with basic martial arts techniques as they went on.

The Princess offers Jerry a toothy smile as she takes up what he recognizes as an Apuk fighting stance from the Imperial military's martial arts program.

"It's not normally my policy to hit handsome men, but you're proving to be quite the challenge Captain Bridger."

Jerry settles into a fighting stance again.

"Please, call me Jerry, all the beautiful women I engage in mortal combat with do."

Aquilar'Victae smiles at the compliment, and the invitation to address him more casually. "I dearly want to ask how many women are in that group of individuals, but you're trying to distract me aren't you?"

"Just you so far. As for distracting you, it depends, is it working?"

That smile rounds into a teasing smirk, but a slightly exaggerated one, like she was acting as much as actually voicing her emotions. "No, you're not that handsome you know."

"But you do find me handsome. So maybe you're just a teensy bit distracted."

Jerry doesn't give her any time to respond to that, the Zanzoken letting him close the distance with a supersonic punch cocked and locked. Instead of suppressing the shockwave like Masha had taught him however, he lets the supersonic crack erupt as he shotguns his fist into Aquilar'Victae's gut and leaps clear again. A rush of air telling him that he'd just missed catching a brutal lash from Aquilar'Victae's tail in return. 

Still something had changed... the air around her had been warmer when he'd gotten in close this time. He'd grabbed two easy hits and a trip. They'd been surprising, but realistically had done little to no damage, not even bruising her ego. He almost certainly wasn't going to be given a third easy opportunity.

There's a sharp crack as the Princess decides to start ramping things up. They'd been getting to know each other, and now she was ready to start bringing the pain all on her own. The supersonic warrior princess gets in close in a blink, an unyielding freight train of destruction as she lashes out with a low kick aimed at his knee! Jerry jumps upwards, trying to dodge, but while he managed to save his knee, the moment of mid air vulnerability left him open to the follow up strike from Aquilar'Victae's tail.

The mighty scaled appendage catches him square across the left side of his ribs down to his hip and sends him tumbling. Jerry rolls into the motion, quickly regaining his feet and throwing himself clear of the Princess as she follows, eager to exploit the possible damage she's caused already, possibly underestimating his own reinforcement somewhat.

She's on top of him already as he recovers, hammering away with a series of strong blows that he just barely blocks, feigning weakness just a bit to try and get her to overextend and give him an opening, but the Princess refuses the bait if she even notices it, instead raining blows on him at lightning speed that would literally be bone shattering without the reinforcement that Jerry was pumping into his body.

Aquilar'Victae makes a leaping lunge forward, clearly looking to get a grab or tackle in and take the fight to the ground. In close, with Jerry's maneuverability gone, she'd pulverize him, warfire or no warfire unless he did something tricky.

Better to avoid that situation completely, and Jerry instead of running away, charges forward to meet her before dropping and sliding under her, giving her tail a violent axiom fueled yank as he clears her skirts, arresting her momentum and unceremoniously dropping her to the ground as she tries to process what just happened.

Instead of taking advantage of the brief opening Jerry instead uses the Zanzoken again and gets clear, taking up a fighting stance as he genteelly lets his opponent regain her feet. Of course that's what it looked like, something that got some applause and cheers from the crowd loud enough that he could actually hear it through the axiom bubble's distortion. 

What he was actually doing was subtly beginning to channel axiom into his fists and feet.

It was time for the next surprise.

By the time Aquilar'Victae has taken up her own fighting stance again, the axiom in his fists and feet are ready, the appetizer has gone on long enough. They'd gotten an appropriate feel for each other's basic skills. Now it was time to start mixing things up a bit. Jerry would hit Aquilar'Victae for real with his new technique and see how she reacted.

Jerry ducks in again with a burst of the Zanzoken, using his axiom presence trick to make a ghostly presence appear behind her, but instead of going straight in, he actually did jump in behind her, correctly assessing that the Princess wouldn't fall for that simple trick a second time as she fills the air in front of her with with blows. His first kick lands where a kidney would be, exploding with violent axiom energy that makes the Princess grunt with what sounded like pain.

He could hurt her.

Good.

Still, it didn't dull her reaction time in the slightest, and she whirls on him with a mighty roundhouse punch that likely would have sent him flying if he didn't thrust his left arm up and block, exploding with axiom energy again, no doubt tenderizing her arm a bit if she was even the slightest bit off on her reinforcement and opening up her guard for a brutal uppercut into her rock hard abs that kicked her a few feet off the ground with the force of the explosion.

Sensing a moment of weakness, Jerry immediately follows up with a savage ax kick square to her lower back, the explosion sending her reinforced body downward with enough force to shatter stone as he leaps clear of what was likely about to be the blast radius around Aquilar'Victae.

Slowly she picks herself up and dusts herself off, her blue eyes blazing with a distinctive green tinge. He's clearly got her full attention now as she slowly cracks her neck.

"Seems this might just be a proper fight after all Jerry. Careful now, you might just make me get serious."

"I was wondering when you'd be ready to actually get to fighting instead of just playing around. Give me everything you've got! If you pull your punches I'll do everything I can to make you pay for that!"

Jerry's own blood was up now. He was enjoying this. He was enjoying this a lot. Aquilar'Victae was fun to spar with just to start, but the whole setting, the medieval nonsense that was the lifeblood of the Apuk, it was infectious... and the Paladins with their knightly order had more than primed him to get into the spirit of this.

Jerry takes a slightly more dramatic fighting stance, ensuring everyone can see it as he shoves his right hand out towards the princess and beckons her forward.

"Come on Princess, come and get me."

Aquilar'Victae's face goes through a complicated series of emotions before settling on an eager smile. In the blink of an eye and a gout of emerald green warfire she's leaping forward with enough strength to shatter the stone beneath her feet.

"As you wish! Ready or not, here I come!"




Sylindra

The fight seemed to be going well so far. At least as far as Syl could tell, which meant very little as she was just starting to get the hang of defensive pistol use with the Field Pistol at her waist never mind actually fighting hand to hand! Or gods forbid fighting an Apuk in hand to hand! It was legally suicide to fight an Apuk Battle Princess one on one but Jerry seemed to be standing his ground. Masha on the other hand... seemed less confident. She turns to her sister wife more fully.

"Is... is it not going well? The crowd seems to be enjoying the show at least."

Things had gotten distinctly louder and more rowdy with the return of Ghorza's Marines, all as eager to cheer on their skipper in this fight as the last one they'd gotten to spectate when he'd fought Ghorza.

The Empress snorts. "Oh they're just warming up. Testing each other. Feeling each other out slowly before they start bringing in proper techniques. Still enjoyable to watch, but this fight has only just begun."

Masha automatically bows her head to her Empress. "As her majesty said... I wouldn't even say they've started fighting yet and I-"

Masha's cut off by a bout of green warfire as Aquilar'Victae leaps high and comes rocketing down at Jerry with the force of an artillery strike.

"...Never mind."

The Empress nods. "Seems she's trying to wrap things up already. Captain Bridger must have landed a few good blows... that strange axiom discharge from his fists caught Aquilar'Victae by surprise I suspect. This type of leaping attack is something she's been practicing since her girlhood... she might just have him with this blow."

Masha grins fiercely. "Respectfully, we'll see about that majesty! Don't count our husband out of the fight just yet."
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Jerry

Admittedly the sight of Aquilar'Victae in the air on what appeared to be wings of green warfire was extremely impressive. Impressive enough that Jerry forgot he was actually in danger for half a heart beat.

The Apuk warrior woman was majestic, more dragon at that moment than the dragon knights the Apuk usually resembled. Her fire stopped at her face though, which was still ice cold, like a bird of prey swooping down on a field mouse, she might have heated up over the course of the fight, but she was clearly still maintaining her control for better or for worse. Probably for the better. If she completely lost it and entered a battle frenzy it probably would take her own mother to stop her, not any cleverness or trickery Jerry could bring to the table.

The air grows warmer as Aquilar'Victae soars ever closer, the picoseconds ticking by like hours as the world slowed down around Jerry. No axiom effect this, but the sheer volume of axiom enhanced adrenaline hitting his system as his body determined they were in extremely deep shit doing it's usual thing. Still. He had to stay calm. Stay in control. If he dodged before the last possible second, she'd just be able to track him and stay on target. No he had to wait till she was entirely committed... and then he had to stay close. It might give away part of the game in terms of his defenses, but it would let him bring out his next trick far more efficiently.

Seemingly fearless, he stares down the soaring battle princess, seemingly meeting her attack as he stands casually before her, not even taking up a fighting stance. He can see Aquilar'Victae reconsider... an opponent that relaxed in the face of so imposing an attack was almost certainly up to something. Some sort of trick, trouble or trap, but she was already committed, not following through would leave her hanging in mid air and open to any attack that Jerry could generate, including more of the explosive kicks that had managed to harm her earlier and sent her down to shatter the stone of the arena the hard way. She didn't have a choice, but Jerry did, and with the Princess just shy of arms length from him, he took it.

Shunkan, or Instant transmission, took a lot out of Jerry. His imperfect ability to draw on local axiom meant he drew and expended more than he strictly needed... and that it drew significantly on his internal stores as well. For most purposes Zanzoken, the After Image Fist, accelerating to blinding speed for less than a second was more than enough, but when you needed to be faster than fast, being able to pull a teleport as your trump card was a solid plan B. In this case he simply wouldn't be able to move fast enough by any other method.

There's a gasp from the crowd as stone and green flames go flying, followed by an explosion of applause and cheers from the Marine section as they see that their commander is not only unharmed, but that he's standing behind the Princess in a wide fighting stance. Instead of waiting for her to recover, or indeed waiting for himself to recover, Jerry instead tears wildly at the axiom and channels it into his feet before doing a hard stomp that would make a sumo wrestler proud. Stone rises up like a wave, shattering in all directions and leaving the formerly smooth floor of the arena a fractured mess of rubble save a tiny island of flat stone left under the princess's feet.

"Your speed and strength are impressive, princess, but let's see how your balance is."

Jerry whispers a silent prayer of thanks before shifting his footing a bit and taking his fighting stance again. His sensei had forced him to train his balance obsessively, not satisfied until Jerry was able to find firm footing at the most unlikely or uncomfortable of angles, for as sensei saw it, the foundation of the body was the foundation of the martial arts.

One of the weaknesses of the battle princess that the sorcerer Brin'Char had identified to his human sorcerer students, and by extension, to the Undaunted's elite first line units, was their balance. It wasn't a vulnerability for just battle princesses, but indeed all Apuk. It's why the Apuk used low sky lanes to travel, leaping and soaring for many miles instead of running. Tripping at the speeds they moved at could be fatal.

What Jerry was doing wasn't the sorcerer's way of potentially attacking that weakness. It was far less elegant, less controlled, but it had held up the charge of the mind controlled Cannidor back on the Alaqin colony, perhaps it would slow down the battle princess a bit.

Aquilar'Victae rises to her feet and shakes herself off. Her cold blue eyes were fully green now, and Jerry could imagine the heat coming off of her, she was getting into a fighting mood... and Jerry suspected that that wasn't a good thing for his bodily integrity in the slightest. 

She whirls on Jerry and immediately leaps towards him without another word, a handful of warfire blazing as Jerry leaps backwards, bringing forth his next trick. A large splash of water appears from nowhere condensing instantly, before being flash frozen into a large cloud of ice crystals, turning into a thick obscuring fog.

It dissipated quickly, water turning to steam in a flash as it encountered Aquilar'Victae's green warfire. It was time enough out of the Princess's sight however for Jerry to drop low and strike at her legs, managing to trip her up again and giving Jerry a chance to throw himself clear.

When the combatants return to their feet, they're both dirtier than they were before, and part of Aquilar'Victae's fine dress is torn. She's also bleeding slightly from a cut on her cheek, and Jerry silently cheers at drawing first blood. Of course that meant nothing if she got serious and trounced him completely, but it was still something that would keep a defeat honorable, or a feather in his cap if they called it a draw at some point. 

Still it was becoming clear that Aquilar'Victae was slowly getting more serious as she got a better idea for the type of damage Jerry could take, and dish out. Which probably was bad news for Jerry.

It was time to switch tactics.

He'd lasted as long as he had with high maneuverability and cheeky attacks, but now he was going to have to start fighting more defensively. Fighting Aquilar'Victae to exhaustion was almost certainly his best bet to get a draw or better out of her... so he'd just have to take the hits and hope his will outlasted her energy.

He focuses on her face, trying to judge her mood... and far from dismay or discomfort, she's smiling. Grinning even. She was enjoying this... just like he was. It made the whole thing feel a lot lighter in tone... but not so light that it negated the ball of green warfire she called into her hand.

"You're just full of little tricks and cunning ploys aren't you? Humans really are as clever as they're said to be."

"When fighting your opponent straight up is suicide, survival lies in your tactics. Fight smarter, not harder."

Aquilar'Victae nods, slowing her breathing as she surveys the arena.

"I see... reasonable against a battle princess when you're not a sorcerer. Though I'd say you're fighting me 'straight up' fairly well when you come in close. Back to the subject of the day though."

The Princess considers the change of the field of honor for a moment, surveying it without taking one eye off of Jerry.

"So this trick... testing my balance is it? Two can play at that game Captain, and you are as impacted as I by this rough terrain. Let's see how your own maneuverability does on the field of your choosing then."

Without a second's hesitation Aquilar'Victae pitches a ball of green warfire right at him! Jerry manages to throw himself to the left in time to dodge the first projectile, but the second and third are already coming. Even one hit with green warfire would theoretically be a fight ending blow, if not outright lethal, for an unprotected human, and while the Undaunted thermal protection was excellent, he suspected it had a limited shelf life against something that could chew through battleship armor like normal fire could chew through paper.

Caught up only slightly by his own trap Jerry manages to dodge the first while keeping his feet in place, leaning back flow then putting some axiom into his legs and balance to let him flip into the follow up before turning a flip over the third, but stumbling slightly on the landing and having to block the fourth and fifth balls of energy, emerging from the intense heat no worse for the wear.

His thermal protection was holding, but he'd felt the heat more than he should have. More than he would have if he'd felt he'd been hit with say, high intensity plasma weaponry. The brand could only do so much against the green warflame... but Aquilar'Victae didn't know that exactly... not yet any way. Aquilar'Victae was indeed mystified by his apparent ease of shrugging off the green flames.

"How in the hells did you manage that?"

"The Apuk aren't the only species in the galaxy who've figured out fire resistance my dear princess."

"So it seems. Interesting."

The Princess's smile is only growing... but for some reason that strikes Jerry as possibly rather concerning, something that bears out when the Princess leaps at him again, perhaps rightly thinking he can't perform instant transmission terribly often. She hurdles at him with even more momentum, green warfire burning so bright that Jerry can feel the heat from across the arena. 

The local axiom is just disrupted enough that he can get off one more teleport. If he were more skilled, more subtle, he might be able to do it more easily, but as it stood, twice in such a confined space in a short amount of time was a lot. He'd have to rely on other axiom techniques if he burned his last teleport.

That was all the more reason to make it count.

Instead of waiting until the last possible second Jerry leaps straight forward, trying to modify the technique on the fly to let him keep his momentum to his change in position. He tears at the axiom and can almost feel the frayed edges of the energy as he pops out into mid air, rocketing towards the soaring princess from above! 

A bit of a charge into his feet and his dropkick turns into an explosive drop kick that sees the princess slamming into the ground with a violent force that smashes up more stone and sends up a massive cloud of dust as Jerry pushes back clear and manages to land on one of the pillars, clinging there with his gecko technique.

There's a roar of what can only be fury as the arena gets a little bit hotter again and Aquilar'Victae bounds out of the dust cloud with a blazing fistful of warfire. Jerry leaps clear, rabbit punching the Princess in the ribs as she drifts by, her warfire impacting him but not getting past the thermal protection of the Undaunted axiom brand. Both Jerry and the Princess land on one of the four large pillars across from each other, the axiom reinforced structures having weathered centuries, if not millennia of conflict between warriors, they were reassuringly sturdy.

Jerry takes a breath and locks eyes with his opponent, the battle princess is breathing harder now, and Jerry's willing to guess she hadn't expected their fight to take this long, even holding one arm behind her back. He'd hurt her enough now that those burning eyes made it extremely clear that everything after this was going to be her actual full strength. He'd warned her he'd punish her if she didn't give him everything she had. If she didn't go at him with every ounce of strength in her body. If she didn't give him the respect of fighting him for real, and he'd delivered on that promise. Dirtied, blooded, bruised just a bit... far more than a Battle Princess should be damaged against a human.

Of course, Jerry wasn't just any human. He was a human who was a top tier combatant back home that had just spent months training specifically to fight a Battle Princess with nothing but his body and what axiom skill he had. With a contender for a Princess's crown as coach and sparring partner, and a tactics treatise on killing, not just defeating princesses, from a man who'd been fighting princesses or princess level threats since before Jerry's homeland had been a country by a good seven hundred years.

He'd have to send Brin'Char a thank you present of some kind. Bottle of wine maybe. Win or lose, every second of that lecture was worth a chunk of axiom ride.

Jerry grins. Hell. Win or lose he was having a lot of fun, and wasn't that the point of a good scrap? Still... time to stir the pot. He'd have to start fighting more defensively if he wanted to survive, or exhaust the princess enough to maybe pull a draw out, but getting her a bit more distracted, a bit more emotional might give him some openings for a shot or two he wouldn't get otherwise.

"Hey! Princess!"

"I'm here, Jeremiah of Earth, do you intend to surrender?"

"No, just wanted to know if you're done taking a breather. I'm good to continue when you are."

Far from get angry, a determined look crosses the Princess's face, mixed with that same smile he'd seen on the Tear the last night. What he thought of as Aquilar'Victae's real smile.

"Then let us continue. I confess I have underestimated you. You have my apologies. A mild form of sexism perhaps, that says men who are not sorcerers are to be protected. I have the aching ribs, cuts and bruises to remind me of the folly of this opinion. I will heed your earlier demand. You wanted to fight a battle princess at her full strength, and I shall oblige you!"
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Ghorza

She was sitting with the line animals instead of heading up to the VIP booth. She was entitled to join Syl, Masha and the others... and a petite, silver haired woman who almost looked like a girl… who was apparently the goddess damn empress of the Apuk Empire! She could go up there and get the best seats in the house, and get a chance to revel in just how far she'd come from kicking rocks in her home world, but she had work to do. 

Someone had to make sure the Marines didn't get too out of hand until the diplomatic portion was finished and they were released on liberty for some shore leave just for starters.

She'd already caught more than a few Marines tossing tennis balls with their communicator ids on them to their opposite numbers in the Imperial garrison. An act that appeared to be quite warmly received considering how fast those same communicators were ringing with message indicators. 

So clearly diplomacy could be conducted at all sorts of levels... and the Crimson Tear might well end up with a fair few more Apuk aboard, or there would be some human Marines being detached to either cross train with the Apuk military or join the embassy security detail.

She turns her attention back to the fight. It had been ramping up slowly as Jerry took every advantage the Princess gave him and proceeded to try and kick her teeth in with it. Something that gave her fond memories of her own fight and subsequent sparring with her hubby. There's no doubt the woman was an absolute monster... but also that she was pulling her punches. Jerry wasn't mad, like he might otherwise have been, he'd been expecting this from her. No matter how egalitarian someone might be, they're a product of their biases growing up. Ghroza had to unlearn a fair bit to deal with humans properly... and now the Princess was having her learning experience.

Ghorza turns to Sergeant Major Hightower, her Battalion Sergeant Major, with a broad, tusky, grin.

"Sergeant Major, I do believe that woman's going to marry my husband by the end of this."

The Sergeant Major considers it. "I've known the Skipper for a long time ma'am, you really think she'll go for it? I mean hell I wouldn't blame her, he attracts warrior women like free beer attracts Marines it seems."

"You're one to talk Sergeant Major. I'll be shocked if you leave the planet without an Apuk warrior bride or three added to your own collection of warrior women... but to the point. Yes. I do in fact believe she will. She's fightin' him. Apuk are a special animal in the sheer damage they can do, but their culture ain't that different to the Horchka or Cannidor. I wanted Jerry because of his position and role. A warrior husband? A leader of warriors? Sounded like a mighty fine time to me. That wasn't when I fell in love with him though. I fell in love with Jerry during our little fight night when he put his entire focus into me and did everything he could to make sure that, even if I'm bigger, even if I'm stronger, even if I managed to beat him, I'd remember that damn fight till the day I died."

Ghorza smiles, memories of her bout with Jerry, of fighting alongside him later on. As partners. As equals. As blade siblings as well as lovers. Admittedly she boasted about that a little too often, but how could she not when her heart sank like Jerry could inspire it to?

"Let me tell you, it was more than enough to give me the shivers. Being focused on to the exclusion of every other being in the galaxy like that. Respected like that. Makes a girl feel special ya know? Especially for a woman from a culture like mine. Goddamn, the sheer tits on that man to be as determined as he is! Bet you got the same result after you sparred with those Seramali girls who managed to snag you before the lean, green, love machine came into town and started rolling up nature's perfect mates for us."

"Humans?" Hightower responds, smiling wryly, he knew the answer of course, it was a favorite joke in the battalion.

"No! Marines! I mean what could be better? Green, mean, war machines! A match made in Valhalla by Thor, Chesty Puller and Kashaka, goddess of war and love."

"Do the Horchka have any gods that aren't war gods?"

"No. Anyway, a thousand creds says she's changing her metaphorical last name by the end of this fight."

"You're on ma'am." Hightower tilts his head at the ongoing duel. "What do you think the Skipper's up to?"

Ghorza focuses. The duel had gone vertical and they were staying off the thoroughly torn up ground.

"I think he's trying to fight her to exhaustion. Just like how he beat me in our fight. It's the major weakness of most women in the galaxy. Doesn't hurt he's ripped up the local axiom a decent amount. That teleport technique of his is wicked, but it's cruel to the axiom in the area. The Princess will be getting less and less from the environment as the fight goes on, especially now that they're bouncing off those pillars and exchanging blows in mid-air. Clinging to the pillars, bouncing around like that? It burns axiom. Even if she rests, but stays off the ground, it burns more energy than just standing on the ground. If she goes to the ground in its current condition though, she’s exposed and her mobility is just limited enough for Jerry to potentially get a kill shot in."

Ghorza cracks her neck and stretches.

"Still this fight is starting to drag. Jerry will be getting tired too. I think our ever so charming skipper could use a little motivation. A shot in the arm. Good thing I planned just the thing for that in advance"

Ghorza grins, then shouts at the top of her lungs.

"Staff Sergeant MacAllan! Cadence to arms!"

One Marine hadn't changed out of dress uniform completely. He'd instead switched into highland regalia, a uniform variant inherited from the Royal Marines, and marches into the arena with his kilt swishing and the great highland war pipes skirling as loud as he could get them, blistering the air of a world of the Apuk for the first time with one of the human warrior instruments of choice. It took a minute to get a taste for the pipes, but once you did... well. Ghorza was of the opinion it was hard to beat for getting your blood up.

The short cadence to arms ends, and the skilled piper moves straight into a medley of songs both ancient and modern.

Ghorza settles back in her seat, crossing her arms over her stomach with a satisfied grin. A little more human culture for the road, and a late game morale boost for her husband.

"Alright stud, I did my bit, now let's see you show that bitch what you can do."




Jerry

The complex aerial fight would have made a Wuxia stunt coordinator weep with a mix of envy and pure joy at seeing their craft rendered so perfectly in the real world. Bouncing off the pillars and striking each other, or in Jerry's case, blocking and dodging as best he was able, including having to twist in mid air with something of a swimming motion and a lot of exertion on his core that made a couple hundred crunches seem like light work to dodge gouts of warfire.

He was entirely on the defensive, but kept up the occasional strike when he saw an opening to try and keep Aquilar'Victae from seeing that he was entirely on the defensive. The truth of the matter was that he was getting tired, and the axiom was wearing a little thin for his liking. On the plus side though, he wasn't the only one tiring.

The aerial battle had been going for a good ten minutes before Staff Sergeant MacAllan had started up his bagpipe routine, and considering he was digging into more modern songs now, they'd clearly been going for a bare minimum of another ten minutes and probably more like twenty, with the entire bout heading towards an hour at a steady pace.

It was a long fight by galactic standards without a chance to recover, even if the first twenty minutes or so had mostly been warm up.

Another bounce sees Aquilar'Victae flailing at him somewhat, her movements slightly more inelegant, her frustration apparent... if only to Jerry, who could see it in her eyes, where the green fire roared with the rage of the greatest of dragons from human myth. She knew, and he knew, that she needed to do something to change up the current pattern if she wanted to reclaim control of the tempo of the fight.

Jerry had claimed control of it by shifting the floor of the arena and taking away her ground mobility, and while she'd been fighting to reclaim it, he was slightly more maneuverable in the air, where she was faster, and better suited to long range gliding.

The trick Jerry had learned for modifying the Apuk soaring leap during his escape from from Tal'Awauynis had come in handy once again, as he'd thought it might. One of the reasons he'd kept refining the technique was to achieve finer control and make it less axiom hungry, and now it was giving him a distinct advantage.

"I think that's enough jumping around, don't you? Aerobatics are entertaining, but are really more for circus performers than warriors."

Jerry arches an eyebrow. "Well considering the state of the arena as it stands I'm open to other suggestions... we could for example, call the bout here, I'm certainly convinced you're a worthy war-"

"No."

The simple single word had an iron clad tone that Jerry could only describe as 'Imperial'. She might be a charming girl, but this was still a daughter of the Imperial house, one who had advanced to command a major garrison of the Apuk Imperial Military without the benefit of either of her crowns or aid from her mother. Even then, she had been born to lead. Born to rule. Raised to do both and to conquer as only a true Apuk warlady could. He had no doubt that the Empress demanded nothing less.

Aquilar'Victae takes a slow breath and lets her eyes shut for a second... and Jerry can feel the arena warming up like they'd been teleported to the middle of the Sonoran desert in August.

To his knowledge, no human had seen the white war flame in person. Only heard about it from various people. Or had it described to them by people in the know one way or another.

Words failed to do the white flame justice.

It wasn't just bright. It was bright in ways that only standing on the surface of a sun could replicate. It was hot in ways that could not be described in any language that Jerry knew, the remaining protection offered by his brand struggling valiantly to keep him intact as a gout of white flame pours across the arena floor, the stone melting and running like water. Then just as suddenly as the heat had come, it vanished. Aquilar'Victae pulled the heat she'd put into the arena out, leaving a perfectly flat stone surface that shines like a mirror.

Daintily, she drops to the floor, and walks to the middle of the arena.

"If you would be so kind as to join me, Captain Bridger?"

Jerry arches an eyebrow before dropping to the ground as lightly as he could.

"Of course princess, it would be my pleasure."

She's tired. That’s his first observation as he walks to the center of the arena. Apuk didn't sweat, but she was covered in grime and accumulated battle damage. A bruise here, a cut there. It all added up, it was all slowly wearing her down or messing with her concentration.

"You have faced the full strength of a battle princess and still stand. This is laudable, but it is not enough for me. I cannot accept a draw or an honorable withdrawal any longer. I hereby refuse to leave this arena without a victory by submission or knock out. Not one second before, not one step back. In this, I give you the highest honor and respect that I can as an individual. A respect I have only ever offered my sisters or fellow battle princesses. Come Captain Bridger, let us finish this."

Jerry takes a slow breath, and takes up a fighting stance.

"No hard feelings?"

He asks, checking where the bright eyed warrior woman's head is at.

"Just the opposite. Your every strike and blow have demanded my respect, my attention, and challenged my biases. This is my apology to you. This is the respect you have demanded."

"Then I welcome your terms with joy in my heart. Let's see who walks off the field shall we?"
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Aquilar'Victae settles into her own fighting stance before flashing forward with the crack of a supersonic boom, her roundhouse kick lashing out from an entirely unexpected direction and hurling Jerry across the arena and laying him out flat on his back. She might be tired, but she was still insanely fast, and strong enough to tear a tank apart with her bare hands.

It didn't make Jerry feel particularly grand about getting in close with the Princess and having it out, but there were very few other options left to him.

Except.

For one final surprise.

The last ace up his increasingly tattered sleeve.

He'd been reserving just as much axiom as he could get just for this. Just for his trump card.

The one thing Aquilar'Victae would never expect.

Thermal protection was one thing, but warfire? It was a blind spot the size of a battleship, and Jerry was ready to show her the fruits of his training at this, the grand finale of the fight.

After that, he'd have no regrets. He'd have literally put everything he had on the field of honor and there was, at least, satisfaction in that, even if he was pretty sure Aquilar'Victae had just cracked a couple of his ribs with her last kick.

He bites down on his lip, letting the flash of pain focus him as he puts a little touch of axiom into topping off his adrenaline. He was going to crash soon. He was at the edges of human endurance, even for a Marine, and relying hard on humanity's natural combat drug to finish the fight.

Whether one of humanity's oldest tricks in conjunction with his new trick would be enough would remain to be seen.

He kips up to his feet, and takes another fighting stance, his hands flipping through a few of the ancient mudras as he quietly chants to himself, focusing on the fire within. The burning heart within his body. Within his soul... as he waits for the Princess to come to him.

She doesn't make him wait long, perhaps sensing a momentary weakness in her opponent, or perhaps desperate to land a decisive blow before her own energy reserves fail. Another supersonic crack heralds her movement as she comes in close, fist cocked for an uppercut to the gut that likely would have taken the fight out of Jerry... if he hadn't side stepped at similar supersonic speeds and countered her with a mighty burst of brilliant green war fire that would have done any battle princess proud.

The viridian flames catch her completely off guard and her reinforcement fails as Jerry's warfire eats away at her natural defenses. A follow up burst pushes her back and a third takes her off balance leaving her open to a supersonic movement that puts Jerry to her side as he sweeps her legs and sends her towards the stone before rolling clear and coming up to a fighting stance just in time to duck a lunging punch.

Aquilar'Victae had recovered, possibly with some of the last of her axiom and had kicked off the floor of the arena, leaving an imprint of her dainty, but heavily reinforced high heels as she came at him with a flurry of blows.

Jerry counters with a burst of green warfire to her stomach, burning away some of her dress and revealing an absolutely shredded abdomen and more of her pale skin. The Princess was many things, but her body was made of steel and it damn well felt like it when he hit her too.

Considering the normal galactic trends of body types, it felt good to fight someone who had so devoted their body to the profession of violence. A profession they shared.

There was a bond in that, especially now that they'd gotten a feel for just what they could both do. A bond too in their roles, an unspoken mutual appreciation for the burdens of command.

Not that that was going to stop them fighting each other to the last drop of blood.

The Princess charges through more warfire and rams her shoulder into Jerry's chest, sending a fine spray of sweat flying in slow motion as Jerry's sent rolling ass over tea kettle before barely regaining his feet to throw himself away from a follow up tackle that looked like it would have put him through the stone floor of the arena for the energy and intent behind it.

The Princess's eyes, formerly green with the flames of her warfire were her usual icy blue again, but that was hardly any comfort as they moved back to close quarters. A series of blocks and strikes going back and forth at lightning speed. A single dropped block could possibly be a defeat waiting to happen as the two combatants pour the last of their strength into each other.

Aquilar'Victae joins her hands together into a mighty overhead strike that takes every last drop of axiom Jerry can beg, borrow, steal or generate to survive.

The impact forces his feet down an inch into the stone destroying the whatever was left of his boots.

The idle thought that he'd need to get kutha reinforced replacements next time is humorous for all of a quarter of a second before Jerry roars with exertion and flings himself forward, tackling Aquilar'Victae around the waist, putting a few punches into her well defined stomach as they tumble to the ground together.

The exhaustion was setting in, dragging on his limbs like there were stone weights tied to his hands and feet as he tries to stand again. 

This was it.

It would come down to this.

Aquilar'Victae staggers to her feet, and lunges at Jerry, who finds himself moving through quick sand, far too slow to truly react. He flinches just a little, waiting for the Princess to finish it... but instead of a blow, the taller woman seizes himself by the collar, looking deep into his eyes before kissing him hard on the mouth!

"At last, I finally... found you."

With a little sigh, Aquilar'Victae collapses to the stone. The tension keeping Jerry upright bleeds away instantly, and the last of Jerry's strength leaves his body. The sudden loss of his axiom enhanced adrenaline dropping him to his knees.

The damage begins to catch up, the pain he'd been holding back via a mix of axiom, adrenaline and sheer bloody minded force of will floods his nervous system, sending him reeling... and collapsing in against Aquilar'Victae.

His last thought is that she feels a lot nicer to the touch when she's not trying to punch him through a wall, before joining the battle princess in unconsciousness.




Sylindra

The crowd gasps as one then erupts into cheers as Aquilar'Victae pitches forward, dead on her feet as she grabs Jerry by the collar and kisses him hard on the mouth!

Syl tries and fails to keep her own gasp under control... and glances at the Empress out of the corner of her eye as both her husband and the princess collapse against each other and medics race to attend them.

What would the Empress's reaction to that be? She had said it was a positive outcome if they were wed... but under these circumstances? True, the Empress had said the dice would fall where they will on this one... but that had been rather... dramatic.

The Empress was smiling, clearly amused.

"Hmm. Seems we have something of a draw, but then, I think we all win here... but especially my little Aqi. Did you know she once swore on my yet to be dug grave she'd only marry a man who could beat her in a proper fight? I thought it was cute. A silly flight of girlhood fantasy..." The Empress sighs softly. "I almost feel bad for doubting her now, she really did mean that oath to only marry a man who could beat her in combat."

The Empress turns to Sylindra, who involuntarily stiffens up slightly.

"Lady Sylindra, as first wife, I will offer you the chance to refuse the action I'm about to take. It will amount to a formal betrothal. If you do not want my daughter as a sister wife, for whatever reason, or even just want to wait, I will fight against tradition for you and yours. By our old laws though, their flames are joined. They are as good as wed, and in any other circumstance they likely would be simply married. Then again, just hopping in bed counts as marriage to many. However this is my daughter, and we can't just let them escape a proper wedding."

The Empress chuckles, laying a reassuring hand on Syl's forearm.

"It would please me to see my daughter join your family, but I swear it, you and your mate will face no repercussions if you refuse.."

Syl lets out a slow breath, and asks the first question that comes to mind.

"Would you still want her to join us even if we take her away? We can't stay on this world."

Syl asks quietly, doing her best to stay calm and confident. She was in control of this situation. This was her family. The other woman across from her was an Empress, but this was Syl's domain, and she had every right to rule just as the Empress herself did. She was only lesser if she let herself be. She had to be strong. Even if she couldn't harm a hair on the Empress's head, she would not show her throat just because someone was powerful or dangerous. If Aquilar'Victae was to enter their marriage, it would be by her assent, her sisters' assent, and her husband's assent... once he was conscious again.

The Empress nods.

"Even then. She's always been a wild one, my sweet little Aqi. I just want her to be happy, and I don't think I've ever met a man quite like your Jeremiah Bridger. A man who could properly fulfill that wish of mine, and make my daughter's oldest dream come true."

Syl takes a slow breath in and considers, trying to reduce the heady moment down to purely practical terms. To not let herself get caught up in the emotion of it all. It was an opportunity. First and foremost. An alliance with the Imperial family of a powerful Empire? Guaranteed Imperial endorsement of their mostly meat based products in a star empire of carnivores? Clans were about security. Financial and physical... and Aquilar'Victae would be a boon in both cases.

She was also... well. There was something going on with the Princess. Something more to her than just being a soldier. Something Syl wanted to get to the bottom of. Something she suspected Jerry was curious about too. Aquilar'Victae was an interesting woman in many dimensions, there was no doubt in Syl’s mind there, and by bringing her into the family she knew those perhaps understated gifts Aquilar had in her role as princess, might well blossom into something truly special for her family. 

There was a lot to like about Aquilar as a woman. A lot to recommend her as a part of their family, but that didn't quell the little worry in her mind about her position. She was the head wife. More importantly to Syl, than leading was being by Jerry's side. Would Aquilar'Victae force her out by raw personality and talent? Would she fade into the background of her own marriage?

NO!

A voice cries out in the back of her mind and she discards the thought. That momentary burst of doubt and weakness. She did not need to doubt. She did not need to fear. She was Sylindra Bridger and her husband loved her so passionately, that no one, not even the gods could come between them, and death was a temporary inconvenience and nothing more. 

No one could break the bond, the love she shared with Jerry. It hasn't happened with all the other amazing women they shared their lives with, and it wouldn't happen just because the twentieth sister in the family happened to be of royal birth. She would just have to come to terms with Aquilar'Victae, if indeed the Princess made trouble at all. She might be an Apuk but she'd proven to be a mature, reasonable and charming woman when Syl had spoken to her.

Syl takes another slow breath, as the last of her irrational fear, her brief moment of doubt slips away into the shadows, and turns to the Empress, bowing her head.

"We would be honored to have your daughter join our family, and to link our hands with your own by marriage."

The Empress claps her hands and rises to her feet. "Splendid."

There's the soft sensation of the Empress pulling on a touch of axiom and her voice booms out across the assembly.

"My people, honored guests and valued friends, in honor of the great display of martial skill we have just witnessed, and the sparks of passion that display finished in… by my authority as Empress I do declare these flames joined. May their embers grow into a roaring fire that burns for all eternity!"




Michael Hawthorne

USFV Crimson Tear - Intelligence Cell - Commander Diana Lawson's Office

The boss's office was an odd one. It changed every time the operative walked into it for one. He suspected that almost all the furniture was an axiom illusion or set of holograms. That this office was in the depths of the Intelligence Cell's part of the ship, that it was one of the most secure single rooms on the ship... said that all the pageantry was just for Commander Lawson's agents. To what end, the operative couldn't and wouldn't speculate.

The woman herself is sitting at her desk with Cindy Bridger in her lap, reading a picture book titled 'The ABCs of Intelligence Operations'. It's a bit of a surreal sight really, the beautiful redhead with a diminutive reptilian toddler cuddled up against her in a bright pastel dress with little horses down on to it. Cute certainly, but entirely at odds with how Michael normally saw his boss. Diana could be a cold, cruel bitch, so seeing her genuine, honest and open smile as Cindy correctly identified the letter and word they were working on was just… weird.

"That's right Cindy, O is for Observation. Observation operations are the mainstay of intelligence work, the more we know, the more dangerous we are. Because we know where the bad guys are weak, or even better, blind."

"Then we slip the knife in where it'll really hurt!"

"Exactly. Such a bright girl Cindy! Here, you have a little candy, you've been doing such a good job with these!”

Diana beams down at the tiny dragon looking girl in her lap and produces a sweet from nowhere. Michael suppresses a small shudder as Cindy happily takes the treat. With her myriad mothers, her father, and ‘aunties’ like Diana around, Cindy was going to be a very interesting young lady when she grew up. Michael figured she'd either be the sweetest thing since someone figured out you could make rum with cane sugar, or one of the most lethal individuals in this half of the galactic disk. 

Maybe both. Bridgers seemed to like to over achieve like that. 

Cindy eagerly takes the sweet and smiles like a scaly angel as Diana pats her head. Finally, Diana acknowledges his presence, eyes locking with his.

“Now, let's pay attention, Commander Hawthorne apparently has a report.”

Cindy looks up at Diana from her lap, still happily sucking on her treat.

"Do you need me to leave the room Auntie Diana? For... for... ops... operational security?" 

Cindy fumbles with the big words for a second before remembering how they go together, beaming upwards at Diana with enough sunshine to melt the blackest, iciest heart.

"No sweetie, I think Commander Hawthorne has something to share about your Daddy actually."

Hawthorne nods curtly.

"I do in fact ma'am, I have the footage of Captain Bridger's duel with the Imperial Battle Princess."

"And?" Diana asks, waiting expectantly.

"Exactly as you predicted ma'am."

"Hmmm. Send the video file to me so Cindy and I can watch the show before I take her back to the Den for dinner would you? ...And Hawthorne?"

"Yes, ma'am?"

"Move us to phase two... and please invite 'her' down to my office after dinner... She and I have some things to discuss."
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Nara

She was utterly focused on the tri-vid display as Captain Bridger dueled with the Battle Princess. Her eyes flash back and forth as she drinks in every detail she can perceive, looking for patterns like she'd been trained. The Nelindra clan's way of war was more thoughtful than the berserker-like fervor of some of the other clans. Not that it made them any less hot blooded than any other Apuk warriors, but they would at least consider things briefly before going for the throat with warfire blazing.

It was one of many things she had been confronted on when she'd left Serbow on the exile's road. Exiled by no one save herself, her flame extinguished in the blood of Mani'Neshan, Nara had to learn to fight without her most powerful of natural gifts. She was still strong. Could still take a hit that would cripple or kill another species without even blinking. Yet she was not Apuk in the way most saw her. 

She had to rely on tools. Machines. Instead of leaning solely on the things the goddess had blessed her with. It had made her less of a fighter but more of a warrior than contending for a princess's crown ever had.

It made her ponder some of things she'd heard the Apuk Admiral Vak'Lorish speaking about at the reception the night before. About the Apuk starting to fight like Cannidor as opposed to just being an army of duelists. Even Apuk Imperial Marines did little coordination above what the humans would call the squad level to her knowledge. One battle princess and a dozen marines, a full platoon, was usually more than enough to contain a situation, so why bother?

It was an attitude that would have likely  gotten a lot of people killed on the Talasar Spire. Sure they could have sent a second squad in, or a third, maybe a fourth if the ship was unusually heavy with the Empress's finest... but would it have been enough to keep everyone safe in the face of thousands of those Narlabore creatures? 

The marines were more flexible than most Apuk, but they lacked the tools and weapons of their human counterparts. Sensors to find the enemy, things like mines to limit enemy access to defended locations, or to funnel them into kill zones.

Axiom could make up for many of those things, but that took up mental capacity when one might not have much to spare in combat. Axiom totems, objects imbued with axiom and bound to the maker could take some of the thinking out of their use if one took the time to make them, and could replace many devices. Yet they could not do everything power armor’s sensors with any integrated neural link could, not just in gathering that information, but sharing it immediately with the user’s unit. If a girl in a squad with high quality armor saw a target pop up, her entire unit knew about it

Nara flinches involuntarily as a gout of green war fire lashes out at Captain Bridger, who dodges... he'd been turning more acrobatic moves earlier, but now he was conserving his energy as much as possible. She could tell he was exerting himself to extremes even by human standards. He had taken a few cuts and bruises, a few minor burns where his thermal protection had failed.

If anything it reminded her of the limitations of warfire. The princess was said to have mastered white warfire. If she used that on Jerry... she would win... but it would be the most minor of victories, and would be disastrous for the Apuk empire. A deep and lasting mark of shame that would probably see the princess exiled by her own mother.

Against a well matched opponent, in this limited setting, her hands were somewhat bound, and while this Aquilar'Victae was far more robust a fighter than any of the girls Nara had trained with once upon a time it was clear she was held back by the training their people promoted as superior.

On and on they go until eventually the axiom camera is nearly overwhelmed by the sheer fury of white warfire, making Nara automatically take a sharp breath as she winces, praying she wouldn’t see Captain Bridger’s burnt flesh when she looks back at the display.

When the camera clears she breathes a sigh of relief on seeing that Captain Bridger is unharmed, but the surface of the arena had been entirely reshaped. The power of raw star fire used to make the ground a slightly more pleasant surface to stand on. 

After a brief exchange of words the microphone couldn’t pick up, the two fighters go to ground and start to square up once more and Nara lets out a deep sigh of relief. She'd been exposed to white war fire once and it had been... intimidating, even to a bold and brash Apuk warrior in training.

Tyler leans in. "Sweet mother of the Thor, that's what white war fire can do!? I don't think a capital scale laser could do that, that quickly! On the plus side, they went to the ground again, so we might actually get a decent view again, that aerial fight was hard to track."

Cassie clucks her tongue as one of the axiom recording devices pans over Captain Bridger, who's clearly taken a world class beating and was riding on will alone. 

"The Captain's not looking very steady on his feet. Do you think she has him on the ropes?"

Matroika leans in. "Maybe, but Ms. Priss there ain't looking so hot either. I-shit!"

A flash of green warfire draws their eyes back to the screen as a family, expecting to see the Princess using the royal war flame to finish the job, only for Nara to feel her jaw drop as Captain Bridger goes through a combination of strikes and bursts with what could only be green warfire.

Matroika chuckles. "Damn, Skipper's just full of surprises ain't he? Might just be too hot to handle even for an Apuk. For the Princess though, gotta say that ripped up dress is probably winning her some admirers if we want to talk about the other definition of hot. I thought I was cut, but damn! Girl's got it going on. Not so much stacked like a brick shit house as she's stacked like a damn fortress!"

"I wonder how much longer they can go?" 

Gentle Elyria had been taking furious notes with her communicator the entire fight, like she often did when she found material that might be good fuel for her next book.

Tyler shakes his head. "Can't be too much longer than this, I mean just lo- oh shit!"

The Sarkins all go suddenly silent as Aquilar'Victae lurches forward in what appears to be a final attack that quickly turns into a kiss before both fighters collapse into a pile together. A drone rotates around the apparent new couple, the empress's booming voice blessing the marriage before the channel they'd been watching the duel on cuts to a splash screen reading ‘Battle Space’ in a few languages with a jingle.

"Hot fucking damn! Get it girl!" Matroika hoots, clearly amused.

"Oh my god it's straight out of an Apuk Romance novel."

Elyria types in a few more quick notes before fiddling with her communicator a bit more intently, Nara assumes she's setting a fetch command to go and download the footage of the fight in HD to her computer for further research.

"...Well I can't say that beating the shit out of each other and then starting to suck face before straight up passing out isn't on brand for Marine Corps courtship." Tyler chuckles.

There's a few seconds of silence before the tri-vid projection changes to a cute little blonde reporter in the field, likely standing just outside the old dueling grounds. Nara had been there a few times, mostly for training in an 'auspicious' location to inspire herself and her fellow aspirants to greater feats of martial valor.

"This is Nyri'Jan with Battle Space, coming to you live from the conclusion of one of the most exciting duels we've had on planet in awhile! We've conferred with the Imperial Household Agency and they've officially recorded the results of this particular duel as a draw as neither party was fit to continue fighting. We at Battle Space would like to point out that in certain situations, it's entirely possible for both parties to score a victory, and I personally would like to say that I'd count this as a win for everyone involved!”

The view switches to a quick highlight reel as the reporter continues.

“Blessed by the Empress herself after a valiant fight worthy of the sagas! Just when you think humans can't get any more surprising from the marriage of Princess Miro'Noir, the reported defeat of the Oathbreaker Shay'Mari, and the reported duels between our most recently crowned Battle Princesses, Princess Teri'Fwus, and one of the human sorcerers of the so called hidden village... also reportedly resulting in a marriage! It seems you simply can't exaggerate about humans of the Undaunted I-"

The view cuts back the reporter just as Nyri'Jan is interrupted by a distinctly masculine voice shouting; "Hey gorgeous! Catch!" and what appears to be a tennis ball hurtling in from off screen which Nyri'Jan catches easily, showing off reflexes that suggested she'd been a battle princess aspirant herself once upon a time.

The Sarkins manage to see 'Call Me?' in Galactic trade, and part of a comm id before she hurriedly tucks the object in an axiom pocket.

"...I guess you can make that double! You really can't exaggerate about humans at all!"

A view from what had to be the main Battle Space studio settles in next to the view of Nyri'Jan and a well made up Apuk woman next to an obvious sorcerer both clearly laughing as the woman leans in.

"We'll take the analysis from here Nyri'Jan, you go catch up to your own possible bout! And make sure you film it if you spar!"

"O-Okay! This is Nyri'Jan! Signing off! Hey! wait up!"

Tyler grabs the remote control and mutes the triv-id as the studio presenters begin to talk, bringing up an early frame and clearly getting ready to begin a detailed analysis.

"Ah tennis balls." Tyler chuckles fondly. "An American Navy and Marine Corps tradition for trying to get dates while on shore leave."

"How does writing one's contact information on a fuzzy green ball help get a date?" Cassie cocks her head slightly.

"Well the story goes that American sailors and Marines were very popular dates in Sydney, a major port city in a place called Australia. So when an American battle group was making port call, local women would line the Sydney Harbor bridge and drop tennis balls onto the decks of the ships in hopes of getting a call that night. Eventually the sailors and Marines figured out they could do that too in certain ports. Seems the boys are looking to be proactive here on Serbow... makes sense. The Apuk have been built up into near perfect women for any good Marine, partially thanks to you and Masha, Nara."

The group chuckles as Tyler scootches over towards Nara on the couch.

"So… about the fight, it seemed like it… affected you a bit. You used to do stuff like that, right, Nara?"

"Not at that level, but yes. That’s… what I spent my youth training for. I’m nothing compared to someone like Aquilar’Victae of course."

"You seem a bit... out of sorts darling. Is something wrong?"

Tyler reaches out and strokes Nara's gently doming stomach.

"It's nothing with the clutch is it?"

"No, no it's just... I..." Nara frowns, trying to sort out her emotions. "...I suppose I'm somewhat sad."

"Because you can't fight in the tournament this year or something?" Asks Matroika, clearly wondering if her sister wife's going to need another smack upside the head.

Nara shakes her head, setting her braid swaying.

"No... I don't want to fight. I'm not sure I'll ever want to again. I... I've been dealing with it since I got pregnant. I realized I hated my nomadic warrior life... and as much as my family still loves me. As much as the Neshans still love me. I don't think Serbow can ever be home again. I don't think the Apuk are my people anymore and that hurts on some level. Apuk culture forged me into a weapon, and I hurt someone very dear to me."

Nara blinks some tears out of her eyes.

"I don't think I can live like that. I don't want to live like that. If my children choose to follow the culture I was born in, I'll support them... but I just. I can't. Ever again if I can help it. I don't want to hurt anyone that it isn't necessary to hurt to defend myself, or our family, ever again."

The rest of the Sarkins look at her wide eyed.

"So does that mean you're going to end your contract with the Tear?" Elyria asks.

"Yes. I think it does. I'll figure something out to keep myself occupied in the meantime, but we were talking about someone needing to stay home with the babies when they come and while I'm not exactly experienced. Or maternal... so I was thinking we could... I know we talked about it, but even with me staying home."

Nara's voice falters a bit, then gets stronger. This wasn't controversial. She just had to make it past the emotions of her confession and get back on solid ground. The past was past. This was her future. Her family’s future.

“It's... I think it's a good idea for us to pursue a fifth wife while we're taking shore leave on Serbow. Someone a bit more naturally maternal. Someone I can learn from."

Nara startles slightly as she finds herself being swept up into Tyler's arms and lap.

"That was really brave of you to say." Her husband murmurs, making her heart flutter like a bird trying to take flight. "For what it's worth. I'm proud of you. I'm here for you. Whatever you want to do. However you want to do it."

Two great white wings wrap around Nara and Tyler as first Cassie, then Eylria join the embrace.

"Tyler means we're here for you." Cassie says.

"Me too!”

Elyria’s cheerful chirp buoys Nara as she leans into Tyler a bit more.

"Me three..." Matroika sighs dramatically. "Even if I did get left out of the group hu-"

Cassie's wing shoots out, easily herding Matroika into the group embrace.

"Objection withdrawn... between Nara's internal furnace and all these feathers this hug's pretty damn warm!"

A tear eyed Nara nods slowly. Matroika was right. Being loved. Being accepted so readily. It really was... warm.

"Thank you. All of you."

Tyler plants a kiss on the crown of Nara's head.

"You don't need to thank us babe, that's what family is for."

There’s a soft few moments until the group hug breaks up.

Cassie pulls out her communicator and begins tapping away with a stylus.

“So it seems like we'll have two stops when we start our shore leave tomorrow. We’ll go see the Captain, I imagine he’ll be hospitalized and held at least overnight, then I guess we can visit a Bachelor Barn or something”

Elyria sticks a hand up. “I’m hoping to see my friend Erana while we’re on Serbow, maybe she can introduce us to someone instead of just hitting up Bachelor Barn? I’ve been exchanging messages with her but she’s gone silent on me. I guess I’ll call her tomorrow while we’re out and about?"

“Sounds like a good plan to me.” Tyler nods. “I guess tomorrow’s going to be interesting huh?”

Nara nuzzles into Tyler’s chest, wrapping her arms tight around him. 

“Mhmm, but life’s always interesting as long as I’m with all of you.”
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Jerry

The sunlight warms Jerry's cheek as he starts to shift, the sensation of cool silk sheets on his skin luring him back into sleep as a cool breeze brushes across him through an open window. The chirping of birds, and unfamiliar bird song draws his mind a bit further from sleep, despite the siren's call of his pillow.

His brain lurches into gear as the information he'd just processed starts to add up. 

An open window and sunshine was impossible in his bedroom just to start, and it was clearly a real breeze instead of the pale imitation of the Tear's powerful air conditioning and environmental control systems.

This wasn't his pillow. 

These weren't his sheets unless Syl had gone linen shopping some time recently and not told him. 

It all leads to him being in a very unfamiliar place.

His hands shift around giving himself a quick pay down while keeping his eyes firmly shut. His body was intact so far as he could tell, down to some simple shorts like he normally slept in. He was more or less unarmed, a quick pat of his thigh reveals that even his axiom holster tattoo had been emptied of its concealed pistol. Still. He hadn't been harmed... and he wasn't bound.

He wasn't sore or hurting either. Surely he should be sore after the duel.

The duel!

The thought nearly makes him sit up straight as he remembers the climactic end of the fight with Battle Princess Aquilar'Victae. He'd taken quite a beating before the Princess had kissed him and they'd both passed out, so being in a hospital made perfect sense, but what hospital or sick bay had silk sheets?

Slowly he cracks one eye open and takes in a relatively plain, but very nicely made stone wall. 

Definitely not on the Tear then.

The wall he's facing is away from the window and towards a door... just looking at it, it's richly made. Sumptuous wood, with beautiful carvings that had clearly been done by hand, all neatly concealing the usual technology found in a modern galactic door. When thinking about who could afford and would implement that kind of workmanship in any given room, led him to conclude he was in the palace... which meant...

A soft sigh answers his question before it fully forms. He wasn't alone, and he'd bet a couple trade bars of axiom ride that he knew just who was with him too. 

Jerry slowly rolls over to get a look at the other side of the room. First off, he could now tell that his bed, while luxurious, was in fact a very carefully concealed hospital bed. Which made this the medical wing of the Imperial palace.

To his immediate right was a night stand that had an envelope with his name on it in Syl's hand. Setting the letter aside mentally, his eyes continue their journey towards the window, finding the second hospital bed about two feet away from his own, about where he'd expected it. From the pile of messy black hair at the head of the bed, it didn't take a detective or any axiom to figure out that his roommate was Aquilar'Victae herself.

Jerry touches his lips, remembering Aquilar'Victae's fiery kiss.

"I suppose we're lucky they didn't fix us up and dump us in the same bed with a note ordering us to consummate just as soon as we regain consciousness. That seems on brand for a quasi medieval culture that's just witnessed a shocking event like a kiss. Gods only know what would happen if she'd have done something really wild like hold my hand."

He reaches for the card, quietly opening the note from his wife, not wanting to disturb the princess if she needed more rest.

Darling,

Just in case one of us isn't present when you wake up, I wanted to leave a note to explain what happened after your bout. As you're no doubt aware, you had something of a draw with the Battle Princess... and her kiss has more or less been accepted as a proposal. I have chosen to accept the Princess as the twentieth wife of our family.

Your marriage was blessed on the spot by the Empress after receiving my assent... but you can still say no.

You have the last word on this darling as always, and I strongly encourage you to disregard the political considerations and just look on Aquilar'Victae as a woman like any other. For that's what she is in the end. Behind all the titles. All the strength. She still is just another lifeform making her way in the galaxy, wanting to join her destiny to ours.

I only ask that you be gentle if you choose to deny her though, she's quite the romantic, and from what the Empress tells me, you just made all her dreams, from girlhood to the night before last, come true. She swore in her near infancy that she wanted to marry a man who could defeat her in battle... clearly you qualified. This is not to ask you to let her remain, but rather, if you don't want her hand... then let her down gently my love.

I love you, and I apologize for not being there when you wake, I'll be there soon.

Always Yours,

Sylindra

"Hmmm... well that leaves you then Princess... whenever you wake up anyway. It would be nice if they'd left me my communicator. Or a call button. Some books maybe?"

The worn out battle princess chose that very moment to stir, yawning before groaning softly as she forced herself into an upright position.

"Nar'Salis? Bring me my brush please? Apparently I'm going to have to spend some time in front of a mirror to be vaguely presentable for the Undaunted envoy later today. Then take a cold shower or something. I had the most... intense dream about him, and now I'm not sure I'll be able to keep my calm when I face him! Imagine! Dreaming up a whole duel and a passionate kiss at the end like a romance novel with a man I’ve only heard of by reputation! That sort of thing doesn't happen in real life..."

Aquilar'Victae pauses for a moment as she realizes Nar'Salis, whoever that is, isn't responding to her, and that she's in an unfamiliar bed, and slowly pushes her bangs out of the way of her eyes and makes eye contact with Jerry.

She takes a short breath of air and whispers. "Oh shells." Her eyes wide as saucers.

“Who’s Nar'Salis by the way?”

“My handmaiden, she’s been with me for a long time. We were reunited recently after I resumed my full name and title.”

The Princess takes a breath, clearly trying to get her version of the PR face back on as she calms herself down.

If she slipped behind the mask, Jerry worried he wouldn’t be able to actually have the conversation with her that he needed to… but his mouth moved before his brain regardless.

"Don't you do it."

Aquilar'Victae stops dead.

"I-I wasn't going to do anything!"

Jerry shakes his head, at himself as much as disagreeing with the Princess.

"Yes you were. You were about to go hide behind the princess personality, game face or whatever you want to call it. The shell of good manners and courtly behavior you like to paper over the rest of yourself in certain situations. Well that's flat out not going to work in this situation, because someone very enthusiastically proposed to me yesterday afternoon... and your mother has blessed our marriage herself."

"Oh shells." Aquilar'Victae's eyes are even wider now. "Captain Bridger please let me apol-"

Jerry cuts her off with a sharp motion of his hand. 

"You don't have anything to apologize for. So no. Just don't hide. My first wife has accepted you, and thinks I should too, but I'm not marrying Princess Aquilar'Victae without getting to know just Aquilar'Victae first... because I'm marrying all of you. Not just the title. In fact you could say I'm not considering your title at all. I don't give a damn about the political implications of our marriage, how good it would be for the Undaunted and Apuk, all those external complications and considerations. This is about you, me, and the rest of the family you want to join."

"O-Okay." 

There's a dusky hue to Aquilar'Victae's cheeks as she slowly wraps her tail up and around her hip and waist, not breaking eye contact with Jerry for a second as she fiercely pinches the tip of her own tail and winces in pain.

"Oh Goddess this is real, you're real. I didn't even know they made men like you! Everything you just said! I-I. It's just. A relief. Centuries of relief."

A tear drop runs down Aquilar'Victae's face, pure joy radiating from her like the heat he'd felt from her during the fight. If anything it convinced him that what Syl had said was correct.

This really was the Princess's dream come true.

"I uhnm. Know you haven't said yes yet, but just... that you exist. Is. Amazing. I've. Been dreaming about you for a very long time. Someone like you... but maybe you specifically. I'm not sure Captain Bridger, our duel's coloring my memories now."

"I think that's perfectly understandable Princess, your memories being a bit mixed that is. However, if we're theoretically going to be lovers, let's drop the titles. This should be anything but formal, we're sharing a hospital room after beating each other unconscious and sharing a kiss that I remember being pretty damn special. So to start our introductions again, I'm Jerry."

Aquilar'Vicate nods slowly, processing that as she automatically starts applying axiom to make herself vaguely more presentable, and reveals she's wearing a very fetching, if extremely old fashioned nightgown as the sheet slips from her shoulders.

"Alright Jerry... please. Call me Aqi. All my friends do.. If I uh… had friends anyway, and I apparently just kissed you hard on the mouth in front of half the galaxy. So I'd like to think we can at least be friends now. Or something."

Aqi winces slightly, clearly not entirely sure about the reaction she'd get from Jerry.

It was in that split second, Jerry makes his choice. He had wanted to get to know her, but the naked emotion she'd just displayed had told him a lot. About her secret anxieties. About her hopes and dreams. Not just to be married, but to have a partner who can understand her. Stand by her. Not behind. With her.

He could drag this out. Or he could just accept one of the most passionate kisses... and passionate, if indirect declarations of love he'd ever heard and accept the Princess into his life.

Her family approved. His family approved. Hell, he approved! He wanted to learn more about her. Be trusted with her every secret. It was a heady thing to be someone's dream come true, and while reality would inevitably dull the joys of fantasy made flesh... he suspected Aqi would be able to come through that in style too, such was her desire for a real and honest connection with someone that was pouring off of her like a war flame.

The choice was clear.

Aqi's eyes snap wide open as Jerry leans over and takes her hand in his.

"I think we can be Aqi. Like I said, your mother approves, enthusiastically apparently, Sylindra's accepted you... so it's just a matter of us talking things out a bit..."

"O-Okay. Your uh. Hand is really warm."

Aqi gives his hand a squeeze and quickly interlaces her fingers with his, causing Jerry to smile and squeeze back.

"So what did you mean about men like me?"

"Just... everything! You're a warrior. A commander. You're clearly a lover first and foremost to your wives. You don't give a Petak's ass about my position, you just... want to know me before making your choice, because you respect me enough that if I join your marriage you want to care about me. Maybe even love me."

Aqi's eyes glitter with emotion as she finishes taming her long black hair one handed.

"You're wrong on one point."

Jerry smiles over at Aqi, practically able to see her pulse race... and feel it through her hand.

"What's that?"

"There's no maybe involved. If you're going to join my marriage, become my wife, then I'm going to love you with everything I have, just like I love your potential sister wives with all of my heart."

Aqi swallows slowly. "If you're trying to make me pass out using just words you're doing a good job."

"...That's a great opportunity to flirt with you, but while you are pretty when you sleep, you're much easier to talk to while you're conscious."

The sentence bounces around in Aqi's head for a moment before it catches on something.

"So you were flirting with me during the duel!"

"You're gorgeous and single, and liable to kill me in a blink if I don't avail myself of every tool possible, even a little harmless psychological warfare... besides. If I didn't mean it or wasn't willing to make good on it, I wouldn't have said it."

"So... you really think I'm... pretty?"

"Yes. To say the least. To say more I’d say you’re one of the most gorgeous, singular women I’ve ever seen, and I’m surrounded by such incredible beauty every day of my life that I probably can be considered an expert on the subject now."

"Oh." Aqi's cheeks darken, clearly not expecting such a frank answer. "I uh. Well that's good then."

Jerry chuckles, trying to warm the princess up with his usual sly half smile. "Honestly the greatest curse of this galaxy is that some of the most beautiful women ever, more beautiful than anything I could even imagine, are completely without context for how beautiful they actually are."

Aqi leans in a bit, her grip tightening just a bit.

"You really can't just say things like that, you know! You're talking just like a hero out of an-"

"Erana'Aternae novel? Yeah I've heard."

There's a slight choking noise from the Battle Princess who quickly follows up and tries to push past the mention of Apuk space's most popular purveyor of cheesy romance.

"I ah. Hahaha. Yeah that sure would be about right! I uhm. It. I'm sorry." Aqi takes a steadying breath. "I haven't. Done anything like this before. So I'm a bit... out of my depth, and I can’t seem to remember anything I learned in charm school at the moment. Please forgive me. I'm sure my complete inexperience is somewhat frustrating."

Jerry considers the absolute state of the warrior maiden in front of him. She really was an Apuk ideal made flesh and fire... crossed with a blushing, inexperienced school girl talking to her crush. Or perhaps the lead singer of the boy band she idolizes considering how she had apparently built up someone like him. She was, in fact, a fairy tale princess... and considering the sheer emotion he could remember behind that kiss... everything he'd just heard. Why not? Why not be a literal prince and carry the literal princess home like a conquering hero?

"It's not frustrating Aqi. It's just a skill to learn, one you haven't had a chance to learn yet. If you're still interested, I'd be happy to learn all sorts of new things with you."

"...As in. We'd be. T-Together?"

"That's generally where I was going wi- Oof!"

Jerry's cut off mid sentence by Aqi practically throwing herself on top of him, the warrior princess looming over him slightly.

"C-Could we kiss then? And maybe cuddle a bit?"

"I don't see why not?"

Jerry holds his arms out and Aqi quickly snuggles up against him, confirming Jerry's half remembered thought that Aqi felt a lot nicer when she wasn't trying to punch him through a wall, and while the kiss wasn't the fiery, desperate smooch she'd proposed with, Aqi's kiss this time warmed up his whole body with an almost spicy sweet flavor as she wraps her arms around his neck... right as the door opens.

Thankfully instead of leap up, Aqi just plays dead instead, trying to cope with her surprise and another hit of Jerry's pheromones by just not looking and pretending she and Jerry were the only people in the room.

Jerry looks up to find Sylindra and Ghorza peering through the door, both women grinning like maniacs.

"Well I suppose that does resolve the question of Aquilar'Victae's status in our family." Syl notes, really doing her best to not laugh.

Ghorza on the other hand is snorting with laughter the whole way. "We can come back later if you want. Y'know call it fifteen minutes for a quickie maybe?"

Aqi just covers her face with her hands and lets out a little groan that turns into a very cute sound as Jerry gives her a squeeze.

"Come on, greet your new family, you can keep snuggling while you do it if you like."

Ghorza nods. "That's right girlie, up and at'em, this is supposed to be one of the best days you'll ever have, and much as our husband's neck is nice, you'll miss a lot of the day if you spend it with your face buried there."

Aqi sits up just a bit, still clearly a bit embarrassed at being caught 'in the act'. A very chaste act of mutual affection, but in the act all the same. Still, as Jerry puts an arm around her waist, she can't help but smile like a sunbeam as the rest of the delegation from the Bridger clan piles in.

"I uhm. In that case, I'm Princess Aquilar'Victae, starting today, I'll be joining you as a wife to Jerry and a sister to all of you. I look forward to getting to know you all!"
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The hospital room was packed with six, technically seven counting Aqi, of the Bridger women, mostly taking over Aqi's now unoccupied hospital bed while she greedily snuggled up to Jerry. It was very clear to all around that Aqi had no idea she was nuzzling him like a puppy as they talked.

As Jerry looked around the room, he got a good feel for the overall mood of the family towards their new sister, and it was positive.

Ghorza had taken on a new sister in arms in stride, but seemed determined to treat her like she would anyone else, and ignore both of the other woman's crowns. That the Princess had a longer service record and even more combat experience than Ghorza didn't bother her in the least. She was family, and in Ghorza's book that meant you were either one of the girls... or you weren't actually part of the family.

More mixed was the slightly more nervous Yuuko. While normally calm and confident around other Apuk she knew, clearly Yuuko didn't quite know how to behave around the Princess, something that Jerry knew would pass with time.

Joining Yuuko in her uncertainty was her sister and littermate, Mishka, freed from her usual work in the Den for a day of shore leave and to greet her new sister wife, she too wasn't quite sure how to act around royalty. Mishka was easily the most grounded of the Volpir sisters, and would stoically keep her peace until she figured out how to get her footing completely.

Which left the more enthusiastic support for Aqi.

Sharon was barely able to contain herself with laughter, and hadn't been able to resist ribbing him for bagging an alien princess like a proper Captain Kirk, confusing every non-human in the room. Even now her cheeks were red and she had a big smile on her face, absolutely beaming with mirth.

Wichen and Bari on the other hand had been more directly enthusiastic. Wichen had spent an entire fifteen minutes trying to convince Aqi to let her build her a suit of custom power armor. Something the Princess had assented to in the halting way of royals who were trying to figure out just what in the hell they were getting into.

Bari though, Bari clearly thought quite highly of the princess, and was welcoming her to the family by probably overloading Aqi slightly with information, but as usual Bari's raw enthusiasm and the joy that radiated from her was out right infectious, and Aqi was hanging on every word as Bari told her in detail about the family she'd joined.

"Teenage Cannidor daughters?" Aqi looks over at Jerry and absent mindedly kisses his cheek, drawing his attention back to her for a moment. "Does Bari speak true?"

Jerry nods. "Of course darling. Hard to lie about my own daughters. Be it the small ones or the ones who will be clearing ten feet tall in a couple years."

"I wish you'd brought them to the reception! They sound wonderful! Such lovely young warriors! I'll very much look forward to meeting and training with them in the near future! I look forward to meeting Jaruna and the other wives too, everyone sounds delightful, big and small."

Aqi herself had found her rhythm with the drastic change in her life quickly enough, and was getting more confident now that she knew her dream actually was coming true and she was, for all intents and purposes, Mrs. Bridger No. 20 as of when she'd first held hands with her new husband about an hour and ten minutes prior. Her warm welcome from Ghorza, Bari and Wichen had helped a lot with that, Jerry was certain.

That left the last, and the first of the Bridger girls.

Sylindra nods in agreement with what Aqi was saying, pulling Jerry's attention to her fully with the regal movement and a flutter of her fluffy ears. Her smile was warm and bright, confident even in a situation Jerry was worried might be stressful to her because of the status of the woman joining their marriage... and the reputation of the Apuk for being hot headed and aggressive. Sure, Masha wasn't brash enough or hotheaded enough to challenge Syl for the authority of the title of first wife, but Masha wasn't an Imperial princess who had been born and raised to rule either.

Jerry knew they'd have to talk about that eventually, the three of them, but this was a happy morning and there was no need to waste a bright and lovely day on darkness and discord, no matter how minor it might turn out to be.

Syl begins; "To follow on from dear Bari, my mother, Inara, has also recently moved into our home, the Den. So we have a little extra help in the childcare department we didn't before, in addition to the wives that are generally staying home. Counting the older children, Joan, Khutulun, Boudicca and Cindy, we have some seventy children in the family so the extra hands were welcomed enthusiastically to say the least."

"Ah, that is indeed wonderful! My mother and her sister wives were good mothers to me, but they were always busy. With maids and the like around, I never wanted for attention, but the maternal presence of even a grandmother was something I yearned for. As it happens I'll be bringing my own handmaiden, Nar'Salis, or someone else from the Imperial household if she does not wish to leave Serbow, so we will have extra assistance as time goes on. I can also request further staff if you all would like me too. I believe my allowance authorizes me a staff of some twenty individuals if I begin taking on official Imperial duties... something I am unfortunately sure Jerry and I will be briefed on shortly. So if we need more hands I can make arrangements. Including more household troops if these Swordsworn knights aren't enough."

That got a laugh from Jerry. "If twenty odd power armored warrior women plus the fighters that are actually members of the family by blood or adoption aren't enough to deal with the problem, I'm not sure any amount of infantry is enough to deal with the problem."

"Hmmm... a reasonable point, I'm not senior enough in the Imperial household to request an escort cruiser unfortunately."

A sly smile from Aqi suggests she's joking... though exactly how much no one can tell.

"Still, your family sounds truly wonderful, I'm overjoyed to be able to join you all."

Syl smiles. "If you think your sister wives are grand, you just wait till you meet Cindy and some of the babies. They'll melt your heart before you can get a breath out. I'm not sure if you're thinking about whether or not you'll want children soon... but I think the kits make quite the compelling case."

Aqi nods slowly. "I suppose I haven't. I'll welcome whatever the goddess gives me of course, but I'm perfectly satisfied learning to be a mother alongside my new sisters before becoming one myself. I'm looking forward to seeing this Den of yours though! It sounds absolutely delightful! Really it's a credit to our husband and the clan as a team to put such work in together. Many married women don't have the benefit of living with their spouse all the time, and here our husband would move mountains and fight the galaxy for the sake of having us constantly by his side. It's... well. Dreamy really."

Ghorza barks with laughter. "Sister, you ain't seen nothing yet. Just wait till Hubby gets to work wooing you properly, remember men do the pursuing in Cruel Space... and just because you're wearing an oath ring or whatever doesn't mean he's done making you fall in love with him over and over again. I-"

Ghorza's cut off by the door sliding open and two nurses walking through with an almost military precision, spinning on their heels to face Aqi, and curtsy in unison.

"Your highness, sir, ladies, I'm sorry but we need to run some tests, and there are visitors from the Imperial Household Agency coming that will need to speak with her highness, and sir... so I must insist that her highness returns to her bed."

Each Bridger wife cycles through for getting a deep kiss from Jerry before walking out the door. Aqi rises last of all, reluctantly pulling away from the comfy spot she clearly enjoyed most in the universe, stealing a slow, steady, breathtaking kiss before returning to her bed.

The examination by the nurses was mercifully short. As were the examinations by most of the medical professionals who followed after them. To include an incredibly irate Dr. McCoy who had more or less forced her way into the palace and gotten directions to the medical wing on sheer force of will alone with a highly intimidated Apuk nurse trailing in her wake. She checked their charts and vitals, did a few scans of her own and grunted with what Jerry knew to be grudging approval.

"You're both insufferably healthy. The healing sleep you were put into, not quite a deep enough dive to be a healing coma, was sufficient to bring you back to full health. To be honest you didn't have that much damage, just a few scrapes, bruises, a fracture here and there, a burn or three. The down side of the lighter technique is it uses a fair bit of your own energy reserves to repair the damage, and you didn't have much of that to start with, so I concur with my colleagues in the Imperial medical staff, you'll need to keep resting for the rest of day."

Bones flips through a screen or two on her communicator and brings up her calendar scheduling in appointments for both of them.

"You'll both come see me at the end of next week for a follow up appointment, regardless of if we've broken orbit. You, Princess, will come and see me after we break orbit for your annual physical."

"Respectfully doctor I've had a physical this ye-"

"Not with me you haven't, and as you'll be under my care, we need to establish a baseline of health for you to my satisfaction."

Jerry shoots Aqi a consoling look, suggesting she just surrender this battle before it begins, instead changing the subject.

"Any idea when they'll let us out of here, Bones?"

That Dr. McCoy didn't bite his head off for using her nickname suggested that the woman was in fact, in a fairly good mood.

"When you're ready, seems to be what the Imperial household doctors are saying. You are in good health, but you are also an Imperial royal couple. Even if just provisionally. Which means you aren't leaving till the doctors are dead certain you're in perfect health and not a moment before."

Bones departed shortly there after leaving them to the rest of what was undoubtedly going to be a long day. It was also the start of an interesting pattern. With every visitor leaving, Aqi would do her best to make her way over to Jerry for more cuddles and kisses... only to have to run, leap or outright teleport back to her bed as the next interruption made its way into the room. It reached the point where they'd rearranged the furniture a bit and pushed their hospital beds together, and stubbornly refused to admit the room had ever been different when questioned by the nurses.

Though frequent, the parade of medical professionals checking on them was quick and efficient. The visitations from members of the Imperial Household Agency in comparison were anything but.

"So the full structure of the Imperial household operates as so-"

Jerry forces his eyes not to glaze over as an Imperial functionary explains the basics of the operation of the Imperial part of the Apuk empire. Marrying into the Imperial family would apparently require him to read a large stack of books and Jerry was fully expecting that tests and at least one essay would be demanded of him. He reaches out and takes Aqi's hand, who gives him a reassuring squeeze.

Jerry's brain kicks back into the present right as the lecture on Imperial protocol actually gets to something useful.

The bookish Apuk woman pulls a massive tome out of an axiom pocket and flips to an appropriate page after making the book float before her with another charge of axiom.

"So the conclusion of all this important material, young man, is your position within the hierarchy. As her highness has resigned her claim to the throne, but remains an active member of the Imperial Household you shall be named a Prince Consort... the Consort title simply indicates that your issue..."

Aqi elbows him gently. "She means our children."

The functionary clears her throat and continues. "Your issue with the Princess is not in contention for the Imperial succession. Their reception of hereditary Imperial titles will not be automatic based on previously established precedent, but will be honored provided they receive some of their primary education in the care of the Imperial household on Serbow, at their own request. If they choose to embrace their Apuk heritage, the full strength of the Imperial house will be waiting for them."

Jerry resists raising a hand to ask a question. "I take it we're still able to visit and the like regardless of where they choose to receive their education?"

The functionary nods. "Of course. Frankly I value my life far too much to dare attempt to keep any of Her Majesty's grandchildren from her and support from the Imperial household while in Apuk space will be available to you, and your line. They are still part of the Imperial family you see, but actually taking up a title has certain requirements and obligations that must be met. Further, I'll note that while your title officially is Prince Consort, you do not use the latter half of that title in actual practice. Your title as used in day to day life, if indeed you do use it, as I know you are a man of many titles, is Prince, and you are to be styled your highness or your imperial highness by agents of the Imperial household and Apuk state, and while on official business for the same."

The Apuk woman paces back and forth a bit, her stride enhancing the sheer volume of self satisfaction that oozes from the bureaucrat's every step. This was clearly the culmination of a long career of service for her, and she was as pleased with herself as any Pavorus would be.

"As an Imperial couple at large, if you accept taking on official duties you will occasionally be asked to undertake certain business in the name of the Imperial household, minor tasks of diplomacy and the like. Or checking in on Imperial holdings or investments formally on her majesty's behalf. You do not have to perform these tasks, especially if there's military priorities, but it would earn you the thanks of her majesty... and you will be more than adequately compensated. This includes a further stipend for both of you on top of the Princess's annual Imperial funding, and her actual officer's pay from the Imperial military, and a further increase of up to twenty official household staff, to include maids, child care specialists, physicians or any other specialist you might desire provided you make the request for assignment of such to the Imperial Household Agency, in writing. In triplicate."

Jerry violently suppresses any reaction other than trying to keep his PR smile on, as if taking on diplomatic duties for the Apuk Imperial household was an absolutely splendid idea as he looks over to Aqi. "Well I'm sure we can manage to help out if our path takes us in the direction of any serious Imperial business. I suppose it's more in the vein of showing the colors, or in this case the Crown and outreach?"

The flunky nods, the smug smile on her face becoming more obnoxious with every passing second of lecture she committed against Jerry and Aqi.

"Exactly your highness, we have a diplomatic corps and ambassadors for the heavy lifting, but the presence of a member of the Imperial household, or a representative of the Empress like one of the battle princesses can be a powerful message. Standard Imperial duties range from visiting with a head of state or making an appearance at a wedding on behalf of her Imperial majesty. Or providing some sort of support to Imperial charity efforts ranging from opening an orphanage, dedicating an Imperially sponsored project like a school or school building. Or some sort of event at a park or nature conservancy. We even send household members to the occasional Imperially sponsored or owned space station for one thing or another. For example reviewing Imperial troops stationed there and handing out decorations personally. Such things are exceptionally good for the morale of our marines and sailors in the service."

The functionary raises her communicator and projects a series of still holograms of events in that range, with presumed members of the Imperial Household on a few dozen different worlds displayed at a near dizzying speed. Then it settles on a star map of the galaxy focused around Apuk space which lights up with purple points, undoubtedly to mark an Imperial project.

To say there was a lot of purple on the map was a mild understatement.

"The Apuk Imperial household has efforts spread out across much of known space. It costs us little, save for some effort, and many of the minor powers are fond of us, or would potentially look to us for protection. We have even incorporated new worlds into the Empire this way. There's no need for conquest when the benefits of joining are many. More importantly it has won us a great deal of influence. Influence that takes some degree of work to maintain."

"All very sensible. Is there anything else madame?" Jerry can feel himself unintentionally getting more formal and he resists the deep seated desire to leg it for the nearest shuttle back to orbit.

"Not at this time highness, we will contact you and the Princess in the next few days to begin planning your wedding. The Empress has indicated her desire to proceed quickly so you can have your honeymoon on world, and return to the important business of whatever 'shore leave' is. Her Majesty doesn't want to limit your ability to properly work or recreate while on planet by tying you down with ceremonies."

"Well we wouldn't want to disappoint the Empress, would we, darling?"

The slightly sardonic edge to Jerry's tone flies right over the functionary's head, even as it draws a smile from Aqi.

"Indeed. Unfortunately I have run out of time and must move on to my next appointment. We shall continue our lessons on court protocol another time, so with your permission I shall take my leave. Please excuse me, your highnesses."
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There's a slow breath shared between Jerry and Aquilar'Victae for a moment as silence, blessed beautiful silence dominates the room. Right up until Aqi rolls over on top of Jerry, planting her firm tush squarely on his lap. The otherwise cool room goes from the cold end of pleasant to 'tropical beach' warm in a literal heart beat as the icy eyed beauty proves she's anything but cold as she leans in close.

"I've finally got you all to myself." Aqi murmurs, audible only to Jerry.

"Gods help us both if we need another of those damn lectures." Jerry grumps slightly, content to let Aqi lead for the moment.

"Indeed, but more importantly... It seems at long last I've found my handsome prince."

"People are apparently going to start calling me prince, and I seem to be your husband, and we seem to be having a wedding, so I'd say that's more or less correct."

Aqi gives him a warm, sensual smile that sends a couple hundred volts up and down his spine as her voice drops into a lower, throatier octave.

"Hmmm... and that man is now in my bed, under me. What should I do with my oh so handsome and charming prince I wonder?"

"I'm sure we can figure something out.~"

The first kiss is long and deep, heating Jerry up to the point that he's almost sweating a bit as he embraces the beautiful princess he'd just rescued... from. Something. Her own virginity and a crushing sense of loneliness apparently if nothing else. Unconventional foes but when the reward was as sweet as Aqi's plush lips he found he just didn't give a damn.

Aqi herself was an enthusiastic kisser, with warmth and passion in every single smooch as Jerry lets his hands roam her body with a far gentler touch than the first time they've touched each other extensively. Gently feeling her tight waist, stroking her strong back as the kisses get ever deeper. Their hands move slowly, not cautious, just... sensual. There was a desire to rush, but neither party wanted to. They wanted to explore each other. To know each other completely, and that started with Jerry's slightly rough hands stroking silk like skin as the couple made out.

It took a near Herculean effort, but he studiously avoided laying hands on her most intimate curves, tempting as they were. A slow build up was what the princess deserved after all... and why rush through the courses when the appetizer was so delicious? The kisses alone were truly exceptional. Aqi was inexperienced but proved to be a quick study, taking the lead and moving them into some very eager tongue kissing which brought the temperature in the room from warm to a roiling boil until-

A loud chime makes Aqi jump about a foot in the air as she practically throws herself back into bed and back under her blanket, the couple now a bit disheveled and more than a little flush between them.

"Goddess DAMN it." Aqi mutters to herself, quickly touching her hair up for a second to ensure she's entirely presentable before finally answering.

"Yes?"

"Princess, there's a small group of guests to see you and your husband, one of his senior officers and his wives from the ship in orbit."

Jerry and Aqi exchange a look, and he regretfully nods. It would be a lot easier to send whoever it was away, disable the door control and get back to what they'd been doing, but that was something a commoner could get away with, and Aqi was a princess. Something Jerry could tell was going to be quite frustrating until they left Serbow and were safely in the black one again.

"Please send them in, we are eager to receive them." Aqi finally responds, letting herself fall into the more formal speech patterns of the princess persona.

The door slides open to reveal Tyler Sarkin and his wives, in civilian attire and clearly ready for a day of shore leave.

"Hey Skipper..." Tyler begins "Just thought we'd come by and check on you before we head out into the Imperial city for the day. Meet this princess of yours, see if you need any snacks or non-hospital food smuggled to you."

Jerry chuckles. "It's the hospital wing of the royal palace, so the cooks are some of the finest on the planet. It's hospital food most people would pay an arm and a leg for."

"Fair enough boss. Maybe we'll see if we can finagle some breakfast out of the staff canteen before we head out into the city." Tyler nods, smiling cheerfully.

Jerry turns a bit in bed to face Aquilar'Victae and gestures towards the group.

"Darling, this is the commander of the air group on my ship, and the commander of the gunship squadron, Commander Tyler Sarkin, his first wife Lieutenant Commander Cascade Sarkin, Nara'Sarkin, Lieutenant Elyria Sarkin, a novelist when she's not working for me, and one of the few 'normal' naval officers who can put up with a family full of aviators, and Matroika Sarkin, ex smuggler turned all star gunship pilot, and the Tear's newest ace pilot. Commander, Ladies, allow me to introduce my newest wife, Princess Aquilar'Victae."

Cassie is first to respond, offering a complicated bow with her wings that's the Sermali equivalent of a bow or curtsy. "Highness, it's a pleasure to meet you. Your match with our Captain was splendid, and it makes my heart leap with joy to see such a wonderful result come of such a glorious duel. Please, call me Cassie."

Next is Elyria, who offers the Seramali bow, then performs a more traditional Apuk curtsy. "I think I got that right, I've been practicing! It's a pleasure to meet you as well, highness. Your bout with the captain really was thrilling! I wish I could put something like that in my books, but even in a fantasy story I think people would say it's far too unrealistic!"

Matroika offers a salute, touching two fingers to the outer edge of her eyebrow as one of her long ears flops forward a bit. It didn't take a psychic to know that the proud frontier worlder really wasn't comfortable in this kind of environment. Or around royalty of any flavor. Offering a simple greeting of "Ma'am." before shutting up and keeping her peace.

Nara offers the full Apuk curtsy, aided by once again being in proper Apuk civilian dress, another lovely dress that made her look pretty as a picture, and successfully de-emphasized her status as a warrior.

"*Your highness, it's a pleasure to meet you. Your flame burns so brightly as to inspire all who see it.*"

Aqi bows her head in turn to each of them, smiling brightly, switching with ease from her far more passionate private face that desperately wanted to tear Jerry's clothes off to the calm, cool, demure and beautiful princess with far more ease than Jerry ever would have believed.

"A pleasure to meet you all... though I do believe I was introduced to the pilots among you at the reception the other night... and while I didn't speak with you, I did see you Nara'Sarkin... you have my condolences for the death of Mani'Neshan, I was at the shellcracker tournament that year and there was a heavy air to the proceedings because of her death. She was mourned by all who knew her, and a great many more besides."

"Th-thank you, highness." Nara shudders just a touch before straightening up a bit.

Jerry decides to steer the conversation towards lighter subjects. "Any exciting plans today Tyler? Ladies?"

Elyria nods eagerly. "Oh yes! A couple things in the works skipper! For example I have a friend on Serbow that I'm hoping we get a chance to meet up with. Oh! That reminds me, I need to call her now that we're planetside!"

Tyler kisses Elyria on the cheek. "How about you go into the hall and call her? I'm sure we can tell the royal couple about our tourist plans for the day without help."

Elyria walks out of the room, stretching her wings a bit and resetting them as she goes, and Tyler turns to relate the rest of their plan for the day.

"So we're going to just do the usual Imperial city tourism thing. We have a couple museums picked out, the Imperial art museum, the Imperial gardens. It's almost like the capital city holds a lot of the Imperial institutions on this planet or something. Do lunch and dinner at places the various tourist guides recommended. Like I said the usual, just to get our feet wet metaphorically speaking."

"Sounds like a busy day already Tyler."

Tyler nods. "Of course, there is the other thing we're cooking up. We want to do all that of course, but hopefully with a plus one. The girls and I have decided we want a fifth wife in our marriage. Someone who's a bit more maternal and a bit more of a homebody. Nara has decided to resign her position so that's one person at home, but she'd also feel more comfortable with someone a bit more naturally maternal to learn from."

"How wise of you to seek someone strong in an area you are somewhat weak in hopes of making yourself stronger. You are a credit to your clan Lady Nara." 

The compliment rolls off Aqi's tongue, and Jerry can't help but raise an eyebrow. Aquilar'Victae was damn good at being a princess, that was for sure.

Nara nods before quickly curtsying again, clearly choking on whatever reply she wanted to make, prompting Tyler to take over.

"Yeah she's good like that, smart and beautiful. So we're going to see if Elyria's friend Erana can introduce us to any ladies who fit what we're looking for. If not then first on our itinerary after maybe hitting up a shop for a little snack, we'll roll down to the local equivalent of a Bachelor Barn or whatever and see who's around Serbow that likes kids, maybe has a background in professional child care, is willing to leave the planet and enjoys travel."

Aqi nods. "I imagine you'll not have trouble finding someone, among the Apuk in particular, though there are many species living in small numbers on our world. Apuk women tend towards being quite adventurous, so the combination you're offering in terms of both marriage, family and an adventure is quite enticing for your average Apuk maiden... and many older Apuk women besi-" Aqi stops mid sentence, something clearly connecting in her head. "...I beg your pardon, Commander Sarkin, did you say 'Erana' was the name of your wife Elyria's friend?"

Tyler nods. "Yep. Can't say I'm against a second Apuk in the family. I wasn't entirely sure about your species on the whole. We'd mostly met battle princesses so I didn't know what to think. Then I met Nara and realized pigeonholing an entire species was particularly stupid. Even if Apuk are on average a bit more in your face than many species... then again so are humans. Especially the country the Skipper and I come from. Americans have a reputation for being aggressively friendly. To the point that it makes some cultures on our home world uncomfortable."

Aqi's question makes Tyler stop for a second, stroking his short beard as he clearly tries to remember the answer to the Princess's question.

"Yeah it's... Erana... something or another. I can't remember, she's a big deal writing the Galactic equivalent of what we call a 'bodice ripper' back on Earth. Cheesy romances with just enough spice to keep people who desperately need a little spice and a little cheese in their lives engaged. I actually was reading one the other day. Sword of Nal'Qiran or something like that. Surprisingly solid fantasy yarn for a book that can spend a paragraph on the male lead's pecs. Apparently the movie tones down the spice and ups the action quite a bit..."

Aqi's eyes slowly get a bit wider as her focus on Tyler increases, ignoring his comments about the movie completely. "...Your wife Elyria. Her maiden name. It wouldn't happen to be Darlentra wouldn't it?"

Tyler thinks for a second. "It is actually! How did you-"

Tyler is interrupted from responding to an increasingly paler Aqi as a communicator starts ringing on a set of shelves next to them. The nurses didn't permit Jerry and Aqi to keep the devices close to hand, to keep the immediate healing space 'sanitized'. He turns to the top of the cabinet and the ringing device.

"Let's see, I recognize that one as your communicator, skipper, so I assume this must be yours Princess." Tyler grabs the still ringing communicator up and moves to pass it over to Aqi and stops mid motion. "Hey wait a second, the screen says Elyria's calling you!"

The communicator stops ringing, and a disappointed Elyria returns to a now pin drop silent room.

“Uh… what happened? Are we playing some sort of weird game?”

Jerry recovers first, turning to his newest bride and squeezing her hand.

“Aqi… darling, are you Erana’Aternae?”

The Apuk princess has enough heat radiating off her in that moment that it felt like the sheets might catch fire.

“I ah. Yes. I’m Erana’Aternae.”

There was silence for one heart beat. Two. Three… until Elyria’s communicator clatters to the floor, all four of her eyes wide enough she could probably see sound.

“WHAT!?”
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Tyler

"I can't believe Erana's actually a secret Princess! Who met and married her strong, handsome warrior husband via a dramatic and climactic duel, and now she considers him her one true love!" 

Elyria lets out a little squeal, beaming from ear to ear as they walk towards the bridge that leads from the Imperial palace district to the city proper, heartily amused by the truth behind her old friend and colleague's secret identity. 

"Wings of the Goddess the whole thing is straight out of one of her own books! Ah! And I thought I was getting to live out a romance novel!"

Matroika snorts. "We're all getting to live a romance novel. Still... to think that prissy seeming princess could write stuff that spicy! I mean really those books were a godsend for any girl who liked her men a bit more feminine. You know, tougher. More Apex in general, but hardcore even for an Apex species till humans came around to show everyone how it's done. I mean hell, I wish I'd known, I'd have asked her to sign my old hard copy of one of her early books. It's one of my favorites!"

Elyria nods. "I'm sure you'll be able to ask the Princess later. I mean. She's my friend! Still! I hope! Even if I didn't have even the vaguest clue who she was, or even that she was single. She writes so... breathtakingly about... this and that, I just thought for sure that was happily married so I never asked!"

"I feel like that's fairly on point for a romance author to make that assumption." Cassie notes. "Then again, you write excellent romance, Elyria dear, and you did so long before you married our husband, so clearly imagination and talent can equal direct experience with one's subject matter. You and the Princess literally made your careers on it."

Tyler rolls his eyes and bites back a sarcastic comment about opsec. It was hard to be too annoyed when Elyria was this happy. Still... he had to say something on the Skipper's behalf. They were being just a little bit too loud with what as supposed to be a carefully held secret in a public facing part of the palace.

"Keep it down girls, it's supposed to be a secret remember? Now, let's get back on task shall we?"

Tyler pulls his communicator out and stops as they pass through the last checkpoint coming out of the palace.

"So the Princess really didn't have many options for us marriage candidate wise as either identity. We're already married to Erana'Aternae's best friend..."

Elyria lets out another, far more reserved happy squeal.

"...And Matroika has more or less said flat no... and thank you for holding off on saying that directly to her face, dear, to courting any form of royalty... Which is something of a moot point as a lot of the Imperial household that Aquilar'Victae's close to are either married, like her clutchmates, aren't really what we're looking for in someone who considers being a mother and a housewife her major life goals, or are otherwise incompatible with our life style. Namely floating around the deep black looking for trouble with Captain Bridger and the Undaunted... and I don't think anyone wants to really change that lifestyle anytime soon."

Tyler looks around and gets a vigorous nod of agreement from every woman before pulling up a search function on his communicator.

"Alright, guess we're on to a matchmaking service then ladies... let's see, what do we have for options? Hmm... no Bachelor Barn franchises in the city at least, but there's some local alternatives. Nearest one is called The Royal Treatment."

Matroika shakes her head. "Vetoed, sounds like we'd be getting a noble's daughter for sure if we go there and I already said my piece there. I don't mind Apuk, I don't mind Nara near at all now that she's pulled her head out of her ass, but the last thing we need is some prissed up noble born warrior woman who will treat most of us like servants. The Princess is a nice enough gal, but I've seen enough royal types before that I wouldn't want even a connection to that sort of thing in our family."

Nara sighs. "It's not... we don't. It's really not that common Matroika, honest."

"Yeah yeah, keep your skirt on. Let's just get out of the upper district and have a better chance at finding a woman who can actually leave the planet. Anyone who's liable to travel up to the nicer districts, or lives there, for a matchmaking service probably intends to stay here."

Tyle holds two fingers up for attention. "Besides the point girls, The Royal Treatment's services are by appointment only and they don't do same day appointments, even for men looking for wives. Something about their exclusive screening process and part of how they guarantee anonymity for their clients. Let's see... on the far end of the city from here, down by the star port is... Grab the Horns... from the advertising I think we'll skip that one. I can't tell if it's a dating service or a strip club aimed at men. Then there's Caring Conquests and Warm Hearts, Warmer Fire. Those two seem to be the major Serbow native chains that just about everyone goes to. The sheer volume of reviews alone is pretty damn impressive."

Cassie leans over Tyler's shoulder, kissing her husband's cheek. "What's the décor like?"

"Warm Hearts, Warmer Fire seems like it's going for something of an old hunting lodge vibe. Old school stonework. Nicely done wood. Probably all facades but it's clearly playing up to Apuk historical tastes. Caring Conquests is pretty... homogenous, but for the Apuk? Modern enough to be familiar, but Apuk enough you wouldn't mistake them for a chain from offworld or out of Apuk space either. Looks like they have a fairly large garden attached to their building for some reason."

Tyler glances over to see that Nara's blushing fairly intensely, and she raises a hand slightly for attention.

"I ah... would prefer if we go to Caring Conquests."

"Well sure, gorgeous, any particular reason why?" Tyler asks, wondering if Nara needs a hug or some sort of support.

"Well it. I. Uhm. My mother met my father through a Caring Conquests branch in my home city. It was a very smart match and their algorithms have likely only improved in the last century or two. They're really quite serious about a deeper match than just... the... bits. Fitting. Beyond basic attraction. Their corporate credo's setting up happy marriages, not just marriages. Mom always liked to say that marrying into the Denyalis was one of the best things that ever happened to her besides marrying Dad, and us hatching... She can be a bit sentimental. And embarrassing. So... y'know. That's a good sign. Right?"

"Sounds like we really need to meet your Momma, eh Tyler?" 

Matroika is grinning like a cat who caught the canary. The Rabbis woman clearly doesn't mind teasing Nara just a bit now that the other woman was significantly more stable.

"I would actually like to meet the rest of your immediate family, Nara, since we're on world . It would be good to pay my respects to the in-laws. They raised an exceptional woman, and I want your mother at least to be confident that you're well and in good hands."

Nara nods. "I ah. I shall set a meeting up. For dinner perhaps... I'm sure Jahana has told them much of what’s happened in my life, but my... I am gravid. My mother deserves to be told in person if it's possible, not just hear it second hand from my elder sister."

"Sounds like a plan." Tyler adds a reminder to his calendar to follow up with Nara on that, then uses another app to hail a sky cab. "Come on ladies, Caring Conquests is a ways away so let's skip the walk shall we?"

For a city that was more horizontally spread than vertically, a sky cab had probably been overkill, Tyler reflects, but getting a flying view of the capital had been splendid, and they'd gotten to Caring Conquests in a fraction of the time. The building itself was... oddly familiar. It reminded Tyler of photos he'd seen of Madame Sylindra's original cloning facility. 

Pastel colors around a strong white theme to inspire both mental pictures of matrimony, the bridal color for Apuk was white like humans it seemed, and to relax anyone coming to procure their services.

A high walled garden surrounds the walk way in, and the smell of fresh, blossoming flowers and other exotic fragrances is similarly calming... and the distant sound of low voices suggests that the gardens too, are part of the experience Caring Conquests does their best to cultivate.

Walking into the main room is no different, an Apuk woman behind the desk with dark purple hair to match her deeply tanned skin stands up and bows to them in the Apuk fashion.

"Good morning dear customers, please come in. I am Bey'Tor, one of the relationship consultants and branch manager of this Caring Conquests location. What can we do for you today? Surely you're well situated for beauty in your life with such lovely wives already sir."

She says with a wink.

The compliment immediately disarmed the women, even Matroika who was now preening just a little bit, and Tyler's opinion of Caring Conquests goes up another notch. That had been very well done.

"I was happy with my first wife, and am only more blessed by the other three. In fact, we've all been greatly blessed with each other's company, friendship, and love. However we're all fairly involved in our work and we've identified the need for someone with a desire to be a housewife in our family with our children on the way."

"Oh aren't you just the sweetest thing!" Bey'Tor gushes.

If she's acting, she's a damn good actress, but Tyler suspects this is just Bey'Tor... which might be why she's so good at this job.

"And everyone's pregnant or gravid? You really weren't kidding about those blessings were you, sir? Well do come right this way and we'll get you into our system so you can go enjoy some tea in our gardens while going through your matches. We encourage you to really take your time in this stage, adding someone to your family, especially with children on the way is no small matter after all."

Bey'Tor leads them down a hallway into what looks more like an exam room than anything else.

"If you could step this way with me please sir, ladies. We'll do a quick genetic analysis and have you answer some questions about yourself and what you and your family are looking for in a bachelorette. Our proprietary algorithms are tuned to a 99.9% degree of accuracy and trust me, we've tried every thing anyone's been able to think of to get that extra .1%. We even turned a small group of Gravia loose on it, but there's really no such thing as a perfect surefire match every single time we set something up. There has to be a margin for user error, machine error... and the galaxy just being odd at times."

"If you could please stand here on the scanner pad for me sir."

She gestures to the appropriate spot, which Tyler recognizes as a fairly high end medical scanner, similar to the models used in the Tear's sick bays. There's some processing noises and then an error flashes up on the display.

"That's odd, it's saying you don't have a genetic profile from any recognized species..."

"Well I am Human, we're fairly new to the galaxy."

Her eyes widened slightly. "Oh you are Human! Just a minute. We actually just received the appropriate software for Humans; it just hasn't been loaded in this room yet. I convinced my managers it was worth paying any price to make sure we had that one in stock with some Humans now living on the planet, and then that ship of theirs coming to make a port call. Are you from the ship? Or are you one of the Human sorcerers?"

Bey'tor asks, peering over her screen.

"From the ship, I'm not much of a hand for all but the most basic axiom use." Tyler scratches his chin. "Tell you what Miss, I'm pretty impressed with what I'm seeing here so far. If you can get it approved by your bosses to run a discount for all Undaunted service personnel during the duration of the Crimson Tear's stay, I'll get an ad sent out across the ship's comm network. In return can we get that discount?"

Bey'Tor nearly jumps out of her chair. "Discount nothing! I'll take care of you for free! I won't even make your new bride pay the second half of her fees. Completely on the house! Do you really think many Humans would come though?"

Tyler shrugs. "I don't see why not. You have to understand, Miss, the Apuk are in a very, very good position with Humans in terms of getting boyfriends or husbands. Just human enough to really appeal to any Human, much like the Seramali or the Rabbis, but exotic and different enough to really stand out. Throw in a strong martial culture which really appeals to the types of humans we have aboard our ship and it all adds up to Apuk being consistently voted as one of the top possible brides for a Human man. So the Marines and sailors will be coming, lots of them will prefer to court the old fashioned way, meeting someone and winning her over with charm and personality, but I think a lot of the wives will prefer the comfort of a matchmaking service, and I know I'd prefer my men are coming to someone who will treat them right... instead of less... savory options."

Bey'Tor's eyes briefly blaze with what looked like raw blue warfire.

"Ah you probably saw the ads for those... ooh I lack words in polite company for them, at Grab the Horns. It's rather indelicate, or perhaps rude of me to say, but they absolutely infuriate me. It seems like I have to deal with the fall out of one of their disastrous matches at least a few times a day. Please, I'll make things happen with corporate. I'd much rather save your men the pain, turmoil and frustration that those wenches seem to delight in. Even Bachelor Barn, which no longer operates in Apuk space, at least conducts interviews and develops profiles for their bachelorettes if not their bachelors!"

Cascade looks over primly from where she's seated herself. "You're quite passionate about this industry aren't you?"

"Extremely so. I'm very happy, and very blessed. I want to help other people be as happy as I am. There's a lot of miserable young women out in the world, but they don't have to be. There's someone out there for everyone! Someone who can truly make them happy. Which is why our full range of services for bachelorettes is so comprehensive. Charm school, diet and exercise consultation and all sorts of other things. We charge just a bit more than some of our competitors, but if a girl needs a little extra polish we won't stop till she's the best her she can be!"

"That's extremely admirable. I'll put the message through to Director Sylindra, our Captain's first wife and the director of operations for our ship, I'm sure she'll be happy to start working to direct our Marines, sailors, civilians and their families to your establishment."

A slight chime interrupts any response Bey'Tor might have had to that and she looks down at her screens, flicking through a few read outs.

"Hmm. Yes. I see. I have your genetic profile built! If you could come with me sir, ladies, you'll all need to fill out our questionnaires and we'll send you out to the gardens for tea and snacks. Most of our bachelorettes can make it within an hour of being requested at the latest, so provided you don't have anything pressing to do, you may well be able to walk down to our legal office to do all the paperwork today!"
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The surprisingly extensive questionnaires the Sarkins had all had to fill out had taken a solid half hour. Caring Conquests wanted all kinds of details, from job, living conditions, and lifestyle to your hobbies. Then it moved on to 'critical' information like preferred genres of entertainment. If you liked to read. All the way down to nuts and bolts questions like if the groom had any children, wanted more children and so on. 

Still the questionnaire kept going. Trying to cover any and every detail that could make for a slightly better or more proficient match. If one was an omnivore, they were asked to what level they were an omnivore. Could they digest most Apuk food? Could they only eat meat once in a great while? 

It seemed to go on forever, finally ending in a very frank series of questions about sexual preferences and desires ranging from the frequency of group sex in your marriage to a very detailed list of fetishes with a six tiered response ranging from 'constantly' to 'hard no'. 

Thankfully the fetish list had tool tips explaining what half of it was. Tyler hadn't been a virgin when he'd married Cassie, but going through that exhaustive list certainly made him feel like he'd barely experienced anything more sexual than a hasty make out session behind the bleachers and maybe feeling up his cheerleader girlfriend under her uniform. That said cheerleader had giant feathery wings in that particular fantasy of a misspent youth now was a natural consequence Tyler figured, of sleeping most nights wrapped in Cassie's arms and wing span. 

Mercifully, said questionnaire had cop out answers too. In terms of being able to accept wide groupings of body types, or any form of omnivore, any form of carnivore, and so on. Preference for particular species wasn't treated negatively, it simply just was a preference like any other. Some people couldn't cope with Arachne... a not infrequent problem for Humans in particular. Other species had issues with Nagasha resembling a major predator on their homeworld. 

Even skipping where appropriate, it still took nearly half an hour before the Sarkins were shown to a booth with a privacy screen in the gardens and a cheery Apuk woman brought them a selection of teas and snacks so they could relax. 

They passed the time with Nara explaining one treat or another, or what exactly a tea blend was composed of, savoring both the food, the company and the pleasant ambiance of the carefully cultivated gardens. Apuk tea was a rather fascinating experience in its own right, mostly based on bone broths with aromatics added ranging from sweet to savory. 

Nara gets everyone’s attention and picks up a smaller pastry with what appears to be a light coating of sugar on the dough. 

"This one is always interesting for a lot of Apuk, it's more like a Human treat than an Apuk treat as Tyler has described them to us, in that it goes with a thick berry jam as the primary flavor and isn't generally paired with a meat of some kind. They're considered very rich, but the berries are a natural digestive aid, so they're a popular dessert or after dinner treat. They also freshen the breath quite effectively." 

Tyler takes one of the pastries and takes a bite out of it. The pastry was familiar enough in style to Japanese breads, light and fluffy and just a touch sweet even without the dusting of sugar. The thick red jam itself was tart and sour, but balanced nicely with its own sweetness that left the treat outright refreshing. If he had to describe the berry it would be somewhere between a strawberry and a raspberry, but a touch sweeter than either of the other two fruits.  

"That really is nice actually..." 

Tyler lets the slight tingling sensation play across his tongue a bit, then checks his breath. It was a different kind of freshness to the mint flavors that Humans preferred, but his breath really did smell fresher. 

The rest of the girls quickly grab one to try themselves, and are about midway through their treats when a screen pops up on the table's holo viewer and orients itself to Tyler with a message alert flashing. Tyler quickly stuffs the rest of the pastry into his mouth and tags the button to play the message, and the screen resolves into a 3D model of Bey'Tor, standing at about 1/10 scale. The hologram bows. 

"Good day valued customers, your results are ready for your review. Please contact our staff if you'd like remote access to these results so you can consider potential spouse candidates at your leisure." 

The hologram winks out as the prerecorded message ends, and the screen pops back up, populating with images and names of a few dozen women, mostly Apuk unsurprisingly, but with a smattering of other species throughout. Tyler slowly starts to scroll through as the girls bring up their own panels, also considering all of the wife candidates they'd been offered in the first round. 

Cassie is the first to speak up. 

"Oh! Here's a good candidate. Nel'Narka, hundred and fifteen years of age, she's a middle manager in a civilian firm and a part time circuit fighter. She still aspires to win a crown but she helps provide for her parent clan so she works when she's not training. Very driven personality." 

Matroika leans over and looks over Cassie's shoulder. "Is she really the type to leave her kin and leave Serbow though? Sure she's willing to travel, but she can't be that willing to travel can she? She's working two full time gigs at a high level. No way she's gonna be able to leave for more than a year or two. Really you'd think she'd have the tags for someone wanting someone to marry into her family instead of the other way around. Clerical error maybe?" 

"Hmmm..." Cassie looks a bit closer. "Yes you're right, she doesn't want to permanently leave Serbow, and lovely as it is here I'm not sure I'd want to live on this world." 

Tyler is only half listening to his brides as he continues to let his eyes roll through the photos of charming bachelorettes... until a certain redhead with caramel skin catches his eye. She was a bit less bulky than your average Apuk, though it appeared to be less of a confidence thing and more of a 'not a particularly big fan of physical exertion' thing just from a glance. An Apuk nerd perhaps? Tyler arches an eyebrow and looks closer, slowly reading through her profile before drumming his fingers on the table for attention. 

"Okay girls, I think we have a live one here." 

Tyler hits a key to send the profile to the others and begins to read;

"Miu'Kin, Ninety five years old, so a bit on the younger side by a lot of people's standards, she's just finished her advanced education in childcare, neonatal medicine and is a registered midwife among other things mostly related to childcare. To say she's a very maternal woman is clearly a mild understatement. She doesn't care much for money or indeed material things at all. She's all in for her family based on her psych profile and on her own comments and interviews." 

Cassie arches a delicately sculpted eyebrow. "Promising indeed." 

Tyler nods and continues. 

"She's got a 'non-traditional' tag on her profile so clearly she doesn't gel entirely with Apuk culture." 

Matroika lets out a whistle. "Oh yeah, we got a possible winner here! She's always wanted to travel and see the galaxy! It's in her goals and desires! Doesn't seem particularly attached to staying on Serbow either. Makes sense if she's a bit of a renegade, whatever that'll look like for the Apuk." 

Nara continues to read intensely, flicking through Miu'Kin's profile slowly.

"I believe we should have her come in to interview her. As Matroika says, this Miu'Kin does indeed have potential." 

Elyria nods vigorously. "She's cute, wants to travel and is professionally certified in being a mom. Sounds perfect!" 

Tyler nods. "In that case, Cassie, could you make the call? I don't want to tip our hand too early and give her expectations." 

Cassie nods and links her communicator to Caring Conquests' system. The call with Miu'Kin is short and fast... and while Bey'Tor has boasted of many of their bachelorettes being available on an hour's notice, a nervous looking redhead is approaching their booth in under fifteen minutes. 

Short for an Apuk, tall for a human, Miu'Kin stands at a solid six feet tall, and is built... almost willowy by Apuk standards. Instead of a bulging tower of muscles, she's soft, curvy and delicate, save for the standard cosmic scale of her admittedly very appealing assets. She's chosen a white lace dress that was the standard Apuk gown crossed with a sundress, managing to both be formal, but light and breezy at the same time despite having near total coverage. 

It didn't poof out at all like a usual Apuk gown or dress, and showcased her figure all the better for it. The white material also set off her skin and red hair in such a way to really make her stand out even in a room full of drop dead gorgeous women. That she's also notably nervous to Tyler's eye, is a distinct departure from the usually brash and bold as brass Apuk. 

She takes a deep, steadying breath, checks the booth ID number and steps through the privacy field, and immediately curtsies. 

"Good day, I'm Miu'Kin, it's a pleasure to meet you, thank you for taking the time to see me today, I-" 

Miu'Kin looks up, her eyes sweeping the booth quickly before locking on Tyler. 

"Oh my. I uh. You... you're Human aren't you?" 

Tyler nods and gestures to the far side of the booth. "That I am, please take a seat Miu'Kin, we're very excited to meet you." 

"Excited to meet me? I should be excited to meet you! You're the fairy tale hero from Cruel Space, I'm just... me." 

The slight edge of a lack of self confidence is noted by all involved. 

Tyler leans forward a bit as she sits. "Well I happen to think you're pretty interesting, Miu'Kin, pretty certainly."

"Oh! Uhm. Th-Thank you." 

Miu'Kin blushes warmly. 

"More specifically though, your talents and dreams align pretty well with our family and we thought you might make a good match to us. We're from the Undaunted ship in orbit, the Crimson Tear. It's a deep space exploration and commerce vessel to support Undaunted operations throughout the galaxy. So we tend to have more dependents aboard than your average warship might. All of my wives also happen to be pregnant, and none of us are particularly experienced in parenting or taking care of children. While Nara'Sarkin, my second wife, has decided to resign her position with the ship to stay home with our children as they're born or hatched, she was hoping we could find someone who could join her in that duty." 

Miu'Kin nods eagerly, a bright smile lighting up her face. 

"Oh! I can certainly do that! I love working with children! Really ever since I was a girl and helping my mothers out with the various clutches I've never minded the fuss or mess, I just enjoy seeing the little ones grow. Being a mother's always been something of a dream of mine, and I'm quite passionate about education for children." 

Some of Tyler's words seem to register and Miu'Kin's eyes widen just a touch. 

"I'm sorry, just to clarify... these are all of your wives, sir?" 

"Tyler, please." 

"Okay, these are all your wives, Tyler?" 

"Yes, I've only got four, I wouldn't intend to go much further beyond five if you're interested, but it would potentially mean giving up quite a lot for you. You'd have to leave Serbow, and gods only know when we'd return formally, if ever. Apparently our Captain just married an Imperial Princess so we might be back sooner than anticipated but..." 

"Oh. I ah. That's... fine. Really." 

Miu'Kin droops just a bit, drawing attention to her adorable little horns. 

"I'm not... a terribly good Apuk. I'm not much for fighting or violence. I can defend myself certainly, but I don't like conflict if I can avoid it. I'd rather work things out with words. I'm also a talented painter if I do say so myself, but that tends to get me flak on Serbow. The traditional Apuk arts are more physical arts like carving, sculpting, weaving or blacksmithing. Painting should be grand frescos and the like, and I prefer landscapes or portraits. I'll miss my family, but leaving the nest is part of life, and I've never truly... fit here. I'd like to think I could fit with all of you though. If you don't mind that I'm not a warrior."

Tyler and the girls all exchange a glance. 

"Just the opposite Miu'Kin, we don't want or need you to be a warrior, we just want or need you to be you, whoever that might be." 
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Cassie had taken over the discussion from there on, entering the formal interview stage of the chat with Miu'Kin, as was her right as first wife. She was the arbiter in the end, and she had a veto that Miu'Kin needed to clear before she could get the thumbs up or down from Tyler to formally join the marriage. Cassie didn't give the other woman any slack either, she might not be a warrior, but a mother needed her own kind of spine, and even with Nara on hand, Cassie wanted to make sure the children were safe with Miu'Kin as a guardian too.

"What would you do if there was a threat to the children while the rest of us are away Miu'Kin?" Cassie asks, close to the end of her intended questions.

None of them had expected Miu'Kin's eyes to blaze with a fury that’d do any warrior maiden Apuk proud.

"A threat? To the children! What kind? I might not be a battle princess but by the goddess's shell I won't-"

Miu'Kin stops, small jets of flame coming from her nostrils. 

"Err.. I uhm. I'm sorry. I get... passionate about protecting those who can't protect themselves. My first year working in a daycare, someone who claimed to be an Orega Girl tried to kidnap one of my charges, a sweet little boy... I uh. Killed her with my bare hands. I don't remember it. I saw red, forced her outside, sealed the nursery and triggered an alarm and then proceeded to beat her into a paste. I don't remember any of it, but I uh... apparently finished her off beating her with her own arm after ripping it off. No one's ever threatened the children of that nursery again and I haven't worked there in over a decade."

Matroika leans in. "...I want to call bullshit so badly, but you're such a sweetheart I actually believe you."




"It was in the news a whole bunch. My name was redacted because of the possible organized crime angle, to try to prevent retaliation, but you should be able to search for the Heart Shell Nursery kidnapping attempt or something similar and it'll pop up."

"I'm on it girls."

Tyler pulls out his communicator and does a little search, and sure enough, exactly as Miu'Kin had described it. He quickly passes his communicator around, letting the girls all look for themselves

"Well I'll be damned!" Matroika looks up from Tyler's communicator, clearly reassessing the other woman. "For such a demure gal, it seems like you can bring that Apuk fire when it counts. She's got my vote, girls. Seems like a perfect fit to me!"

Cassie coughs delicately into her hand. "I didn't realize we were at the voting stage yet, but I suppose we can have the discussion now."

Miu'Kin moves to stand. "Would you like me to wait outside the privacy field?"

Cassie shakes her head and motions her to sit down. "No, unless one of the others would like you to, I don't think that's necessary. Nara?"

Nara makes a show of considering things for a few moments. "I say yes to welcoming Miu'Kin as our new sister."

Cassie looks to Elyria. "What about you, Elyria?"

"I say yes! Miu'Kin's a sweetheart and she can protect the children with all that Apuk ferocity where it counts? Sounds perfect for us." Elyria beams over at the other woman.

Cassie nods. "Well I see no reason to dissent from my sisters, I say yes. I think Miu'Kin will be a fine addition to our family. Tyler?"

All eyes now focus on Tyler who strokes his chin for a moment before smiling over at the lovely redhead, putting a shiver down her spine.

"I don't see why not. Miu'Kin, would you do me the honor of marrying me?"

To her credit, Miu'Kin, clearly a bit over stimulated, manages to squeak out a "Yes!" before she passes out, thankfully being caught by Matroika before she can hit the table.

"Heh, guess she got a little overexcited, not that I can blame her, getting to marry our hubby should be exciting!"

Caring Conquests apparently had people pass out frequently enough that a nurse was kept on staff, and Miu'Kin's back on her feet before too long, the shy beauty boldly taking Tyler's hand and nearly passing out again as the Sarkins head down to Caring Conquests' legal office and sit through another intense round of paperwork. 

True to Bey'Tor's word, the second round of Miu'Kin's fees for the matchmaking service are waived, and in what felt like no time at all, the Sarkins, plus one redhead, are standing on the sidewalk in the warm sunshine of a late morning on Serbow.

Tyler stretches before taking Miu'Kin's hand again. He'd decided that since it was theoretically her wedding day, he'd be giving her some special attention above and beyond what he tried to normally give his wives. They'd do a ceremony with the skipper back on the Tear of course, but for now... he gives Miu'Kin's hand a squeeze, savoring the warmth radiating from her as she looks over at him with a shy smile, clearly doing her best to suppress just how giddy she is about the whole thing.

"So Miu'Kin, since you're local to the capital, care to give us the tour?"

"I... I can do that! Yes! I'd love to! Anywhere in particular that any of you would like to go?"

Tyler pulls his communicator out. "Well we have a list we can go through and you can tell us what you-"

"Hey, sir!"

Tyler looks up at a distinctly male voice calling out to him and finds a small group of Marines and sailors, many of them with their spouses, disembarking off an airbus. The man who'd called out to him, one of the senior petty officers from the squadron, races up and visibly resists saluting Tyler since they're out of uniform for once.

"What's up Petty Officer Tywin? Seems like quite a crowd."

Petty Officer First Class Scott Tywin nods. "Some of it's intentional, some of it's happenstance... this ad for this matchmaking service got sent out across the comm net an hour ago and a lot of us had been talking about adding Apuk gals to the family... hard to beat Caring Conquest's reputation from checking their reviews, a discount's just icing on the cake. We're also here to support Mark."

Tywin points to a man that Tyler recognizes as Mark ‘Tiger’ Ayako, a Marine NCO and naval aircrewman.

"Oh? What's going on with Staff Sergeant Ayako?"

Tywin grins just as wide as he can. "Mark fell in love with the Apuk at first sight. Hell, at first description. Then he did some research and that was it. So we're something of a bachelor party and escort to make some Apuk girls extremely happy today. Not sure if they can shake out a battle princess from this joint, but I'm sure Mark would make any Apuk gal they match him with feel like a queen regardless."

"Hah." Tyler can't hold the laugh back. "How many girls is he intending to marry?"

"As many matches as come back good really. Plus one or two. There's a couple gals back on the Tear waiting for the Apuk to soften Mark up a bit before making their move themselves. So what brings you out here si- Oh."

Tywin looks twice at Miu'Kin and realizes it's not Nara or one of the other Sarkin girls.

"I take it you're a happy customer sir?"

"Something like that Tywin. This is Miu'Kin, my new wife."

Tywin nods cordially to Miu'Kin. "Pleasure to meet you ma'am, and congratulations to both of you on your wedding."

Miu'Kin bows her head slightly to Tywin, but keeps her peace, trying to hide a sudden bout of shyness beneath demure good manners, something Tyler suspects is part of her normal coping strategies.

Tywin looks over his shoulder at the group heading towards Caring Conquests, there was a small group of women lagging behind who were clearly Tywin’s own wives.

"Alright, gotta get back to the family! Enjoy the rest of your day boss!"

And in a flash the last of the small mob of Marines and sailors are inside as Tyler grins like a maniac.

"Hell just off that crowd I bet I'm going to get a very happy text from Bey'Tor. Seems like you're not the only happy blushing bride in the Capital city today Miu'Kin... and that the Tear is going to be getting a sizeable Apuk expat population."

Cassie chuckles into her wing. "At the rate things are going, Apuk might even equal or out number the Horchka. An interesting development for sure. Now... where should we be off to? Perhaps we could do a little shopping as well, to help Miu'Kin prepare for her move up to the Tear?"

Miu'Kin nods eagerly. "Oh that would be really lovely of you! I would quite enjoy company as I shop... and I must say I've ah. Never been to space before. Never mind making an extended trip to deep space or anything like that. So any of your experience you'd be willing to share with me, I'd greatly appreciate it."

“That's what family's for!" 

Cassie answers for the group, flexing her wings a bit and letting herself stretch, unintentionally emphasizing her gravid stomach... which lets loose a growl worthy of a grizzly bear. A blushing Cassie rests a hand on her stomach. 

"Oh dear. Seems I'm a bit peckish. Please excuse me."

Tyler shakes his head. "We haven't eaten anything but some snacks since this morning and you're eating for three dear, maybe we should all get some lunch. Miu'Kin? Care to recommend a local place?"

"Of course! One of my favorite places is actually nearby!"

Miu'Kin happily trots along, hand in hand with Tyler, and eventually points out a place nearby.

"Huh!" Tyler peers a bit closer with an axiom boost to his vision. "Well I'll be damned, looks like a tavern straight out of a roleplaying game mixed with a greasy spoon diner from back home. I love the look, the Apuk really nail some aesthetics that really appeal to me. That said... I can't read Cindertongue, Miu'Kin, what's the name of this place?"

"Oh! Sorry! It's 'Flame Charred With Love: Apuk Family Style Dining'!"

That got everyone's attention.

Cassie's wings ruffle just a bit. "Apuk family style cuisine? Ooh! That sounds lovely. As a fellow carnivore I know I enjoy Apuk food."

"Hell I'm down for any kind of home cooking. Nara says she isn't much of a cook but I've devoured every Apuk dish she's made me." 

Tyler notes, remembering some excellent meals.

"Bit rich for us omnivores sometimes, but I suppose that's what making a salad back in orbit is for." Matroika chuckles.

"Four carnivores in the family do make life hard when you like vegetables as more than a garnish, you're not wrong, darling."

Miu'Kin nods. "Well I'm a pretty good cook! I even know how to cook with vegetables. Just give me your favorite recipes! Between Nara and I we'll keep everyone fed! I think you'll like this place though, it's Apuk home cooking just like Mama..."

Miu'Kin freezes dead in her tracks as she reaches for the door.

"...Oh no."

"What's wrong, honey?"

The term of endearment melts Miu'Kin just a bit as she tries to compose herself.

"I eat here so often that I kinda spaced why I eat here. My uh. My mother owns this place, she's usually on shift. Some of my sisters and other mothers work here too, you could call it a family business. Working at the diner as a waitress was my first job."

Tyler shrugs. "So? This is good, I was hoping to get a chance to meet your mother at least before we left the planet."

"Sure, but I just... it. Okay. If you're sure. It can. Family."

Miu'Kin looks into Tyler's eyes, and finding only reassurance and a smile there, takes a second to steel herself and pushes through the heavy wooden door to the jingle of a bell.

"Come on in folks, we got a table ready just for you!"

An older Apuk woman with silver in her red hair and smile lines carved into her caramel skin calls out from where she's tending a spit in the middle of the mostly open kitchen, a smile on her face big enough that you could probably see it from orbit if she went outside. Then she actually looks to see who had just come through her door.

"Oh! Hey sweetie! Who are your fri-" The woman, Miu'Kin's mother it seemed, eyes actually focus on Tyler properly now, and drop down to where Miu'Kin's still firmly holding Tyler's hand. "-riends?"

Miu'Kin swallows loudly. "Uhm, Mom. This is my new husband, Tyler, and his other wives."

For a second. One brief second. Every noise in the restaurant ceases.

The live fish in the tank, clearly marked as food, stop moving. A waitress nearly drops a plate. Diners look up from the booths.

Deeper in the kitchen, a few other older Apuk women, presumably sister wives or sisters of Miu'Kin's mother, all stick their heads out to see what in the shell is happening. 

Then all hell breaks loose in the way only a family with up to a hundred odd mothers-in-law can.
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A solid half hour of hugs, kisses, handshakes, back slaps, well wishes, greetings from new inlaws and long time customers of the shop alike, and the occasional cheek pinch by one of his new auntie in laws for good measure ensued.

Finally the ebbing of the great tide of very happy people sees the Sarkin clan installed in one of the large booths that dominate the corners and walls of the room.

Set up with a two piece table with the centerpiece able to spin to allow people to share dishes easier, and to allow waitresses to gently send food to customers in the corner without any form of issue around a circular table. Miu'Kin's mother, Kamei'Kin, had pulled out all the stops and laid out a veritable feast in front of the new members of her family, clearly eager to celebrate her youngest daughter's success by the preferred method of the Kin clan... food.

Dino ribs that would do Fred Flintstone proud, delectable looking steaks of some local critter that were just right in terms of being juicy and lean. Cuts of rich white and red fish fresh off the grill or served raw. Fresh steamed crustaceans and shellfish. Whole game birds of sizes ranging from 'chicken' up to a glossy fried bird with beautiful crispy skin that resembled and tasted like pure dark meat turkey but was around the size of an ostrich.

That last one was something that Tyler had immediately texted Jerry about as soon as he had his first bite. Not just because it was a good opportunity for his boss and friend's business... but also because he wanted to be able to butter fry one of these monsters and eat it himself whenever he pleased too!

With all that meat in front of them it was easy to miss the various sides. Mostly small types of rough vegetables, the Apuk grain Humans called turtle rice and a few other little things that packed a serious punch flavor wise by Galactic standards, or served as a form of cleanser, like ginger almost. 

The whole spread was served with ample Apuk style sauces ranging from something not too far off from BBQ sauce to more of the berry jam that had been in the pastry they'd enjoyed earlier at Caring Conquests. The main flavoring on offer was of course one of the Apuk's favorite animal based foodstuffs... butter.

Apuk used enough butter to make Paula Dean an honorary noble, if not a saint in one of the Apuk's native religions. They cooked in it, put it on food in various formats ranging from butter based sauces to slightly less complicated offerings. 

For example, lightly herbed butter was a favorite for many Apuk to put on meat. The herb and butter mixture was considered strong stuff by the Apuk and was just flavorful enough that a human could enjoy it without needing to supplement any further flavor... except maybe a pinch of salt like most galactic cuisine.

Cassie, normally so prim and proper was apparently hungry enough that she'd gone slightly feral, and was forcing herself to not automatically hood her wings over her food like a great bird of prey as she tore at one of the dinosaur ribs, proclaiming it to be absolutely delicious before cracking the bone, sucking out the marrow and moving on to the next rib in the rack.

For Tyler's part while the sheer volume of meat was awe inspiring, he felt himself craving a decent amount of vegetables, or at least a bowl of plain white rice to cut all the richness with as the meal went on. In fact the more he thought about that, the more appealing layering some of this mountain of carnivorous delights onto a bowl of freshly steamed white rice became. Turtle rice did the job, but once you’d had good white rice, it was hard for anything else to compare.

Especially for a meal like this. The sheer mix of delectable flavors that would soak into the rice as he worked his way through the meat alone seemed designed to tantalize his taste buds. Thankfully the Apuk grain the troops on the Tear generally called Turtle rice was a somewhat close enough substitute. It got the job done any way, even if it lacked the delicate flavor of true white rice.

Miu'Kin, for her part, was having a grand time despite her initial familial misgivings. She was seated to Tyler's right, teaching her new husband about Apuk family style cuisine both for her family specifically and for the capital region.

There were commonalities compared to Nara's home province, and as the capital you could generally get anything from anywhere on the planet if you wanted it, but the Kin mainstay was Northern cuisine which tended towards more intense flavors.

The North also had a unique dish in a strong broth that was served cool, and either drunk as a beverage or a very strong tea, or eaten with noodles in a style that strongly reminded Tyler of soba. It was considered essential for cooling off when you were out working near an active volcano in the specific parts of the North the Kins hailed from.

There was of course hot noodle dishes too, Apuk spicy noodles was a dish that had eagerly been adopted by Humans aboard the Tear after Jerry had learned about them on a date with Masha, though Nara pointed out that the way it was served on the Tear was distinctly non-traditional to a horrified Kamei'Kin.

"Well that just won't do at all! I'll be sure to send a cookbook along with you when you head back up to orbit. I know you Humans can take a lot but there's no reason to not get it right. Besides, if I manage to open up a dialogue with this Chief Noitaka of yours, I bet I can get some tips on doing things in a more Human style. This dashi stock you talked about sounds very similar to some concepts in Apuk cuisine already and I just bet I could replicate it... without the massive amount of sodium chloride and other poisons you seem to ingest. An Apuk grade Human hot sauce also seems like it has a lot of potential too! Oh this will be all sorts of fun! Especially if I can actually get my hands on some meat from your home world."

Tyler nods, smiling at his newest mother in law. "I don't see why not ma'am-"

Kamei'Kin holds up a hand. "Hold it right there. I love that you're so polite, sweet ember but really I can't have my son in law, or any of my daughters in law calling me ma'am! You just call me Kamei'Kin or "Momma" like my little flame over here."

Miu'Kin wilts slightly, clearly wishing her species still had a shell so she could hide in it for a moment, only to brighten up a touch when Tyler gives her thigh a reassuring squeeze under the table. He could appreciate how it could feel having a parent who was such a... bombastic personality.

Kamei'Kin settles back in the booth a bit. "So, let's get down to the brass tacks I suppose, how long till you leave? I always figured Miu would leave Serbow at some point but goddess's shell it does seem like it's come up faster than I'd expected."

Tyler shrugs. "Well we don't rightly know, we were making port call for at least two weeks, and we're a literal day into the first week practically speaking, but now the Skipper's marrying an Imperial Princess so gods only know how long that's gonna take to shake out completely. There's some sort of business the Skipper needs to attend to in Nodawk city in the Tier barony too, so that'll eat some time up, I mean the list goes on. I'm sure the Captain and the diplomats will find plenty for us to do to make the stop over worth the time. Can't just have everyone on constant liberty after alll. Though from what we just saw at Caring Conquests one of the major activities will be moving the personal effects of new Apuk spouses up to the Crimson Tear from Serbow."

Kamei'Kin slaps her knee and lets out a bark of laughter. "Don't I believe it too! Hah! Goodness it's been awhile since we found a species that had menfolk who were downright eager for Apuk brides. Normally ladies like us and the Cannidor can have a hard time reeling in mates from the more delicate species. Dating only Apex species limits the dating pool quite a bit, to the point that you may as well marry into your own species. Apuk in general tend to stick to our own space and prefer our own culture... similar again to the Cannidor. So we end up marrying within our own species more often than not."

Tyler nods. "Then along comes my species, and the biggest debate in the barracks among our Marines and sailors is if Apuk or Cannidor women make for the best possible bride for a Human man. With strong camps arguing for the Horchka and Seramali, but that's a demographic bias as much as anything. We have a lot of men happily married to Seramali and Horchka gals, myself included. Undaunted wide, the Apuk and Cannidor have very strong fan clubs among Humans."

"Considering you've got two Apuk brides, two Seramali and this beauty of a Rabbis to my left I think I can guess where you fall in that debate."

Kamei’Kin grins, hooking a thumb over her shoulder at Matroika who blushes a dusky red.

"Heh. Guilty as charged. Cannidor can be a bit... much for me. I enjoyed meeting the Crimsonhewers at our last port call, and I've met some of their girls who have shipped aboard the Tear now, but honestly, even married and allegedly a bit calmer they're just... a lot. Apuk have big personalities but tend to compensate by being proper ladies too. That said I've met a lot of wonderful alien women from all sorts of species now and while I understand the debate as just something stupid to kill time, I don't think there's a definitive species that produces the best wives for humanity as a whole. It's a silly concept inherently. I'm sure there's a guy out there who's got a perfect match in just about any species. Hell one of my buddies has built himself a family of primarily Arachne women... and frankly, while his wives are lovely for the most part, they creep me the fuck out to the point that I have trouble being in the same room as them. I've never been a big fan of spiders."

The Apuk matriarch considers that for a moment and nods. "Hmmm, fair enough, there's always going to be one species or another that someone just can't process or understand for whatever reason. I don't understand the Slohb at all. Or the type of man who'd seek out a Vulba or Charbis hive as his family. Or other cultures with what we might consider more extreme lifestyles... and I know the Apuk's lifestyle, especially here on Serbow where things are still a bit more... traditional, than the colonies, you could say, is considered extreme in it's own way.”

"Kidnapping as a method of courtship can certainly leave that impression on people." Cassie notes primly, gently dabbing her mouth with a linen napkin to clean off any errant sauce or meat.

"Oh psh." Kamei'Kin waves Cassie off a bit with a laugh. "It's not that common!" She stops and considers for a second. "Well. It is more socially accepted, so fair enough. Ah you lot are fun though! I'm glad Miu'Kin got settled into such a wonderful family. Make sure you folks stop by on the regular while you're still on Serbow alright? Food's on me!"

The Sarkins exchange some looks and Tyler turns to face his new mother in law more directly.

"With food like this on offer, you can consider that a promise Kamei'Kin. I'll see about sending some of the boys your way too. Humans appreciate a good meal and I do try to help family out where I can."

"Well hell, always happy to have new customers! I'll make sure anyone from that ship gets treated properly. It's just not right to let visitors to Serbow escape without a little Apuk home style hospitality in their lives!"

Cassie rips a chunk off another rib. "On that, I think we can all certainly agree!"
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Sir David

Far across the Capital city from the impromptu Sarkin wedding feast Sir David and Ariane were walking around the Imperial district, hand in hand, lazily enjoying the light breeze and the warm sun as they played tourist. 

David couldn't help but glance over at Ariane constantly. One place they had some mutual hobbies was in history, and Ariane had devoured human history and mythology by the truck load once she'd gotten access to the Tear's internal comm net. Her reading speed and retention rate was truly something you had to see to believe.

She'd also proved she was quite crafty in the arts and crafts sense. After she'd found out about the minotaur of Greek myth, she'd set herself to work designing some new outfits that mix ancient Greek and traditional Agela fashion, then partnered with Mama-san the Pavorus tailor aboard the Tear to produce them. The result in this particular case was a stunning white dress that was just sheer enough in some places to be more than a little distracting, while not being at all lewd or erotic. Or anything but conservative by galactic standards.

Sure, with a slit in the skirt to her upper mid thigh, and some actual cleavage, she was showing off more skin than an Apuk girl might on average, but anything more than a micro bikini could be considered 'conservative' by galactic standards. 

The outfit was completed with her usual concealed shifter belt which showed off her waist and the sheer intensity of her curves in a delightfully subtle way, she'd then left her bountiful golden hair curly and put it up with a pair of pins.

The total effect between the colors of her body, her rich caramel skin, the blue of her eyes, her shining golden hair, and the various whites and creams of her not quite toga made her look the part of an actual goddess of Greek myth. Ari was an absolute gem of a woman, and was just as beautiful in sweat pants as she was all done up... but David certainly appreciated the results when Ariane took the time to get all gussied up. 

It was only due to David's sheer force of will and decades of self discipline that he wasn't all over her like a teenage boy on his prom date to use an American idiom. The temptation alone was... intense. The desire was strong.

Yet.

David wanted to hold back. For his own sake. For Ariane's sake. He wanted to build a bond in more than mutual physical desire... and he had to remember what being... touched... was like. How to touch. How to accomplish the physical parts of being a lover.

He could hear Mary scolding him for ignoring her when she'd told him to seek out someone else to help keep his life fulfilled and happy... letting what were once well developed skills in how to be a partner, how to be a lover, how to be a friend in a context outside the military, atrophy deeply.

Then again, could Mary have known just how badly her death was going to hurt him? She'd have likely scolded him for that too, but still. He just couldn't give the old girl up... and with Ariane around to stand next to the ghostly love of his life, and not in place of her... well. Maybe Mary would forgive him for waiting just a little bit longer to find the right woman.

That more women could quite easily follow was... something that was becoming somewhat intriguing to David. There was, after all, near limitless potential in the galaxy.

Perhaps he was talking to Jerry too much about such things in the Ward Room after the female officers had mostly left for the evening, but the man made a persuasive, if somewhat self-serving argument in the name of plural marriage in the galaxy.  Self-serving in the same way that a convert to a religion will espouse it's virtues to others, that they too much be saved that is.

Sir David himself didn't have a religious or moral objection to such things, and considering he already had more or less agreed with his... girlfriend for lack of a better term. Fiancée perhaps. That she would be his second wife per galactic terms, to respect the mother of his first children made the question of a third or fourth wife seem... much easier than simply considering a second. If the right woman showed up... why not?

"Oh! David! Look!"

Before David can be completely shaken from his thoughts he's been dragged through an ornate gate set into a stone wall into a garden. David's eyes wander the place and automatically map out the details. They pass through a stone wall onto a platform resting on what appeared to mostly be a natural hill, with a small set of steps leading down to the actual ground level and the stone path that ran through the grass.

The garden itself is quite large, and beautifully crafted with paths, not just of stone but within the plants themselves winding naturally through the stunning blooms and leading towards what appeared to be an altar at one end of the garden and a large set of stairs at the other.

The stairs lead up to a balcony, over which loomed a fortified building some distance behind it. David recognized it as an old fort, in a style endemic to older Apuk architecture that David had seen a few times with Ariane so far this morning while touring the Imperial district.

David makes his second sweep of the area, now looking for even more fine details this time around. Looking up a bit higher finds ten statues lining the area, each paying homage to a larger statue of a woman in armor behind the altar.

She was posed with a warblade that was nearly as long as she was tall, and she appeared to have been very tall in life, regardless of how the sculptor had scaled her up. Still, the detail in the sculpture was remarkable. The warrior woman's smile warmed the garden that was clearly a memorial like she was standing there with them that moment, no matter how long it had been since her death.

Ariane sighs with pleasure at both the exquisite sculptures around them, but also the skillful display of horticulture, taking a brief moment to sniff a vibrant blue bloom before pulling up her guide book.

"Let's see... Yes, this is the Memorial Garden of the First Battle Princess. Hmm. Some warning in the Apuk language I can't read, where's the... ah! Here we are!"

Ariane grins at her success at finding what she was looking for and starts to read the contents of the page to David.

"Princess Mira'Tok Crownborn was the name and title that she ended her life under, many thousands of Centris standard years ago at the dawn of pre-space flight modern Apuk history. Mira'Tok was the first to receive a crown directly from the hand of the first Empress of Serbow, and is the predecessor of every battle princess to ever wear a crown."

The Agela woman's eyes glimmer as she continues to read, clearly excited by both the history and the craftsmanship around them.

"The statues displayed around her are her ten companions, her battle sisters... and there's a twelfth statue behind her, of the Sorcerer Dus'Kvun, her husband. Not to deemphasize him, but rather their display rotates with the Princess being displayed forward by day, and her husband by night when bioluminescent plants from the dark forest naturally light the garden up! Seems the statues automatically rotate into their different positions after sunset and at dawn. The guide suggests this was a commentary on the two halves of martial supremacy on Serbow... and a more traditional depiction of both male and female."

David arches an eyebrow and leans over to read over Ariane's shoulder a bit. "Really, she was the first? Interesting... How old is the statue then? It's incredible. Almost like she's about to start laughing and tell us a story about her adventures."

Ariane nods. "She was famous for doing just that. This garden is a few thousand years old, commissioned early in the current Imperial family's reign. Mira'Tok was named a... it's hard to pronounce it, so I'll just translate, a sword saint. So like the kensei from Japan on Earth that we discussed the other day. So Mira'Tok is a religious figure as well as a historical and martial figure. So this memorial garden was dedicated as an official war shrine of the Apuk Imperial military. What's the mean though?"

Ariane flicks through a few more screens, focused entirely on learning something new about the place they'd found themselves in.

"Here we go! As an Imperial War Shrine, the garden of the mausoleum plays host to a variety of ceremonies annually including the Empress praying for the Imperial military, officers being commissioned or promoted, and senior enlisted swearing fresh oaths of enlistment. To be offered or granted permission to swear your oaths in the garden is a significant honor and marks out either a highly distinguished, or extremely loyal individual with many years or service... or the type of fresh face who's on the fast track to bigger and better things. It's not automatic even for battle princesses who take up Imperial military service."

Ariane pushes her communicator towards David, pointing to a specific paragraph. "Ooh, look! Apparently it's not uncommon for the Empress to turn up unannounced and receive the oaths of those permitted to make their vows in Mira'Tok's mausoleum personally."

David raises an eyebrow at that. "Dear God, I don't think her majesty ever surprised anyone to take their oaths of service personally... though she did knight me and award me my Victoria cross personally, as was the standard of the age. To take an oath of service personally like that from her warriors ... That's truly special for those Imperial officers and enlisted who are privileged to offer their oaths like that I'm sure. It's right out of a fairy tale!"

"I know! Isn't it great?" 

Ariane clearly suppresses a squeal, doing her best to remain respectfully calm in this sacred space.

Suddenly however, a concerning thought struck David.

"Say, Ari, are there any issues with us being here as outsiders? This is, as you say, sacred ground."

Ariane puts her nose back in her communicator and reads through a few pages quickly.

"Well it says this shrine isn't considered super popular to visit because it's small and somewhat out of the way, though many warriors make pilgrimage here to entreat Mira'Tok's blessing and invoke her courage, so this part of the war shrine is proudly open to the public. Though offworld visitors are of course asked to be respectful to the gardens and the spirits of the Princess, her husband and her shield sisters. In fact... as a warrior yourself you should be able to access the inner shrine if you'd like. There's apparently some rare artifacts related to Mira'Tok, and there's usually a few Wardens, retired senior members of the Apuk Imperial forces, around who are always happy to chat with a fellow warrior. While they nominally guard the shrine, apparently they also give regular discussions and talks about the history of this place, the Imperial military, and Mira'Tok. It's by appointment only, but they also only need thirty minutes' notice."

David nods, looking around again and admiring some more of the sheer effort that had gone into this beautiful little slice of serenity in the capital.

"Sounds like we should register for one of their talks if they wouldn't mind an audience of two. Heh, registering for a tour from wardens of a tower in the capital city of an Empire. It's so familiar it's almost a touch nostalgic."




David gestures upwards at the tower that was clearly the inner shrine.

"It's just like the Tower of London back home in some ways, right down to the wardens. The Yeoman Warders of the Tower back on Earth are all retired senior enlisted military personnel. Next you'll tell me they keep a local species of black bird here. Still, this other part of the shrine, the inner shrine, I can gain access to it? But you made it sound like you couldn't? Why's that?"

David gazes over at the now blushing Ariane.

"No such luck on the black birds. As to the inner shrine... It. Ah. Access to the inner shrine is limited to warriors and their... well. It says husbands but considering you're the warrior I'm sure they'd make exception for your spouse but we aren't married and I-"

Sir David leans over, cups Ariane's cheek and chastely kisses her on the lips, a mark of affection Ariane eagerly returns with a loving sigh.

"Ooh..."

"Maybe I'm not so worried about that any more. Forgive an old man his foibles my dear... besides. I'd say you're at least my fiancée, and I. Well I don't want to presume, but I'd be. It."

David feels his tongue tangle a bit as he remembers he hadn't expressed a lot of his feelings on this subject to Ariane yet.

"I... Ari. I'd be a fool not to marry you. I think I might have done you a great disservice in not being more clear about that. I ah. Yes. It's. You're to be my wife. If you'll have me of course... Bollocks that came out wrong."

Ari looks back at David, her long lashes fluttering as she gives him a coy smile.

"You're impossible sometimes, you know that?"

"I'm unfortunately aware."

"I love that about you. I suspect Mary did too. Yes David. I'm going to be your wife. You're going to be my husband. There's no need to ask, it's set in the stars and has been from the moment we first made eye contact when you came to rescue me. Because for all your desire to take it slow, I've utterly failed to honor your desires and I fall more and more in love with you with every passing minute of every passing day. How can I not? I'm a girl who loves fairy tales after all, and here at last is my gallant knight to carry me away. I do prefer the Human style role swap honestly. Much more fun to be carried off on horseback by you instead of carrying you off. Makes me feel all delicate."

The first kiss was nice. The second kiss was like nothing else David had ever experienced in his life apart from kisses with Mary, and in that second kiss he wasn't worried about having to remember how to be a lover to someone anymore.

Ari's lips warmed him from the tips of his ears down to his toes, making him melt just slightly as they embrace among the flowers, which seem to bloom all the more brightly in the face of such a passionate act of mutual affection, turning up to the couple ever so slightly as if they were the sun itself.

Then the spell is broken by a sharp wolf whistle and a leering cackle from nearby.

"Hey sister, care to share some sugar?"

Three well dressed Apuk, with what David recognized as gang markings peeking over their collars or out of their sleeves saunter through the gate, slowly spreading out.

"Told you girls I smelled a man. Cute too... So what's the slice sister, you the first wife?"

"S-Second. I'm his second wife." Ariane stutters for a second but quickly gets more confident in her tone, her powerful body tensing.

One of the toughs, a woman with poorly maintained reddish purple locks, looks at the senior tough, a woman with vibrant green hair that's clearly much better taken care of.

"...Why are you asking? We just want to have a little fun right? Make this trip up to the Imperial district worth it?"

"Yep, and all the better if sister here is willing to share. Might even make some easy credits girlie."

Ariane tenses a bit more, as her cheeks color with what David recognizes as anger. Then he notices Ariane's hand subtly going towards the controls for her shifter belt.

"Did you seriously just ask me to whore my husband out to you dirtbags?"

"Hey now, dirt bag's a mean way to put it!" The gang leader's tone takes on an oily, play acting hurt tone as the three women begin to spread out a bit more. "Might just hurt my feelings, and you know girls, when my feelings are hurt there's just about only one thing that'll ease my pain."

"...Bout a liter of this bitch's blood boss?" Says the redhead again, leering at Ariane as she speaks.

The gang leader's smile gets extra toothy, making her look like she was part Cannidor for a moment.

"Yep, and a couple rounds with old boy over there while she bleeds out on the stone. Hey. Call some more of the girls over, I think this might end up being a grand old time."
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The tactical situation was, admittedly, not the best David had ever found himself in. The three toughs, who David had now labeled Miss Red, Miss Green, and Miss Blue, were spread out from right to left in that order, blocking the exit and Miss Blue had moved to cover the stairs up to the balcony and the rest of the war shrine somewhat. Miss Blue was looking a bit nervous, glancing around like she was expecting security forces to come down on their heads at any time.

No such luck so far as David could tell.

A quick tallying of his assets confirmed he had his NeoLeMat revolver in an axiom holster on his thigh, his kukri war blade... and a civilian to protect against three Apuk gangers.

Normally he'd consider himself more than enough to deal with a number of random thugs, especially with a pistol in his hands. These thugs however were undoubtedly a bit more dangerous than your average thug, even for the Apuk. They had to be to take such a bold and open action in the Imperial district of the capital in broad daylight.

His eyes sweep across the three toughs who apparently had reinforcements coming and he wonders if there's any way to get the attention of the Wardens that kept this place. Surely a bunch of top quality old battle axes like them would be down to take out the trash on their own front lawn wouldn't they? Before he can push a little axiom into his vocal cords for a loud call for backup however, the tension is broken by the sharp click of heels on stone behind and above them on the balcony.

"Well now, who dares disturb the Empress's peace on this sacred ground?" says a voice from above.

"Beat it sister, there ain't none of your business here." 

Snarls back Miss Green, clearly not wanting her fun intruded on.

David half turns just a bit so he can get a good look behind him and watches out of the corner of his eye as an Apuk woman leaps down from the balcony, landing daintily. She was, he considered for half a second, gorgeous even by Apuk standards. Clad in the black duty uniform of the Apuk Imperial Marines, with leather boots up to her knees and a medley of decorations on her left breast, and some gems on her collar, she immediately gave the impression of an officer with a significant degree of authority.

Making a striking uniform look all the better was the woman wearing it. A caramel skinned, red headed goddess. The only thing marring her beauty was that she was missing her left eye, which was covered over with a black leather eye patch that made her one green eye that blazed like it was made of raw warfire all the more intense.

"Oh it's very much my business on this ground. This is an Imperial war shrine you little trollop. Did you not think there might be members of the Imperial military here to pay their respects? I had been planning to call the Wardens and have them arrest you, but I will not allow such disrespect to go by without giving you three the thrashings your mothers clearly should have given you when you were girls."

Miss Red, who's hair was cut into an elaborate mohawk barks out a laugh that didn't quite have as much spirit in it all of the sudden.

"Oh yeah? You and what army?"

"Well considering that man is a Human commando if I understand Human facial features properly, and the young lady is an Agela... that's more than enough force to deal with trash like the three of you. There's only one rule."

The gang leader, Miss Green, laughs for real this time, seemingly feeling a bit more confident. "You invite yourself to a private bit of business and now you want to impose rules?"

"The rules of this sacred garden, yes. I do not need to impose or enforce them, they simply are. If you call war fire in this place, you will be punished, and not even the Empress herself will be able to save you from a painful death. You may consider this your one and only warning. I am far more merciful than the Garden itself. I only intend to tan your hides and turn you over to the police."

The Apuk woman strides up to join Ariane and Sir David, still as calm as if this was some sort of fashionable party. "Sir David I presume."




"...That's me, you're quite well informed, miss...?"

"Commander Miri'Tok, Imperial Marine Corps Commando Squadron, I'm your opposite number, I was actually intending to go back to my desk and send you a message inviting your unit to do a little cross training with us when you were finished with your shore leave but if you just have to drop into my hands, then I'm not opposed to inviting you in person."

"Sounds like a lovely time Commander, but we do have business to attend to."

Miri'Tok nods. "Yes, but introductions are important. If you are indeed Sir David, that would make you Miss Ariane Mi..."

"It's Mrs. Ariane Forsythe now actually." 

Ariane cuts the other woman off, and uses the opportunity to smack the controls of her shifter belt, growing to her impressive full height.

"Oh, congratulations. We had been intending to invite you as Sir David's plus one to a social event we're planning, I'll make sure the invitations are updated."

"You really do have remarkably good intelligence agents, Commander." 

David notes, impressed, and more than a bit annoyed at this apparent security breach including Ariane... Who had taken on her new title and his surname rather aggressively, but David wasn't about to argue that particular point.

"This doesn't count as intelligence, we simply asked for a list of relevant personnel for a formal event from your commanding officer's office, of senior staff and their friends and family... Sergeant Major Gurung from your unit put together the list for the Commandos aboard your ship I believe."

"Meddling old hen." David mutters under his breath before address Miri'Tok more clearly. "So, all introduced, shall we get to work then?"

Miri'Tok cracks her knuckles with a smile. "Oh we shall."

To the thugs' credit, they had realized that something was very wrong here. Normal people did not react to being threatened like this. Normal people were scared, like Ariane visibly was. David could see it all playing out across their faces as he slowly settles into a fighting stance.

"As the gentleman present, I'll allow you the honor of the first strike." Miri'Tok offers primly.

David considered arguing for a second but instead sketches a little bit of a bow to Miri'Tok.

"Hey! Quit fucking flirting and fight already!" Shouts Miss Blue, her voice breaking just a little bit as Miri'Tok steps forward again, her attention now fully focused on the gangers.

David however beats any response the Apuk warrior might have had by quick drawing his revolver and putting a bullet through the palm of Miss Blue's hand. 

The woman yelps at the unexpected pain, clutching at her wrist as blood seeps from the wound..

"Wait your turn child, there's more than enough belt for all of you."

David makes hard eye contact with Miss Blue, his steely gray eyes making the young woman flinch almost instantly as she loses whatever nerve she has left and Miss Blue decides that discretion is the better part of valor.

"I'm not getting paid enough for this shit!"

Miss Blue races for the door, scrambling past Miss Green at a full run, who lashes out at her cowardly subordinate and misses. The scowling gang leader doesn't even blink, simply calls war fire and lobs a ball of brilliant blue flame after Miss Blue, who shrieks in pain out on the street somewhere. The fire ball had likely caught her full in the back if David had to guess.

"Stupid bitch. More for us when the girls get here." Miss Green scowls.

Ariane steps back a bit, moving behind Miri'Tok and David, before nervously whispering to her newly declared spouse.

"D-David, the plants! The plants are moving!"

David takes his focus off Miss Green for a second and sure enough, the flowers which were so beautiful... had grown in the presence of war fire, moving closer to Miss Green. Sir David considers what he knows about Serbow and quickly comes to one conclusion.

These plants were from the Dark Forest. This garden had been planted by a sorcerer.

"Up the stairs Ari. Go get the wardens. Now."

"I-I can help, I-"

"Don't argue with me darling. There's only two of them at the moment, and I'm sure Miri'Tok and I can take out the trash, please, go get the wardens. Hurry."

Ariane nods and quickly begins to run... which triggers Miss Red to leap right at her!

"Going somewhere Missy!?"

Whatever Miss Red had intended for Ariane, Miri'Tok doesn't let it happen, leaping up and grabbing the other woman by the head and using axiom to violently propel herself downwards, slamming Miss Red's head into the stone with a sickening crunch as Ariane reaches the stairs and scrambles up them, quickly slapping her shifter belt to make it easier for her to move under the somewhat low ceiling of the balcony.

"And then there was one. Unconscious, she'll probably survive though." 

Miri'Tok notes, wiping her hand off on Miss Red's clothing as if she'd touched something disgusting.

"Artfully done." David notes as he watches Miss Green get more angry with every passing second.

"Goddess fucking damn it!" Miss Green stamps her foot like a petulant child, clearly aware that she's being deeply disrespected by both of her opponents.

Miri'Tok slowly strides towards where Miss Green stands, menace oozing off of her as David slowly moves to her side for a pistol shot.

"Fine! I'll take you both on myself! I don't need that trash! I-"

"Boss! Boss!"

"Holy shit, what happened to Jari'Ven?"

"She caught a back full of warfire obviously! Hurry up! Boss needs help!"

The sound of voices out on the street puts some steel back in Miss Green's spine, and she starts to move to the left to clear a path to attack Miri'Tok without a significant leap to clear some of the foliage.

"Damn. Guess her back up got here."

Sir David grimaces, breaking open his revolver and quickly reloading his one expended round and starting to prime the small explosive charges in the tips of .454 Magnum rounds. Not something he'd normally do out of combat, but then he normally wouldn't only have his favorite revolver to defend himself with either.

Miri'Tok and Miss Green are having a stare down now, and David leaves the two women to their business, covering the gate to the street instead, bringing his pistol up just in time as four Apuk gangers burst through the stone archway and onto the stone walkway slightly above the garden. 

He snaps his sights onto the first woman through the gate and takes his point of aim from the center of mass to the shoulder. David's revolver roars once and he quickly changes targets to the next gangster through the gate with another supersonic roar as a .454 Magnum screams down range.

Two Apuk women, Miss Pink and Miss Yellow respectively, both drop with brutalized meat and smashed bone where one of their shoulders used to be before they even have a chance to comprehend what was happening.

"What the fuck!?" 

Miss Orange, another of the new arrivals jerks to the left as she tries to process the maiming of her associates and narrowly missing her own donation of lead and kutha based explosive, the round clipping her ear as it goes whizzing by her cheek. 

"What the fuck!"

The orange haired Apuk gangster leaps towards David, who follows up with another round fired to her center of mass, but her reinforcement is up and and she manages to only take some bruising from the kinetic impact.

"That was fucking rude little man!"

"Oh you have no idea just how poor my manners can get."

David goes for a shot with the under barrel plasma weapon that had conferred the name LeMat on the large bore revolver and thinks twice. The plants might take offense to plasma as well. 

Instead David fires another round point blank into the Apuk woman's face, forcing her to shut her eyes from the sudden explosion even if it did precious little to damage anything besides her make up because David hadn't had a second to put a little extra axiom into the round to actually penetrate her defenses.

He takes advantage of her second of distraction, pushes axiom into the edge of one of his new shoes. The heels and sole were reinforced with kutha, a purchase he'd made after watching Captain Bridger's duel with the princess, and puts a brutal kick into Miss Orange's gut.

He's immediately rewarded with a sharp expulsion of air and what was likely to be a nasty bruise as he brings the butt of his pistol down on the back of her head, stunning her and opening her up to an axiom nerve pinch, leaving her collapsed in a heap on the stone.

Miss Orange's associate, Miss White, clearly had overestimated Miss Orange's chances at dealing with David, and has instead raced over to help Miss Green, who's actually making a decent showing of herself against Miri'Tok, the blows going back and forth in a whirlwind of supersonic pain. It looked dangerous... but just looking at the faces of the two women told a different story.

Miss Green was strained, putting her everything into keeping up with her opponent. Miri'Tok on the other hand wasn't even breaking a sweat. She was barely even engaged in the fight itself, looking more like she was doing some light stretches.

Miss White tries to cut in, and gets an impressive ax kick from Miri'Tok square to her temple for her trouble, leaving her collapsed in a heap on the stone groaning softly as Miri'Tok starts to push Miss Green back towards the wall.

"Didn't anyone teach your minions it's rude to cut in on someone else's dance?"

"I'll show you dancing bitch! I'm through screwing around!"

With a roar of raw, shrieking fury, Miss Green starts to call a massive amount of warfire to her hands, the green tinged flame not even mussing Miri'Tok's hair as she kicks Miss Green square in the sternum and uses it to propel herself clear of the other woman.

"Hah! Scared now bitch? A little green fire will shut your smug ass up! Then I'll burn that cow bitch for steaks! I'm sick and tired of being disrespected like this in my goddamn ci-Mmmph!"

Miri'Tok quietly dusts herself off as vines seize Miss Green from the nearest flower bed, gagging her mouth and binding her body as it slowly starts to drag the now very frightened woman towards the flower bed.

"I did warn you. The law of this place will not be violated. The punishment is death. I can no more change this rule than I can change the tides. Perhaps, as nourishment for the plants of this place, your misbegotten existence will have some sort of value."

There's a few muffled whimpers as Miss Green's body starts to vanish into the foliage... and at the last second David pushes axiom into the chamber of his revolver, sights in... and shoots Miss Green clean through the forehead just as her body vanishes from sight completely, a little trickle of blood the only evidence she'd ever been in the garden.

Quiet falls on the small shrine as David automatically reloads his sidearm. Five brass shell cases glitter in the grass as he scans the area once, then returns the weapon to the axiom holster on his thigh.

The only thing to break the silence is the occasional crunch and snap from deep within the flower bed.

"Thank you." Miri'Tok murmurs.

"For what?"

"For showing mercy. To be... broken, by the plants of the Dark Forest. I've seen it but once before, and it is a terrible death. I would not wish it on my worst foe. I would have granted the Empress's peace to her if I had a weapon to hand to do so... but going near the flower beds when they're feeding as an Apuk warrior is... dangerous, to say the least."

"Does this happen often?"

"Blessedly, no. Few are foolish enough to come to this place with malice in their hearts, but sometimes youths who forget the old ways and the old laws learn that even in a peaceful act of creation... a sorcerer's wrath cannot be denied. That too, is a lesson of this shrine, and why many Imperial warriors are not so enamored of sorcerers as possible husbands as many women in Apuk society are. We know what they are. What they do. The romance of them is beaten from us and we must accept the reality that they are nature's rage made manifest. The blood scream of the planet herself, some say."

Miri'Tok makes a slight movement of her hands that David instantly equates with a Christian crossing themselves, and the quiet moment is suddenly broken by the sound of hooves and a large number of boots on stone coming from behind them at a run.

"David! David, I brought help!" Ariane breathlessly calls out as she reaches the balcony and stops dead in her tracks. "Though uh. I guess you guys didn't need help huh?"

Four Apuk women in purple and black dress uniforms join Ariane at the balcony. The first of their number, a woman wearing insignia that had been identified as equivalent to an Undaunted Sergeant Major, snorts.

"Ah so that's who you meant had intervened. Hellspawn I wouldn't have run if I'd known Commander Miri'Tok was still here. Thought you left an hour ago ma'am."

Miri'Tok looks up with a smile. "My apologies Nar'Jin, I had taken my leave but I stopped to contemplate my ancestor's war sword a bit longer."

The older woman cracks a smile. "Well bring your new friend back up to the shrine will you? Least we can do is offer your guests the inner shrine's hospitality while we wait for law enforcement. Shame we didn't make it in time, I'm sure it was a decent show."

Sir David chuckles. "Oh not much of a show, some mediocre pistol marksmanship from myself, some talented hand to hand from Miri'Tok, and then someone made a poor life choice with war fire."

Nar'Jin nods sagely. "Ah. Then the plants have been fed. Well. Happens now and then, but come, no sense jabbering out here when there's comfortable chairs and maybe a stiff drink to steady the nerves."

Miri'Tok gestures towards the stairs. "Please, after you."

Sir David shakes his head and mirrors the gesture. "No m'lady, after you. I insist."

"Come together then before I send your wife down there to smack you upside the head, and I come down there to smack you upside the head Miri'Tok! Goddess knows I did it enough when you were a whelp, and I'll damn well do it again!"

The theatrical scowl on Nar'Jin's face draws a giggle from Ariane, and the two warriors start up the stairs as bidden.

"Seems we'll be having an interesting day of tourism after all." David notes.

Miri'Tok chuckles. "Ah, that's where you should have been more prepared, good sir. This is Serbow. There's always something 'interesting' happening here."
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The inner shrine building of the Imperial War Shrine is more subdued than the memorial garden and mausoleum outside to a degree. Made of the same sandstone color material as much of the rest of the Imperial city's older buildings, it's nonetheless a bit darker in tone, the lighting subdued to help with those who seek quiet contemplation of the various artifacts of legendary heroines within. It was a working shrine after all, first and foremost.

The first floor had a long hallway with a rich Imperial purple rug down the center over what appeared to be polished marble. The long hallway naturally leads the body and the eye straight to a pair of sumptuous doors made of lacquered wood. The actual sacred space was through there, and was strictly off limits outside of very specific ceremonies. 

That wasn't just a rule for guests, even the Wardens couldn't enter the realm of the divine without cause, and preferably a priestess as escort. Branching off from those hallways were various rooms for contemplation, prayer... and the occasional cell for ritual self purification.

Miri'Tok gestures through one doorway even as the Wardens continue to head up the passage. 

"Nar'Jin, I'm going to give our guests the grand tour. We'll meet you in the Ward Room in a bit."

Nar'Jin raises a hand in acknowledgement without looking back. "As you will it, I suppose no one knows your own ancestor's history better than you do, and you're here more often than some of the Wardens when you're on planet. I'll send one of the girls to fetch you when the police show up and ask for statements."

"Just have them bring me. No need to complicate things. Two tourists were assaulted. They defended themselves and I intervened."

"Aye aye ma'am. Best to avoid stirring up the diplomats."

The room that Miri'Tok lead them into was a different... tone in some respects. The room was cooler in temperature, and the lighting down to a bare minimum. Ten sarcophagi layed out in two rows on a marble floor, the wooden flooring ending at the doorway. Each warrior had been laid with their head towards the wall with an aisle down the middle, a crimson carpet leading to a final pair of sarcophagi, laid side by side. At the foot of each statue was a weapon rack, each displaying a gleaming, lovingly maintained weapon.

There was a relief of the warrior within carved into the stone of each sarcophagi with the same loving detail as the statues outside. The color palette of the room was shifted somewhat by the torches that burned quietly over each sarcophagus, the flames adding depth and shadow to the lifelike, cheery faces. There was no sadness or solemnness in the faces of the dead here, but a lively good humor that seemed to lift the spirits, even in a place devoted to the dead.

Eleven flames filled the room, for twelve sarcophagi. A few of the flames were blue, but the majority were green, save for the last. One torch burned between the final two sarcophagi at the far end of the room, and that flame burned white with a heat that David swears he can feel from the entrance of the room.

"The legends tell us..." Miri'Tok begins, "That these torches were lit from the dying embers of my noble ancestors and their companions as they passed away. This was not the first memorial or mausoleum for them you see, originally they were buried in the Imperial mausoleum itself, deep beneath the palace. A few millennia back, the then Empress decided her own spiritual ancestor's most faithful warrior, as the current Imperial family had recently seized power shortly before, deserved her own crypt of high standing, that people might be able to visit and pay tribute. This was also concurrent with the founding of the modern institution of the Imperial military. The Empress then, as now, believes in holding up heroes to the people, and telling their stories, but most especially to their warriors. Telling stories of great deeds, both our own, and our ancestors, inspires and warms the heart of the warrior, and encourages others in their own acts of valor and courage. I have had the blessing to travel the galaxy and work with other military forces. I am aware this tradition is... old, by many standards, perhaps even barbaric, but it is our way."

David shakes his head as he steps deeper into the room. 

"Hardly barbaric when it's a common heritage of all soldiers Miri'Tok. People just call it different things or describe it in different ways when they feel themselves as having become more 'civilized', whatever that might mean. Such things remain however, no matter how they're dressed up and ritualized. The stories of those who came before us, the legacy of our ancestors, by blood or by spiritual bonds of kinhood from serving in the same unit, and our own tales, be they of survival, victory, or simply trouble one finds on shore leave still remain, and are still told, in much the same way as they have always been. I have seen this time and again in every professional military on my homeworld, and repeated in every soldier I have met off of Earth. For all our differences, in how we fight, why we fight... we aren't so different in the end."

Miri'Tok nods solemnly before leading David and Ariane forward. 

"Please allow me the honor of introducing you to my ancestors, Mira'Tok and her beloved husband, the sorcerer Dus'Kvun. Long is their shadow over our family, for so great is their example, that many are the battle princesses that have followed... and per Dus'Kvun's own request, no sorcerers. Not one. We treat our menfolk quite differently than many Apuk because of his example. One would think other families would learn from their own sorcerous ancestors, but oft forgotten are the lessons of the past, as we said in the garden just a short while ago."

"You almost speak about Mira'Tok as if she was alive... and honestly with these carvings I'm half expecting her to sit up and speak now."

Ariane whispers reverently, seemingly resisting either taking photos or perhaps more likely for the studious Agela, taking notes.

David lets his eyes play across the stone relief carved into the top of Mira'Tok's sarcophagus. It really was remarkably life-like, the brightness of her smile seemingly gleaming in the low light of the room... even as the stone eyes of Dus'Kvun whispered of blood and fury... with just a hint of good humor that seemingly would have complimented his bride in life.

"They are remarkably lifelike, were these carved when the shrine was built?" David asks.

Miri'Tok shakes her head. "No, these are original, carved shortly after their deaths. The statues outside were carved based on the reliefs by a descendant of the original sculptor."

"How did they die?" Ariane asks, clearly enamored with the story, practically leaning in to catch Miri'Tok's every word.

Miri'Tok sighs in a way that was somewhere between wistful and mournful. 

"Mira'Tok and Dus'Kvun died in each other's arms of old age per the family's story, choosing to go to the dead lands together even as they were together in life. The other heroines... Some died on campaign, but most died as old women, shortly after my ancestor passed away, seemingly following their leader and sister wife until the very end. As a mark of respect for the sisterhood they shared, their lines were fully brought into the Tok clan, as if they had truly been clutch sisters at birth, instead of just sisters of steel and marriage bonds."

Ariane steps around a bit, looking at the sarcophagus from another angle. "I'm surprised I haven't seen her story in a book somewhere."

"We have zealously guarded my ancestor's story. It is mostly in history books, though I have been negotiating on behalf of my family with... a close associate in hope of arranging for her to lend her talents to bring the story into a more casual format to modern people, so that Mira'Tok might not be forgotten."

All of the sudden something clicks in David's head. Something was missing. "Ah. That's interesting. The other women, Mira'Tok's companions, are laid to rest with their weapons, but the blade of Mira'Tok, the one from the statue, isn't here."

Miri'Tok brightens up. "Ah yes, it's not here. It's in another room. It's where I was before coming out to find you squaring off with those thugs as it happens. It's where I spend much of my time in the shrine. Please, follow me."

Miri bows deeply to the remains of her ancestors, her reverence for Mira'Tok and Dus'Kvun evident in her every movement before leading Ariane and David back into the corridor. A bit further up the hall towards the shrine a hallway splits off to the left and Miri leads them past several rooms.

"This is part reliquary, part museum, and part shrine for contemplation and meditation. The historical artifacts are just that, relics of our history, but they also hold great spiritual value."

A bit further down the hall, Miri'Tok shows them into the second to last room in the corridor, where three gleaming weapons wait for them. The war blade of Mira'Tok is perhaps the one part of her statue that doesn't do her justice. The glittering weapon was massive. Like Jaruna's own massive warsword but a masterpiece for a master swordswoman instead of a brutal piece of steel for the brutal work of killing like Jaruna's weapon. David notes that a fair bit of embellishment has been added to the weapon, embellishment that was lacking in its smaller sister blade.

The slightly smaller Apuk war blade was a dark, black, shiny metal that David didn't recognize, and had a bit thinner of a profile than the more meaty Apuk war blades. It had a hefty guard that looked excellent for striking and blocking, and a hook on the back edge of the blade that could pull or cut armor straps and the like in skilled hands. It was a brawler's weapon, easily as suited to Mira'Tok from her build and smile as the massive war blade above it. The embellishment on this weapon was less pronounced, but looking closely revealed a few gem stones worked into the guard and overall masterful craftsmanship.

Next to them, displayed vertically, was what at first blush was a very plain, simple war sword with a shape similar to the smaller of Mira'Tok's two weapons... until David looked closer and saw the vines that wrapped around the haft and into the guard. Vines that were alive even now.

David straightens up and gestures to the third weapon.

"The sword of Dus'Kvun I presume."

"Good eye. It's name is Flamedrinker." Miri'Tok nods approvingly. "Heh. Really as serious as I try to be while at the shrine, I have fond childhood memories of the greatsword in particular. It was named Sunflame after Mira'Tok's passing. The smaller blade is Night's Edge. I built a replica of Sunflame as a girl and even tried to fight with it! No matter how much strength I put into it, I couldn't, I received a vicious defeat at the hands of one of my elder sisters, and a moral lesson all the same. I-"

"Ahem."

A polite cough from the door draws everyone's eyes to one of the purple clad Wardens who salutes cleanly.

"Ma'am, the city police are waiting for your statement."

Miri'Tok nods. "Then I'll leave you both here for a moment if that's all right? Ariane? Sir David?"

David waves her off. "Just David please, we're all friends here."

Ariane nods. "We'll be fine. I want a better look at these gorgeous swords!"

Miri'Tok departs with a bow, the Warden falling in behind her, leaving David and Ariane alone.

The mood in the room drops a few degrees, Ariane's face a bit downcast as she turns towards David more fully, her large, fluffy ears drooping like a sad puppy.

"...Why did you send me away? I'm your wife. Or soon to be your wife. Or something.”
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Sir David suppresses a sigh. He couldn't say he hadn't been expecting a conversation like this. He gestures to a nearby bench and sits down, leaving Ariane room to scoot in next to him.

"Well firstly, I'd say you're my wife now. My surname does sound nice on you. A bit faster than I wanted to move perhaps, but let's call it a battlefield promotion."

Ariane offers him a half hearted smile. "Except I fled that battlefield like a little girl with her tail tucked between her legs. If I am your wife then my place is next to you. I can fight. You know I can fight David."

"Darling, in the end I'm the trained combatant in the family, and getting you out of the line of fire was my absolute first priority. This isn't to doubt your abilities, I think you're perfectly capable of defending yourself, but you don't have an Undaunted brand for thermal protection against a race known for fighting with fire, or any other covert protection. Nor are you an adept. You're immensely physically strong, far stronger than me even at your reduced size... but you're not a killer my dear... and I am."

David sighs for real this time, but doesn't move his gaze from Ari's eyes. He had to meet her head on. Take wife by the horns if you will.

"I don't want you to be a killer. It's my profession, I have no shame in it, for I end the lives of wicked people so good folk can sleep soundly at night. I did so on Earth, I do so now. I put myself at risk to protect the people I care about. My children. My grandchildren. My wife... and now my wives."

Sir David gently takes Ariane's hand, their fingers interlacing naturally.

"So if given a choice to ensure you're as safe as you can be, even if it means putting me at more risk... I'll always take the option that means you are as safe as possible. Even if that costs me my life. That's my promise. My oath. My duty was to Queen and country, and now to the Undaunted... but I took those oaths for Mary, my children... and now you."

Ariane nods softly, clearly still a bit upset.

"I ah... I understand, I think. I suppose I'm a bit upset with myself more than I'm upset with you. I was just... so scared. Even as I was incredibly, violently angry I was terrified... and the relief I felt when I ran was... shameful to a degree. Leaving you to die maybe. It hurt me a lot, like a razor was tearing at my guts. I just thought about what I'd do if you died or got hurt because I wasn't there and I-"

Tears start to well up in Ariane's eyes just a touch and David wraps an arm around her shoulders, pulling her in a bit closer.

"There, there. I didn't die. Nor was I going to. Not to trash like that. Nor is fear a shameful thing. Fear is a natural response. I get scared. Captain Bridger gets scared. Even Cannidor get scared at times. Usually because of me or Captain Bridger in my experience. Anyone who says they feel no fear is a liar, a fool, or psychotic. Or quite possibly all three. Soldiers train to overcome their fear to accomplish significant things... but you my dear aren't a soldier."

David strokes Ariane's back, stroking her spine and drawing a sigh from her as she relaxes a bit, tension bleeding out of her body.

"You need to master your fear just enough to flee smartly, summon help, barricade yourself, or as a last measure, fight. Which you did today. Just like you did on the Talasar Spire when you saved all those children. You're quite the heroine from just doing those things you know? You don't need to do more. Nor, if my preferences at all matter, would I wish you to. You're a beautiful soul to me Ari. I adore how fresh and bright you are about the things in the world you love. I want you to focus on that. Focus on being a joy to this galaxy... and to me. Instead of worrying about the profession of arms that is not your own."

Ariane sniffles a bit, then plants a kiss on David's cheek. "You know, you play the hard, tough, man, with that almost piratical swagger of yours... but you're just an old softy aren't you?"

"Guilty as charged my dear."

"I uhm. I think I'd still like to learn how to shoot. Or something. Just be better able to defend myself... and our children."

"Heh. Well I think we can take care of that... though I'll note that wasn't at all subtle Ari."

Ariane leans over again and kisses David hard on the mouth this time, her tongue briefly tangling with his and leaving him breathless.

"No. That wasn't subtle. I fully intend to reward my knight for gallantly protecting me, and you'll see just how unsubtle I can be David Forsythe."

"I'll look forward to it then. To close the loop on our previous conversation though. You know that if you had been even a talented markswoman with a pistol I'd have still sent you running at the earliest circumstance right?"

Ariane nods, nearly knocking one of her horns against David's head.

"I understand."

David gives her another gentle kiss on the cheek.

"Capital. Like I said, even if you're capable, your best defense is avoiding a fight entirely. You should only fight if you absolutely must. That's why I fought in the court yard. Not because I could win, but because we didn't have a clear or safe avenue of escape. As soon as we had such an avenue I got you out, and were I alone I'd have fought a fighting retreat to follow you in hopes of moving to a more defensible location. Or getting help from the wardens of the Inner Shrine."

"Which is exactly the type of behavior I have to beat into new recruits." 

Comes the now familiar smoky voice of Miri'Tok, as the click of her heels on stone announce her return to the room.

"I'm terribly sorry about the wait, police procedure is tedious, even for clear cases of self defense. Sir David I'm told you have a bounty hunting license, so you'll be receiving some credits for their heads. Not extremely bad girls, save the boss, but bad enough to be worth some money. The local police are paying out a bonus for the living ones. That blue haired girl apparently won't shut up; she's rolling on her old boss so enthusiastically they had to bring a synth in to transcribe it all. It's going to be a busy couple of days for the capital district police force."

David nods. "Take half for yourself would you? I hardly need the credits and you did the lion's share of the dangerous work, I just had a little target practice."

Miri'Tok laughs. "Ah the sheer gall on your husband Ariane, a little bit of target practice he calls it. Some of the cleanest shooting I've seen in years against gangsters with rap sheets that combined stretch from here to orbit and it was just a bit of target practice! Hah!"

Ariane and David join in the laughter this time, the room returning to a hospitable warmth as Miri'Tok seats herself on a bench near the couple.

"I must compliment you as well, Ariane." Miri'Tok says, orienting herself more squarely to the Agela.

"Me? What did I do?"

"You kept your head in a dangerous situation and didn't go to pieces like a great many women would have. This is a great deal of credit to your name. Even Apuk civilians, socialized to violence from birth, can go to pieces when real violence is forced upon them."

David nods.

"More or less what I was saying dear, you did a splendid job getting us help. If our luck hard turned, it was help we would have direly needed too."

Ariane's smile returns to her face like dawn for David, warming the room up even further as she snuggles a bit closer to him.

"Well if you're both telling me that, who am I to argue?"

Miri'Tok chuckles, and rises. "I'm afraid I must actually return to my duties, I've lingered longer than I intended. I'll take you down the hall and leave you with the Wardens in their ward room. Nar'Jan and the girls have been preparing an impromptu victory party for you both. Just a little toast, then one of the girls will give you the full tour of the war shrine. You're both welcome in the Inner Shrine whenever you please, so please come back while you're on Serbow and they'll gladly receive you."

Miri'Tok turns to leave, only to be stopped by Ariane tugging on her sleeve. When the Apuk warrior turns, Ariane holds up her communicator.

"Before you go let's exchange contact information. I really enjoyed our time with you, and I know David did as well. Perhaps we can meet again soon? Without another fight preferably."

"Oh!" 

Miri'Tok gets that same dusky tone on her cheeks that David associates with a blush in Apuk.

"I uh. I'd like that. Perhaps dinner or something? I know some great places to eat in the city."

"Sounds wonderful, I'll send you David's contact information later once I have a minute."

"I ah. Thank you. I'll look forward to it."

Miri'Tok offers a bow from the waist and quickly hurries away, the echo of her heels fading down the corridor.

David raises an eyebrow and looks over at Ariane.

"You know, when you said you were going to show me how unsubtle you could be, I was expecting something a bit more... intimate shall we say."

"So let the knowledge that things can get even more forward make you wonder at what tonight holds when we get back to the Tear."

David chuckles, caught entirely off guard with the sexual aggression from the normally demure Ariane.

"You're showing me all sorts of sides of yourself today Ari. Still, that really was a bit too forward wasn't it?"

Ariane cocks her head, giving David a slightly confused look.

"What? She's an excellent candidate for a third wife. Better to preempt her asking a bit so we can take the time to discuss it, and it doesn't hurt to put the welcome mat out when to my eye she's so accomplished and so obviously interested. Plus she'd be a good recruit for the ship from her decorations. She's a very skilled warrior even if she's not a battle princess. Though she might be a princess. You never know. She's not wearing a crown, but apparently a lot of the battle princesses in service to the Imperial military skip the crowns outside of formal occasions, instead only going by their ranks."

Another eyebrow raised, a common thing when Ariane was in the mood to surprise David it seems. "Where did you learn all that? I haven't the foggiest about how to read Apuk decorations."

Ariane shrugs. "When I finished that book about your unit back on Earth, ‘Eastern Approaches’, I read a book or two on contemporary Apuk martial culture. I thought it might come in handy."

"So what does your reading tell you about Miri'Tok?"

"Well as she said she's an Apuk Imperial Marine. She started as an enlisted woman, and has done a century of service at least. She's done at least a dozen combat deployments, and numerous space deployments. The difference being specifically going to a conflict zone, and floating around on an Apuk Imperial Navy vessel looking for trouble.”

Sir David doffs an imaginary cap. “An activity I heartily approve of.”

Ariane rolls her eyes with a smile before continuing.

“She has five wound medals, an even dozen valor medals in varying grades and has been named as a member of an Imperial martial order. Knights for lack of a better word. Not all that dissimilar from you really if you'd had another forty years with the Royal Marines and SAS. Then there's a variety of competence awards that aren't as important. Suffice to say, Miri'Tok is very good at what she does."

"Hmmm. Yes I could see that in the fight, and you think she's interested?"

Ariane rises, and saunters the step or two to David slowly, placing her hands on his shoulders and leaning down to kiss him deeply.

"Darling, from her axiom she's single. From what she tells us about how her family treats men and views sorcerers, you're literally one in a billion... and she got to fight alongside you. I've heard Ghorza Bridger crowing about getting to fight side by side with the Captain at a bar on the promenade after the Talasar Spire with the same enthusiasm most girls save for a once in a lifetime present or getting pregnant. I also could tell that her shield sisters were green with envy. Well. Greener than normal anyway. If Miri'Tok wasn't interested, I'd be worried she'd hit her head in the fight. Plus her body always seemed to be facing you, except when she was speaking directly to me."

Ariane stands back up and tucks some of her hair back into place, with an exaggerated attempt at a glamorous, flirtatious pose..

"Well, with such a gifted potential candidate it wouldn't exactly be a hardship to share. I'll just have to take solace in the fact that I'll always have a bigger rack than her."

David's eyes naturally drift downwards from her face, considering the rack in question, only for a slightly embarrassed Ariane to stick a finger up to direct his attention back upwards before covering her reddened face with her hands.

"My horns, David. I meant my horns. I have bigger horns than she does."

It takes every fiber of discipline he's ever possessed for David to suppress the cheeky grin that desperately wanted to plaster itself across his face, and to tame the school boy giggle fit he so dearly wanted to have. He stiffens his upper lip like a proper British gentleman and manages to dryly respond.

"Well my dear, let's not talk about other women. You have a fantastic rack and I look forward to appreciating it later tonight."

Ariane shoots him a look, clearly over acting her slight embarrassment into mock outrage, playing along with her husband easily.

"Now you're doing it on purpose!"

"Yes, but you're cute when you're flustered."

"You're impossible David Forsythe!"

"That I am Mrs. Forsythe."

Ariane chuckles, and leans over, planting another gentle kiss on his lips.

"And I wouldn't have it any other way."
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Jerry

Jerry found himself alone for once.

After he'd been released from the Imperial medical wing he and Aqi had been returned to her chambers, a suite of rooms the size of a small home in their own right, and luggage of his had been fetched from the Tear with Syl's help. Further, a whole wardrobe of clothing had been prepared for him. 

A variety of very subdued formal or professional wear that mixed a human military style with Apuk fashion sensibilities in an appealing enough way that Jerry had had the designer brought to him so he could get the girl working with a fashion house back on Centris with a strong Undaunted investment to start producing some of them for galactic consumption.

Propaganda by clothing, a novel concept in and of itself.

Other than engaging little moments like that, or just fighting for a chance to relax with Aqi or his other wives as they rotated planetside to greet their new sister, check up on their husband and do some minor shore leave... with discrete Apuk royal guard protection now as tertiary members of the Imperial household. 

Which certainly made Jerry worry a lot less about little Cindy touring around with just her big sisters. A chauffeured shuttle craft was a call away, and a few very trained women were just a step or two away waiting for a chance to race Cindy's sisters to see who got to dish out the pain to whoever tried to make Cindy Bridger's day just a little bit worse.

Other than that... it had been a torrent busy work it seemed. Charm school, unending lectures on Imperial protocol, learning more about what assuming official Imperial duties would mean. Meeting with his new mother in law, who, for as dangerous as she was, was as charming a woman as you could ask for. Always in the company of his newest wife.

Today however they'd been separated. Aqi had some things to attend to for her work, and he had to attend to some business in the palace which had concluded early. He'd managed to send the hard working handmaiden Nar'Salis off to go relax for a bit, which had finally, blessedly left him alone in Aqi's chambers.

She'd offered him the use of her private office until a office could be prepared for him, even if they wouldn't be in residence, almost ever, his part of their living quarters was apparently mandated by the Household Agency's laws and regulations, so an office would be built.

He moves quickly down the corridor and into Aqi's office, carefully shutting the door behind him, trying to avoid the attention of a maid or someone, anyone who'd bring him another Freya cursed interruption.

The room itself was sumptuous and covered with trophies and battle honors from Aqi's previous adventures no less numerous or impressive than his own. His newest wife was nearly three centuries old and she had spent almost all of her life in service to the Imperial military and she could more than prove it. Medals, holographs, trophies, seized weapons, all lovely distractions from the matter at hand. It wasn't anything nefarious, but it was delicate, and it simply couldn't wait for Jerry to get back to orbit and the security of his own office.

There could be no more delays.

Jerry had to talk to Admiral Cistern.

Jerry pulls the privacy unit that Cascka had shared the designs of from her mother's criminal organization and turns the device on, before pulling a thumb drive sized communications scrambling unit out and plugging it into the base of the holo comm. He didn't expect that anyone would be listening in... but again, this was a delicate position he'd found himself in. Royalty to a foreign power while a senior officer to his own stellar nation? It was a delicate position and he needed to ensure everything was hashed out properly.

A very specific secure comm channel id and his own id number and in a few seconds Cistern is stepping into view in the holo comm.

"Captain, is everything alright?"

Jerry snaps to and salutes, which Cistern returns casually.

"Yes sir. Just reporting in. I'm sure Intelligence has already apprised you of the situation on Serbow."

"Namely your marriage into the Apuk Imperial family? Yes Captain Bridger I am well aware... which leads me to questioning the nature of this call. Are you perhaps in some sort of danger? Were you forced into this situation? Please understand that in any other circumstance I'd be offering you my congratulations on your... twentieth marriage, and seemingly determined to make each marriage more exciting and dramatic than the last. Was marrying Lieutenant Bari Bridger more or less at the climax of what has now become a major film release not enough?"

"Admiral, I swear on my honor I'm perfectly happy, thrilled in fact to be wed to Princess Aquilar'Victae. She's a hell of a woman and I'm as blessed to have her as the nineteen other 'one in a billion' women I have apparently pleased some god or another to be blessed to have in my life... as to the second point I swear I'm not actually trying to one up myself." Jerry rubs the bridge of his forehead as if trying to alleviate a headache. "Though I'm sure it doesn't seem like that considering my third and fourth marriages were both kicked off in gun fights and so on..."

The distinguished gentleman scoffs. "I'm sure you aren't actually trying to one up yourself Jerry, unlike some of my other officers and enlisted men on the other hand. Let's get down to business though shall we? I'm glad to hear that things are on the up and up with the Princess, which leads me back to the nature of this call once again. Much as I appreciate the occasional social call from my senior officers, that is not the purpose of this priority secure communications line."

Jerry relaxes just a touch. The Admiral switching to his actual first name instead of his rank shifted the conversation to an informal one. This was a conversation between two men… not a conversation between subordinate and superior.

Not that that meant Jerry would dare to address Admiral Cistern informally. Not as a Captain speaking to an Admiral at any rate.

"Sir, I feel like we need to address the fact that I might be somewhat compromised by my new marriage."

Cistern smiles. "I just won ten thousand credits off your new mother in law. She figured you'd just let it be instead of calling me to address it as soon as possible when she called me to address the issue herself."

Jerry stops dead, caught somewhat flat footed. "...I'm not sure if I'm particularly pleased about people betting on me so frequently."

"Well you'll likely appreciate it when five thousand credits end up in your account Jerry. More to the point, the Empress and I have discussed your new role within her realm, and frankly I've decided I am not concerned. You are unlikely to be asked to do anything that is contrary to our interests... and I trust you to make the right call for Humanity if it comes down to it Jerry. It’s one of the reasons I agreed to your Crimson Tear plan. You’re off the edge of the map on a regular basis even if it is easier for you to call home, you are master and commander in a way few have been since the age of sail.”

Cistern takes a moment to light a cigar, gesticulating slightly with the lit stogie as he continues.

“So I trust you to make the right call on our behalf. As the Undaunted and as a species. Even if that means being at odds with one of your wives. Or their families. The Empress seems to think her daughter would be more likely to stand with us even if it meant she'd be exiled... I don't know if you've developed some sort of latent mind control power, but apparently the Princess is so madly in love with you that she's mildly convinced she had prophetic dreams about you as a girl. All the more amusing as her childhood took place well over a century before your great grandfather was born."

Jerry nods, suppressing a wince. Aqi had mentioned that to him the other day. It wasn't an unknown gift in the Imperial family apparently... but at the same time it was hard for Jerry to take it seriously. He suspected it was more her memories conforming to her happy ending, filling in the blanks now that her ideal partner had presented himself.

"Do I have to respond to that sir?"

"No, I think I'll take mercy on you today. Nor are we here to discuss your wife's dreams, the boastings of your mother in law aside. The Empress is quite fond of you as it happens. Apparently your fighting style and spirit made an excellent first impression, as did your manners and previous record of exceptional combat performance in the defense of her realm. You can expect another decoration for the Talasar Spire incident as it happens, two in point of fact, one from me, and one from the Empress. I've also just signed all of the other medal recommendations for your people that you've forwarded to me. Once again excellent work there. Unfortunately Jerry, as you know..."

"...Good work gets you more work, yes sir."

"Glad to see comfortable living hasn't taken the edge off son. You've been put up for that Admiral's star I've previously 'threatened' you with. No telling when that will happen, you'll be the one of the first line admirals we're actually promoting instead of shipping out with us. Or coming to us with a fleet, system or other appropriate resources or position to rate an Admiral's star. I've relatively few flag rank combatant commanders and it's time to change that."

"I thought the new policy for promotions to admiral was going through the admiralty board, sir?"

"It is Jerry, Agenda Lilpaw acting on behalf of a collection of other senior officers put you forward as a candidate at the first formal meeting of the Undaunted Admiralty board."

"I'll be sure to thank the Duchess in the future."

"And take some sort of revenge on her I'm sure."

"What else are friends for, sir?"

"What indeed, Jerry? What indeed?" Cistern paces a bit, the holo camera following him. "As I said, I was a bit worried about this prince thing at first... but the nature of the official duties of the Imperial household are more to do with kissing babies than planning fleet actions, and as a husband to an Imperial Princess out of the line of succession, your membership in the household, while very real, is also somewhat insulated. This goes for your lovely bride as well. So she's free to say... leave Serbow on her husband's ship with a contingent of Apuk military forces under her command. Both for joint operations and to occasionally stage Apuk directed missions from our facilities, something the Empress and I have come to terms over. Call it basing rights to use the closest term from back on Earth. Where joint action is sensible, the Princess, and her forces, will be under your command. The Empress is still working out the exact nature of those forces. I suspect she'll discuss them with you and your bride after your wedding."

Jerry exaggerates a sigh before giving Cistern a sardonic smile.

"Something else to do before we can start the family vacation I suppose, sir. This whole prince thing's really put a dent in my shore leave plans. On the plus side however we'll be able to use an Imperial villa on this secluded crystal lake. It's limited to just the Imperial household and their staff."

"Having a bunch of maids on hand to help out with the children certainly strikes me as more relaxing than riding herd on your brood with just the twenty of you."

Jerry smiles, to himself as much as to Cistern. "True, but I wouldn't trade the chaos for the galaxy."

"Quite. Is there anything else, Captain?"

Jerry shakes his head and stiffens up a bit as Cistern returns to addressing him by his rank, signaling the end of the informal part of the conversation.

"No sir. Unless you have new orders for me?"

"Not at this time, though we may need you to head to Cannidor space for your next major port of call. There's been some interesting diplomatic rumblings from the Cannidor home world towards us. Nothing solid yet, but I'll keep you posted. After your honeymoon. Enjoy the vacation when you finally get there Captain, you've earned it. Cistern out."

Jerry is left alone once again in Aqi's office, purging the comm terminal's memory and retrieving his secure communication items.

Stepping into the corridor, he's met by Aqi herself, with Syl following close behind her.

"Darling, Darling, lovely to see you both."

Aqi curtsies in response, and Syl offers Jerry a slightly tight lipped smile that suggests this meeting wasn't exactly a happy one.

"I take it you were calling Admiral Cistern?"

Jerry nods. "First chance I've had since we resumed vaguely 'normal' life. Apparently your mother the Empress has been boasting about us both to Admiral Cistern."

Aqi gets a look on her face like she wants to smack her head against a wall for a moment. "Goddess's shell, mother... and then there's this mess too..."

Jerry lifts an eyebrow and opens the door to Aqi's office, gesturing the women in. "Well if it's a family mess I suppose it's best we deal with it. I imagine that's why you're both here?"

Syl steps forward, holding forth a letter with an imperial seal affixed to it. "Yes, I think we all need to have a little talk."
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Jerry takes a seat in Aqi's office as the Princess pulls her own chair out from behind her desk so as to not impose it between herself, her husband and her sister wife.

"Seems I'm only having serious discussions today."

Jerry laments, trying to lighten the mood somewhat and failing. It was hard to get a read on just what the mood was really. Aqi seemed embarrassed more than anything else. Syl on the other hand, now that he was getting a look under the surface... appeared to be down right furious. Jerry pulls the little jammer out of his pocket and switches it back on. No need to give the tabloids easy gossip if a new maid with loose lips overheard them or something.

"Girls... What the hell happened?"

Syl tries and fails to contain a snarl as she thrusts the letter at Jerry.

"Apparently, I'm your consort now."

Aqi gives Jerry a look that suggests she wouldn't mind melting into the floor at the moment then resumes her intense study of her own lap.

"Not first wife or head wife. Not even wife. Consort. While I believe I understand what that means in the context of the Apuk Royal Family, I am not a member of the Apuk Royal Family and it means something very different where I'm from. Someone not worthy of being a wife. Someone... spare. On hand. A plaything. Lesser. I will not have any member of OUR family referred to in such a way! It's completely out of line and deeply insulting to our individual marriages and to our clan as a whole."

Syl takes a breath, panting slightly after her outburst.

"And I want to be specific. I'm not blaming Aqi. I'm not even blaming her mother, who before she blessed your marriage after the duel, offered me the proper deference and gave me a chance to refuse as if she was any other mother to any other girl. However these... bureaucrats of the Imperial Household Agency have gone too far! To demand what they have is one thing but I won't be degraded at the same time!"

Aqi looks up, finally seeing a place to get a word in edgewise.

"To be clear, I'm just as mad as she is, really! Though perhaps I am more... embarrassed than anything. They should know better than to refer to a wife, any wife, great or small, that way. I can't blame Sylindra for taking insult when it was offered so... officially."

Jerry rests a hand on Syl's knee and gives her a reassuring squeeze.

"Surely there was some sort of mistake, love. Take a few deep breaths and let me have a look at the letter so I actually know what's going on."

Jerry takes the envelope from his wife’s clenched fist and gently unfolds the parchment within. Sure enough. Right at the top, with 'Consort, Sylindra' square in the center, the position looks rather odd to Jerry's eyes, but he quickly reads on.

"...We welcome you to the Imperial household, but as a matter of protocol and propriety hereby request that you tender your position of leadership within your family to her highness the Princess Aquilar'Victae..."

Aqi flinches like Jerry'd just slapped her across the mouth.

"...To avoid... I'm sure you've both read this pile of administrative muck. I can't make heads or tails of half their logic here, but that bit on the top is completely out of-"

Jerry stops. Something about the placement of Syl's name was bothering him. He looks closer... and takes a light sniff of the letter. It almost smelt like it had been burned.

"This isn't ink."

Aqi looks up, almost timid in the face of just how pissed off Syl was, heat radiating off the fox-like alien as she bristled in seeming defense of her family.

"Ah. They might have had it written by flame. It's mandatory to inscribe letters and writing to the Empress by flame. An ancient law mother would crush if she could. She's managed to work a loophole to make it just official correspondence of the Imperial household agency so she can actually get some things done in hard copy when she needs to. It's a rather delicate art, and apprentices are given minor official correspondence, that is to say correspondence to anyone not a bloodline member of the royal family with a title themselves, that they might practice. I'm told it's incredibly difficult in the various dialects of cinder tongue, but it's exponentially more difficult in galactic trade."

Jerry nods slowly. "I see... and what happens if they mess up?"

"Well the ash fails to adhere to the surface after the first flame indents the material..."

Jerry sets the letter on his leg and opens the envelope, sure enough, there was ash inside.

"There's a decent amount of ash in here. Which means..."

Jerry hoists the letter up in front of the nearest light source, and the contrast makes the just barely visible letters somewhat legible.

"Filling in the blanks here... To the First Wife of the Prince Consort, Sylindra." Jerry lets out a slight sigh of relief. "Seems like that apprentice will be an apprentice for a bit longer."

Jerry passes the letter to Syl, who first squints at it, then uses a touch of axiom to look closer still.

"...Well. I. It. I suppose I feel a bit... silly. When I saw that I just... got very angry."

"I confess I didn't even think to look because Sylindra was so upset. I just... I didn't like seeing her so upset. I... have also not been looking forward to the contents of the letter themselves. This... matter of the first wife."

Syl resets herself physically a bit, straightening up and delicately clears her throat. "If... I am honest. I was very easy to upset because I was... waiting for this. I confess that I have been dreading some sort of power struggle with you since you kissed Jerry, Princess."

Aqi holds up a hand. "Please. Aquilar. Aqi. Hey you. Anything but princess when it's just family in the room."

Syl nods. "I understand your request, but it is the princess part of you that seems to be at issue here. The fact that the Imperial Household Agency seeks to assert such influence on our well established family for the sake of utterly minor protocol only a few people would ever care about is... well. Not the conversation I expected to be having. Rather. I was expecting the challenge to come directly from you Aquilar. You are a commander of women under arms with centuries of experience, you are in point of fact a princess. You have all manner of standing and strength that I do not. So I thought it was inevitable that we would have to... deal with each other in some way. I'll have you know that I will not be forced out of my own family, and I sincerely doubt that Jerry-"

Syl's suddenly interrupted by Aqi leaning forward, looking slightly less composed than she had been, concern evident in her eyes.

"No, Syl you don't understand! I don't want it!"

Aqi freezes for a second, covering her mouth at her sudden outburst, then holds a finger up to ask for a moment to compose herself. She takes a slow breath, letting her eyes close for just a moment. When Aqi finally speaks she's speaking with the firm tone Jerry had associated with the Princess's more 'official' persona. Now he suspected she was underlining what she was about to say as seriously as she could.

"I don't want to be the first wife. Or head wife. Or whatever you call it. I'm not the first. That's not my place or position nor should it be. I know I can't just... be one of the girls in the normal way because of my title, but I don't want this any more than you do! I just... want to be me with our family. Not the Princess. Or at least not all the time. I know that's somewhat impossible. I love my family. I love my mother. I love my people. I hope to come to love all of you. Together with my new family I want to do great things for all. I don't need to be anything other than Jerry's wife and your sister for that."

Syl lets out a little groaning sigh and visibly deflates a bit, Jerry even notices her tail getting significantly less puffy all of the sudden as she wipes her brow.

"Oh goddess I... I was right. I thought you'd be... yes. I'm glad my first impression was the correct one. I'm sorry Aquilar. That I doubted you, and let this thrice cursed letter upset me so readily. I've just. If you had pressed I..."

Aqi shakes her head before reaching out to take Syl's hand. "There's nothing to apologize for, you barely know me save my titles and reputation... and my reputation is of the warrior battle princess and daughter of the Imperial house... but I'm also just me. Nearly three centuries old and still a silly little girl with romantic dreams that my mother would say are most unbecoming. I. I mean I have a secret identity where I'm a romance novelist for goddess's sake! At least ten of my nearly two hundred books follow an Imperial Princess running away from her duties for love, and while I can't do that... I still want to love and be loved. Not just by and with Jerry, but all of you. That's what family means to me. I know the Imperial household is... monolithic to outsiders perhaps. I was raised by nurse maids and the like as much as my mother, but we still love each other like any other family."

Syl nods again slowly as Jerry reaches over and takes first Syl's hand, then Aqi's free hand. "Well I think that's the main strife for today settled then girls. Let's maybe go have a glass of something stiff and unwind a bit, I-

"No." Syl intones, her own voice suddenly rather imperial in its sound. "No, we must deal with the Imperial Household Agency. The matter must be put to bed in such a way that leaves it settled."

"Well we could always just tell them no." Jerry offers.

"While a lovely idea, I think I have a better solution." Confidence returns to Syl's face, driving the last of the anger away as and leaving her rather fresh faced, eyes glimmering. "It just came to me. Silly that I am for not having seen it before."

"You were rather ah... apocalyptically mad dearest."

"Hmm, perhaps I was. Still I should be better than that. I've not let myself be compromised so thoroughly in quite some time. The answer, my love, and dear new sister is very simple. This family is organized on Volpiri clan lines. The Household Agency won't care about the details I suspect, so long as there's some sort of position in which Aquilar is the first authority. Evie already floated the idea to me of Ghorza taking over as Sky Mother, the woman in charge of the clan's external affairs, and most importantly, security, to me, as Ghorza is far more experienced than she. Well the Princess has over a century of experience on Ghorza, and every other combatant in the family. I believe this change will satisfy the Imperial Household Agency, and most benefit our family. Aquilar is part of the triad of wives that rule a Volpiri clan. That should be enough."

Aqi strokes her chin slowly. "...Yes. Yes I think that would suit nicely. If we emphasize the martial part in the response they'll probably be distracted from further details. This is a minor thing as you said. They won't quibble if they see me as being properly respected. I am one of many princesses. I doubt they'll look deeper on getting surface level satisfaction, especially if we word the letter properly."

Syl offers Aqi a sly little grin. "Can I count on you for that? Miss Romance Novelist?"

"Mrs. Romance Novelist, and yes, of course. I'd be glad to."

Syl sighs again, and rocks back in her chair just a bit, squeezing Jerry's hand firmly.

"Suddenly I just felt a weight drop off my back. That said... I must know. Which romance novelist are you? This is the first I'm hearing of this business."

Aqi slowly, quietly smacks her own forehead. "Oh spines, I don’t think I mentioned it. Well. It's something of a secret, but ah... I'm Erana'Aternae. Elyria Sarkin managed to unmask me a few days prior while the Sarkins were visiting Jerry and I while we were still tied up in the medical wing. She called my communicator to see if they could meet my alter ego for tea... and if I knew any cute, maternal, single Apuk maidens."

"That seems like a rather specific request." Syl observes. "Still, to think you're Erana'Aternae! I'm not normally one for romance novels, but I've read some of Elyria's since we became friends and she recommended yours and I..." Syl's ears wiggle just a bit. "Well. Suffice to say a lot of what just happened with you, Aquilar, and this marriage with Jerry, and our family. It makes a great deal more sense. Like in Eternal Sword when the hero..."

Aqi winces. "Please... don't. Not in front of Jerry."

"I can hear all of this... don't make me read the books."

"Anything but that!"

Jerry chuckles and leans in a bit, grinning wickedly. "Oh I don't know about that. I'd be willing to reenact scenes with you. Or would that be doing research for your next book?"

Syl clicks her tongue. "Considering how some of those scenes go, I'm sure you could talk dear Masha into helping you out for the ones that specify two proud Apuk war maidens getting... 'Rutted into insensate piles of lust ridden, gravid flesh.' For some of the others I'm sure you could talk me or some of the other girls into helping."

Aqi lets out another pained groan. "Please, goddess not my early books! My prose was so... agh!"

Syl chuckles. "I'll let up on teasing you my dear. Besides, I suspect you'll want to focus on the one on one scenes for the immediate future. I imagine you've had a few of those illustrated to you quite viv-"

"That's the worst part! We haven't-!" Aqi cuts herself off and quiets down a bit. "The Prince and I have been unable to... consummate."

Syl cocks her head, confusion spreading across her face. "You seemed like you were off to a fine start in your room in the sick bay. Is this some Imperial tradition regarding the wedding ceremony?"

"No, we just keep getting interrupted. More than a few kisses and some disturbance or another appears to ruin the mood or demand our attention..." Aqi growls. "It is very frustrating to say the least."

"Goddess I can imagine... well our business is concluded maybe you could go run off with Jerry now and-"

There's a sharp knocking on the door as Jerry quickly shuts off the privacy screen.

"Your highnesses, you're needed urgently. The wedding dress maker for m'lady and the tailor for his highness have arrived!"

Aqi sighs dramatically and looks over at Syl. "See?"

Jerry gives Aqi’s hand a squeeze.

"Well. On the plus side, I'll be sure to make the wait worth it for you."

Both women get a little shiver at the low tone in Jerry's voice, instantly catching on that Aqi was far from the only one pent up.

"I think I might be just a tiny bit jealous of you if his tone's sounding like that my dear, but then again. We broke my bed when we consummated. I'll leave whatever trouble you get up to in our husband's capable hands."
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Sylindra didn't leave without kissing Jerry hard enough that he was left slightly breathless and flushed, her tail winding around his leg possessively as he held her.

"Just to remind you who I am."

"As if I could ever forget. Our little wedding might not be as grand as whatever the Empress subjects Aqi and I to, but it means just the same... if anything I'd prefer it just to save everyone some time and credits..."

Jerry looks over to Aqi and gives her that sly half smile. "We could always elope you know. I have a ship... we could be off planet before anyone knew differently."

Aqi just sighs. "She'd just delay the ceremony till we came back, and I suspect your Admiral Cistern would order you back at some point. My mother loves her symbols. Our union as just Jerry and Aqi is ours... but as Princess and Prince... we are the symbolic unity between the Undaunted and the Imperial Household, Humanity and the Apuk. Not to denigrate Princess Miro'Noir and Vernon Shay of course, but she is not of the Imperial Household, nor in fact a noble house. So her marriage is... freer. Something I confess to being a touch jealous of."

"Not jealous of her actual relationship I hope."

"I've met Mr. Shay several times, he's not my type to say the least. Nor do I find their... somewhat obsessive intimacy appealing. So no worries there my dear prince. I have a life outside my husband, outside our future children. Duties and responsibilities I cannot surrender. All the more reason to lean on my sisters for support that we can all more effectively do our part. I do not challenge that Mr. Shay can do his duty... nor Princess Miro'Noir. I just... I suppose I don't quite understand them to a degree. I'm even writing a book about them, a fictionalized fantasy story based on their romance. It's just about done... my editor is eating her tail about getting the scoop, but is also a bit concerned about publishing a full on depiction of obsessive monogamous love."

Aqi cracks her neck as she stretches a little bit.

"Honestly it's been a challenge to write. Apuk fantasy media, and media in general tends to follow many of our myths or semi-mythical history, such as the story of the first battle princess, a woman named Mira'Tok and her sword sisters, eventually marrying a sorcerer, Dus'Kvun. Hopefully you'll get to meet one of her descendants soon, Princess Commander Miri'Tok is quite the marine and one our senior commandos. She's actually negotiating with me on behalf of her family to write a retelling of Mira'Tok's story after I finish the book about Princess Miro'Noir and Vernon Shay."

Syl smiles. "That sounds lovely. I'll have to get copies of both. I admit I find myself enjoying stories focused on an elite company of heroines more than I once did... perhaps because I live in the company of heroines straight out of a book every day."

Jerry nods, kissing Syl a final time as she reluctantly pulls away. "I suppose you can always write about us if you really run out of material, Aqi dearest. It will be easy for you to get the exclusive story for true to life fiction."

"Hmmm... I suppose so. That's not a bad idea really. Maybe focus on your perspective predominantly Jerry. Yes, that could be really interesting actually, not a lot of male hero perspective books out there. I'm considered quite the radical for occasionally cutting to my male lead in a given story and following him around with none of his wives or suitors 'on screen' so to speak. I'll have to dangle the bait in front of my editor and see if she bites."

"I'm sure the Undaunted would be happy to 'sponsor' the production too for some extra pay. They financed Elyria's newest book."

They open the door to Aqi's office, and Nar'Salis, Aqi's handmaiden curtsies immediately.

"M'lady, M'lord, madame."

Aqi nods to Nar'Salis. "Thank you for fetching us Nar'Salis... I take it we're awaited in one of the salons?"




"In the sun room highness, the dressmaker thought it would be best for color selection. They'll need exactly the right shade of white after all."

Aqi lets out a little groan. "Goddess preserve me."

"Think happy thoughts and hold your husband's hand m'lady and it will go quickly."

Aqi laughs, the sarcastic tone in Nar'Salis voice not lost on anyone present. "Goddess you really would be in trouble working for anyone else."

Nar'Salis curtsies again. "I am just a poor handmaiden m'lady, I cannot imagine what you mean, but I am in your service, and truly grateful for your patronage."

"Could you guide Lady Bridger to the shuttle bays and arrange transport for her? Wherever she needs to go." Aqi says, looking back to Syl.

"Just back to orbit today I think, I'll take advantage of a day to spend some quiet time with the children and my mother."

"This way then please, madame."

Nar'Salis curtsies again and gestures to the left, leading Syl onwards and out of Aqi's quarters. The newly minted couple on the other hand head off to the right, leaving Aqi's chambers in a more central part of the Imperial palace.

"What's the story on Nar'Salis?" Jerry asks. "She's clearly not just a handmaiden."

"No, she is... but an Imperial handmaiden by necessity is something a bit more... special. They're our shadows. Assigned nearly at hatching... for both of us. They and their families are extraordinarily well compensated and Nar'Salis was one of my first playmates outside my clutch. We haven't always been friends exactly. I resented her presence for a while, and vice versa, but we reconciled. She is a bodyguard, a sworn confidant and... thanks to some extra training I arranged for her, something of an intelligence operative. The handmaiden bodyguards are a secret tradition of the Imperial house, and great pains are taken to keep things that way. Past that, in private Nar'Salis can speak very freely to me, and to you once you and she establish your relationship. It's considered exceptionally important in the handmaid's role as counselor and confidant to be able to speak without possible repercussions."

"Hmm. That does sound useful. So I suppose our children won't receive that treatment since they won't be born with titles?"

"Correct, Nar'Salis will of course protect them, and the rest of the clan's children with her life. She'll likely end up bringing a small team of three or four other handmaidens who aren't 'shadows', slightly her lesser, but only in terms of not being selected for their role at birth. If you wish you can also request we bring a further handmaiden who would be to you as Nar'Salis is to me."

"Seems like a massive commitment."

"It is. Children are given the opportunity to 'opt out', but many are determined to continue the training for the honor of their families... and the sake of some of their earliest friends. Their term of service is two centuries, after which they receive a large cash bonus, and Imperial assistance in marriage placement. They surrender everything to the Imperial household, so the Imperial household must give everything we can back to them. Some, like Nar'Salis, stay on after their terms, joining the 'command structure' for the handmaidens. They are some of the most well paid women in Apuk space. Just one of them turning on the Imperial household would be utterly crippling."

Jerry thinks for a minute as they continue through marble corridors.

"So Nar'Salis isn't married then? Still?"

Aqi shakes her head. "Oh no. Married with many children. Remember I spent a lot of time 'undercover' in the Imperial military. I can hardly be undercover with a handmaiden walking around with me as a junior lieutenant can I? I thought I said previously, Nar'Salis has only recently resumed direct service to me. Prior to that she was my personal representative in the Imperial household, helping me keep up the deception that I was a princess in residence at the palace after I won my second crown. Oddly I never seemed to be around that often."

Aqi grins, doing her best to appear devious, or Machiavellian but instead making herself look all the more mischievous, like she was a school girl who’d just played a prank.

"Then she joined the command structure of the Handmaidens after her second century of service. I was technically never assigned a replacement, as Nar'Salis continued to act as my personal representative, then I had staff on returning to my formal role, but no official leader of said staff till Nar'Salis came to me. When she offered to return to my side, she said something about suspecting something interesting might happen soon, and with her last clutch grown she was feeling like she was in the mood for a bit of an adventure. She's a bit mysterious like that."

"Hmmm. Well, you can't say she was wrong. Should be quite the adventure to come once we get off world."

Jerry reaches over and takes Aqi's hand as they finally come to two large metal doors. Metal work was everywhere in the palace. Metal paired with stone, especially a shiny marble like material seemed to be everywhere structurally. All the metal itself that was visible was detailed in such a way as to boggle the mind.

"These doors are gorgeous."

Jerry stops. Sure he was supposed to go through them to his appointment. Sure he was gaping like a tourist but what were surely just doors to many of the palace's residents were in point of fact, a staggering piece of art. A large-scale depiction of the rising sun, in a style clearly inspired by more ancient Apuk artistic styles, filled the doors in two halves. Around the sun, in its corona, flame related gods and symbology were worked into a complex weave that made up larger runic characters in an ancient Apuk alphabet.

"The runes are a prayer to the goddess to let the hearts and flame of the Imperial house burn as white hot as Serbow's sun. Likely this was a final piece by an Imperial master craftswoman as she neared the end of her life... ah yes. Look here, love."

Aqi points to a small plaque set into the wall nearby, proclaiming in cinder tongue and galactic trade that this was the final work of Master Metal shaper Misha'Nek, with a date that said the doors were over a thousand years old.

"Many of the greatest masterpieces in the palace are works like that. Not commissioned by the family, but done by loyal and beloved vassals as a final message to their patrons... both to wish them well, and to bid their liege to continue to watch over their lines. An obligation we are not at all deaf to. The Nek clan is still much beloved of the Imperial household for example. Mother would appreciate that you appreciate this one. She says that these final works are the greatest treasure of the Imperial household, and she'd trade the royal treasury for them if forced to choose."

"I can't say I disagree with your mother. Money's money. This? Art like this? Loyalty like this? That's wealth beyond imagination... and there's thousands of years of that built up in here."

Aqi nods. "Just so. It also helps to keep us from the excesses of the nobility... the Serbow nobility that is. Their behavior can be... disgusting frankly."

"Yes, I've read intelligence reports from an unnamed source about the various excesses of the Salm clan for example."

"One of many. Their lack of any real imagination of what to do with their money beyond endless luxury and pleasure are why they are merely nobles... and if not for the finances and inheritance left to them, many would not be that anymore. Hence why mother focuses so much of her attention on the crown worlds. Her people are my mother's wealth and power, and by their love, respect and fear she is made mighty. I have witnessed a great many oh so wise and grand noblewomen throwing tantrums like spoiled children. Where they wail and weep, my mother commands."

Aqi snorts, a tongue of flame escaping the corner of her cheek.

"It's part of why I left. Many are the fools who think they could take my mother's crown. They would quickly find they don't have the stomach to rule an empire of trillions. I know I do not. I did not even have the stomach to truly deal with the nobles and their ilk. I prefer our people, and the bolder spirits and more meritorious and honorable sorts found in the nobility of the colonies, groomed by my mother to rule as a true noble should."

"One wonders what democracy would do to the Apuk."

"We have democracy. A constitutional monarchy would be the technical term for most of our worlds. True full democracy is impossible on interplanetary scales for a single functional and effective government... as the Galactic Council shows. Plus as we discussed my love, we were uplifted. We never had the chance to truly develop such things. I have been studying human history. We had just signed an equivalent of your Magna Carta, the Writ of Flame, into law when we were contacted by visitors from the stars."

Aqi quiets down for a moment, the fiery boasting of her family fading for a moment.

"As I said before. I wonder who we would have become if we'd reached for the stars on our own. If we'd even had a chance to learn and grow without outside interference. Our culture is special to me... but it froze in time when the visitors came to uplift us, and not even my mother's war fire can melt it free again."

Jerry finds himself letting out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding, giving Aqi's hand a squeeze before leaning over and giving her a firm, passionate kiss.

"You are singularly beautiful Aquilar'Victae..."

"Oh I-"

Jerry holds up a hand to hold her response.

"...But it's frequently your mind and... if you will, your soul that is the most beautiful to me. Deeply incredibly beautiful... and I can't wait to see what our life together is like."

Aqi's jaw drops a little bit, her pale face flushing bright red.

"I... goddess, you can't just say things like that!"

"I can, and I will. Unfortunately I can't do either of the things I want to do to you right now."

"Which would be?" Aqi arches an eyebrow, her smile coming back as so incredibly happy... and just a little lewd.

"Well for one I want to retreat somewhere quiet with some wine and talk about our current subject till our jaws are tired. I think you can guess the second. Unfortunately, we've been standing in front of this door for just over five minutes."

"Goddess damn it!" Aqi winces. "Well, I won't apologize. That was an important conversation, and I'll not be rushed... even for my own wedding dress."

"Thatta Girl. Come on. Let's go see the rag you’re going to make look beautiful."





32

The Sun Room is aptly named, is Jerry's first thought. The room was as long and about as wide as a football field, perfectly positioned to catch the full arc of the sun as it traveled through Serbow's sky, which in turn nourished a wide variety of lush plants which followed winding trails mimicking a natural landscape, all leading to a ring of trees in the middle that sheltered a part of the room. 

Adding to the effect was the mix of glass used in the construction of the room. Horizontal panels near the edges were clear, as were individual panels dotted throughout the ceiling, but the majority were all stained glass. A quick peek with axiom suggested all of it was painstakingly handmade, and it resulted in a lighting effect that was unlike anything Jerry had ever seen.

"Well this certainly explains why they wanted to do the design and fitting in the sun room, you have literally every type of lighting imaginable in here!"

Aqi smiles. "I've always loved this room. I almost feel bad that Mother had to clear everyone out of here for our wedding preparations. This is a favored spot for people to eat lunch or take a small break. You'll even see my mother in here occasionally, or she'll use it for smaller social events. For example there's a solar soiree and a lunar soiree at respective solstices. Both are held in this room because of the exceptional lighting and the view of the sky."

"How much of this is axiom?" Jerry asks, looking around again, taking in the absolutely awe inspiring sight.

"Almost none of it."

"...What? Really?"

The princess nods, a pleased little smile on her face. "It's a policy of my mother's, one that existed before her reign, but one she has intensified, that the Imperial household do as much as possible with real craftsmanship and 'real' effects instead of relying on axiom to make something beautiful. This has a major benefit of employing many traditional artisans who might otherwise be put out of work, as well as raising the profile of traditional Apuk art, such as sculpture, metalworking or glass blowing. Which further employs these skilled traditional artisans." 

Aqi gestures to another piece of sculpture, this one lovingly depicting a battle princess receiving her crown from the empress. 

"It does result in some bleed of that talent. The daughter and heir of one of my mother's favorite sculptors just left for one of the colony worlds for example. The more Imperially aligned nobles tend to follow in mother's example, and do their best to create what mother thinks of as real Imperial splendor. As well as fulfilling noblesse oblige."

Jerry sticks his hand in and out of a multicolored sunbeam for a moment as they start to walk deeper into the Sun Room.

"How does buying beautiful works of art fulfill the concept of noblesse oblige?"

"Mother's patronage preserves these traditional trades, so first and foremost it keeps food on everyone's table in trades that might otherwise not be in demand. It also serves to heighten the profile of Imperially endorsed artisans, hopefully keeping their services in demand. Those are just the benefits to individuals though. Most important of all to Mother is the preservation of Apuk culture. She will fight to her last dying breath to ensure we maintain our traditional culture, trades, music styles and other things that make the Apuk, Apuk. Our affinity for fire and the war flame isn't a culture. So in her people's name she preserves all the other things that make us who we are."

"While reforming some of the things that can probably be done away with."

"Where she can, yes. Not that she's likely to completely reform the nobility any time soon."

"So is your mother resistant to any cultural influence on Serbow?"

Aqi chuckles. "Heavens no! That's just unrealistic. She doesn't mind galactic influence. Cultural exchange is normal. Especially in such an interconnected galaxy. Mother simply wants to ensure that our culture isn't erased in the face of that exchange. She also seeks to bring in fresh blood and ideas... I suspect it's part of why she's so eager to ally with Humanity. Humans are very different from the Apuk in many ways. Ways that we are traditionally... lacking perhaps is the term. Forged together we would form a mighty alloy. Besides there's lots of entertaining facets of Human culture that many apex species are coming to enjoy, and the Apuk are no different."

Aqi leans in and whispers conspiratorially in Jerry's ear.

"Mother has been watching human action movies recently, and enjoying them quite a bit. I'm expecting her to ask me about buying a gun for target practice any day now."

Jerry nearly stops dead. The Empress had been watching action movies?

"...I need to know which action movies your mother's been watching and enjoying. I can probably recommend some good ones. Plus if she wants a pistol, we'd be honored to make her a custom pistol as a gift. The Undaunted embassy would be happy to provide support from lessons to fresh ammunition."

"I'm sure she'd enjoy that... Now where are... Ah." 

Aqi stiffens slightly, shifting into the more formal princess persona as they come into view of a central part of the garden within the Sun Room. Two well dressed Apuk women and a small group of what appear to be assistants are waiting for them, and they all curtsy more or less in unison.

The first Apuk woman, wearing a simple black suit with a skirt and heels nonetheless stood out like a supernova. The seemingly plain outfit was more than just black. This was a deep, true black, and on getting closer little gem stones glimmered like stars in the void, and it set off her orange red hair to such pitch perfection that it was impressive to see.

The other woman in charge was a study in contrasts, her far more traditional gown covered in flourishes and a mix of colors that somehow all came together to create an effect that was very pleasing to the eye. All crowned by an elaborate blonde hairdo that wouldn't have looked out of place at the Palace of Versailles once upon a time.

The first woman steps forward, hand to chest and offers another slight bow. "Your highnesses. Mas'Lejn, tailor to the Imperial household. May I say m'lady it is a pleasure to see you again, and to meet you m'lord."

Mas'Lejn straightens up and steps aside, and the more overly done up woman steps forward and offers another curtsy.

"Your highnesses, Vera'Zim, mistress of the House of Zim clothier and appointed Imperial dressmaker. I have not had the honor of clothing her highness before, but I am quite pleased at receiving the commission. It's not often I get to do a proper wedding dress anymore."

Mas'Lejn steps forward again. "With the introductions out of the way, let us begin. We have a fair bit of work to do, and all of our time is precious."

The Imperial tailor claps twice, and two assistants move to close and activate the last panels of a ring of privacy screens, supplementing the ring of trees around them.

Jerry looks around, perhaps waiting for another layer of privacy screens to start separating him from Aqi, and on not seeing one finally asks.

"I take it there's no taboo among the Apuk about seeing one's bride before the wedding night? Or at least not seeing the dress?"

Vera'Zim chuckles. "Heavens no! How would we ensure the bride, or brides and groom all look their best together? Besides, weddings usually occur after a marriage in many senses. More literally these days perhaps." She gestures to a scanner pad and guides Aqi forward. "If her highness could step here and stay very still."

Jerry steps forward onto the second scanner pad unbidden and earns a chuckle from Mas'Lejn.

"Picking it up in a hurry I see. You might be even more troublesome to clothe than the Princess you know. We've had quite the debate on how exactly to dress you just to start."

Jerry almost nods but remembers he's supposed to stay still while the scan starts up.

"I take it my own dress uniform won't do?"

Mas'Lejn nods. "I actually consulted with the Undaunted Navy's protocol office and we agree that as this is an Imperial ceremony, Apuk style clothing with Undaunted insignia is more appropriate. I designed the newest uniforms for the Imperial armed forces, and tailor uniforms when appropriate to the Imperial household, which is where I met Princess Aquilar'Victae before. So we'll develop an appropriate dress uniform for you. You'll wear your Undaunted decorations on the chest and your rank on the lower part of the sleeves. With the traditional rank marker for a Princess in Imperial service on your collar, a simple crown insignia, with stars to indicate officer rank."

Mas'Lejn steps to the side and gestures to her assistants who each take out a tool and begin doing some work or another.

"The biggest fuss was whether to name you as an honorary Prince Captain or Prince Colonel in the navy or marines respectively. You'll further be named to a post or ship as a sponsor and 'honorary' unit commander to an Apuk military unit. This is what would normally happen for a Princess with a military background you see. So we're treating you like anyone else with your experience."

"So what's this crown insignia look like?"

Mas'Lejn shrugs. "It's just a stylized crown, with a Cinder Tongue ‘I’ device in your case as you're titled as a family member of the Imperial household, and aren't a battle prince. Yet anyway. You'll see in a second. Perhaps we'll work out a specific, distinct design for men, it's a rare enough occurrence we simply don't have one you see. You don't even want to hear about the debate going on about that in the Imperial Household Agency. It's riled the bureaucrats up something fierce let me tell you!"

"Thankfully, her highness's dress is far less complicated on a protocol front."

Vera'Zim notes, walking around Aqi and taking notes, occasionally pulling out a laser measuring tape to confirm one piece of information or another from the scanner.

A beep sounds from each device and Mas'Lejn checks a read out. "Step down please. That's the easy part over with. It will also free you to handle other tasks if we can't get the design and fitting done in a single session... honestly the dress will be the hard part, thankfully highnesses men's wear is fairly straightforward. All the more so as the Prince does not have a tail, which admittedly simplifies the trousers a great amount.”

"Oh I'm sure it does Mas'Lejn." Vera'Zim notes from where she's holding up fabric swatches near Aqi and quietly taking notes. "One of the first non-Apuk men to marry into the Imperial household in a very long time though! It's quite exciting!"

Jerry steps clear as bidden by one of the assistants. "So how does scanning us free us from fittings?"

"I would have thought that obvious. With a little technology we can still get a perfect hand fit using a two stage system. Ladies!" Mas'Lejn calls, and more equipment is broken out of the cases and put into place, including a pair of mannequins already wearing... well a dress uniform for one, and just a brilliant white sash for the other. Satisfied, Mas'Lejn inputs a few commands and projects holographic projections of Jerry and Aqi, mercifully kept modest by censorship tools.

Mas'Lejn steps forward and gestures. "Using these measurements we then modify the mannequins to your exact proportions, we can then begin the full session. The first session is always the longest, especially for a custom dress design. Because of security and privacy concerns, these machines lose their memory on shutdown of your actual measurements, save the ones assigned to the fabric itself, and to the mannequin, that does not store its information digitally, it is modified and then the material is inert until returned to stock. Still potentially useable of course by a determined enemy or... more worrisome frankly, a pervert trying to lech on his highness, but much more difficult than a full model of your bodies..."

Jerry waits for most of the staff's back to be turned before giving Aqi a mischievous look... and the rendition of her body an appreciative glance that sees the princess redden slightly.

Meanwhile Mas'Lejn continues, and the assistants bring up sewing machines... nothing like an earth sewing machine of course, these were large, complex devices that could clearly produce a dress all on their own, but were being paired with a team of Apuk seamstresses and tailors to ensure handcrafted quality with machine steadiness and precision.

"We arrive at last to my first and final order of business with her highness for the day, and then we may begin on the uniform."
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Mas'Lejn strides purposefully up to the brilliant white sash, worn over the right shoulder to the left hip. It glitters delightfully with what Jerry recognized as Aqi's chest candy, her constellation of military awards and decorations, as Mas’Lejn lifts the material off the mannequin, holding it forth for the princess’s inspection.

Aqi leans in closer, eyes going over every detail of the sash with a fine tooth comb before straightening back up with a smile.

"It looks perfect Mas'Lejn. Your service is expert as usual. I must say I'm already liking the look of Jerry's uniform as well... I suspect I'll need to get him to wear it more often in the future. Can we have a few made, ones suited to day wear and even combat if need be?"

Mas'Lejn bows. "Of course, highness. We tried to introduce a few elements from uniforms we were informed the prince wore or earned by the Undaunted protocol office, such slight customization is quite normal for officers of your rank, sir, especially crowned ones. Those that still choose to wear a uniform anyway. It's the stage where a battle princess in Imperial service generally goes back to more traditional dresses for dress occasions. Which is when a rank sash like Princess Aquilar'Victae's is worn."

Jerry turns his attention to his apparent new uniform which had now fully emerged on the form that had taken his shape. It was a deep black, almost as black as Mas'Lejn's own dress, paired with leather knee length boots and a lot of gold, starting with vertical stripes on the outer seam of the trousers more suitable for a flag officer instead of a mere captain. The gold piping was minimal, and his officer's rank was present on the sleeves, but with the stars over the stripes replaced with Apuk stylized crowns.

Working up to the shoulders, the epaulets were mercifully quite plain, only featuring the Imperial crown insignia again. There was one more crown on the left side of the Mandarin style collar. The right held the insignia of an Apuk Naval captain, suggesting that Admiral Vak'Lorish and the Apuk navy had successfully argued that whatever Jerry had been before, he was a naval officer now and would stay that way for the Apuk as well as the Undaunted.

His awards and ribbons were where they were supposed to be. As was a sword belt in the Apuk style, but with the addition of a Sam Browne style strap. Instead of an Apuk war sword, a Marine Corps Mameluke sword had been produced... likely sharpened to a fighting edge where Marine swords were modernly parade weapons if he had to guess.

That left just two mysterious features. Under the sword belt was a rich green sash that had its two ends carefully placed slightly over one another tucked over the sword belt itself... and a neck order that Jerry couldn't quite make out from here.

"Well I have to say I quite like it, even if I dread adding another uniform to the rotation, however Mas'Lejn, I must ask about both the sash, and the neck order. The sash just seems an odd decorative touch, wouldn't it be better to match the bride's sash color wise?"

"Ah I see the misunderstanding. Of course you wouldn't know." Mas'Lejn nods sagely. "Both your sash and the princess's are not ornamental or decorative. They are earned. While it would be quite impressive to earn a white sash, such things are rare. The standard sash for members of the Imperial military is a rich crimson. The wearing of the blue, green and white sashes are controlled by Imperial law. Only someone who submits their war fire to Imperial inspection may wear one. So obviously the custom is nearly extinct outside of Imperial circles."

Mas'Lejn offers the last sentence primly and efficiently, but was clearly giving a world's worth of side-eye to certain individuals on Serbow.

"Few are the nobles, and even fewer of their toy soldiers in their private militaries, that would want to be placed under such a fine microscope by true masters of the Apuk war arts. Likely because many would be found... wanting. I suspect some might not even be able to produce steady blue flames, never mind pure green as you yourself did my prince, and all are an order of magnitude removed from the Princess's demonstration of the white war flame."

Mas'Lejn chuckles before moving around to point to the neck order that was hanging from Jerry's mandarin collar.

"As for this medal, I apologize for ruining the surprise, but I was told you had received your medal from Her Majesty for the interdiction of those dreadful pirates. The Golden Laurel is a medal given specifically to commanders in several grades, you have received the highest grade, implying it is evident to even the most casual observer that your troops are trained, disciplined, commanded, and perform to the highest possible level of the military arts. Usually such a thing comes with a special designation for the unit as well. Royal is one of the more common titles. It really depends on the origin of the unit, but your command is not an Apuk command, hence the Empress is working with your Admiral Cistern to show her appreciation in other ways to your men and women."

"Be nice if someone talked to me about this stuff."

Mas'Lejn curtsies. "My apologies my prince, I am sure it was a miscommunication... or perhaps a matter of priority."

Aqi chuckles. "Or mother is waiting to find out just how many of her subjects end up leaving on your ship before she decides on just how far her generosity extends... I imagine she'll be adding more Apuk troops to your command along with the aerospace fighters."

Jerry nods. "Admiral Cistern already mentioned that to me. Apparently the discussion is still evolving."

The princess nods sagely. "Exactly as I expected. Finding out how many of her loyal troops marry Undaunted men so she can negotiate properly with Cistern. She'll want some of the Undaunted to remain with the Marine security guard detail you've brought for the embassy to the Apuk. Both for cross training purposes, but also so she can keep some of her own marines and sailors in her direct service that she cannot otherwise spare. A delicate negotiation, perhaps best left to the Admiral and my mother to work out... and we will  simply take care of our people when the time comes."

"Fair point, love." Jerry turns back to a now swooning Mas'Lejn.

"Ah love. Truly beautiful to see highnesses, thank you for sharing some of those special early moments in your lives together with us."

Jerry slides just a touch closer to Aqi, playing it up as a slight snuggle and getting an 'Awww' of appreciation from any one watching, but instead whispering...

"I honestly can't tell if she's messing with us."

"Oh no, Mas'Lejn is entirely in earnest. She works exclusively for the Imperial household because she is utterly and completely honest. A little too honest for many nobles, but Mother, who cares not for mere ego, has found her a most faithful and effective servant."

"By the way, when did I submit to an Imperial evaluation of my war fire?"

"I'm one of the evaluating officers as the commander of the Capital military district. Trust me my love, I tasted your flames in detail."

"Why does that sound a bit lewd?"

"It's a double entendre. For ah..."

"That one thing we keep trying to do but we keep getting stopped somehow?"

"Yes that."

"Ahem."

Jerry and Aqi look up from their whispered conversation to find Vera'Zim waiting for their attention.

"Begging their highnesses pardon, and as much as we all might wish to bask in your sheer radiant bliss, and trust me, we do, you're absolutely adorable together!" The well done up Apuk simpers happily. "I believe we have the fabric for her highness's dress... we'll need to spend some time on the actual design, but..."

Vera'Zim drapes a beautiful nearly pure white fabric over her arm that had the slightest blue tint to it. Almost like it was highlighted in blue somehow. Little gems embedded randomly in the fabric added to the effect and made it shimmer in the light. Any light. Something Vera’Zim demonstrates by holding it in different streams of light from above.

“I believe this will look best for her highness’s complexion and eyes.”

Jerry looks back at Aqi... and finds her lit up like a Christmas tree as she looks at the fabric, seemingly shimmering with her own light as she gingerly reaches out to caress the silk like material.

"It's perfect!"

"Excellent Princess, please come this way, the girls will help you start going through basic dress forms... and a few archives of more... exotic designs."

Jerry watches with a bemused smile on his face as Aqi goes with a few of the attendants, practically floating along.

"Huh. I didn't know that heroine sparkles were an actual thing."

Vera'Zim shushes him with a wave, also clearly amused.

"Oh let her have it. I know it's different on your world, young man, but you have to remember something. Even on your world every girl dreams of her wedding day, no?"

"...When I was a boy they certainly did."

"It is a special day after all, even out in the galaxy. Meeting someone to bond with, hopefully share your life with in some way, even if that's just clan ties and children. All the more special if you get the chance to well and truly fall in love with someone. Well something to keep in mind... the Princess? She's been waiting for you for several centuries. Over three hundred of your standard Earth years... waiting for you. I say you, because I'm not sure another man exists who could satisfy the condition she placed on her hand... while rejecting sorcerers on the whole. A very interesting young woman."

"I understand that. I mean, hell I'm looking forward to this. The big day's a special one for both of us. Even if she's one of twenty in our family, she's still one in a trillion."

Vera'Zim peers a bit closer. "Ah there it is... I was a bit worried you were somewhat cynical, and might dull that beautiful shine your princess is generating. I apologize young man, I can see what I was looking for very clearly now. Ah, young love. Truly a rare thing to see, even beyond and above your obvious growing friendship and intimacy."

Jerry chuckles. "Not to worry Vera'Zim, I'm sure you've been protective of many of your charges over your years."

"I am indeed, it's one reason I'm so sad I get very few wedding dress commissions these days. Perhaps your wedding will serve to remind the people of Serbow what marital, not martial, joy looks like so I have a new generation of young brides to shepherd."

"While I can't promise that, I can promise that anyone that tries to dull the shine on my princess, any of them, is going to wish the Empress herself was sorting them out instead."

"Ooh, there's the fire!" Vera'Zim chuckles. "Maybe there's something to the theory that Humans are an Apuk offshoot after all. I would suggest, my dear prince, you go sit down and summon some tea. Your bride will be awhile I suspect, before we call for your input, but Vera'Zim swears on her honor, the honor of her house and the honor of her daughters, that we shall deliver your bride a dress worthy of the fairy tale you have found yourselves in."

While Jerry had been duly warned... he wasn't sure anyone could have predicted the length of the first, and mercifully last, fitting, but at the end of the hours long session, with the sun dropping and the moon rising Aqi had her dress. She also had a mysterious package of something he'd been sent to the far end of the ring of trees while Aqi had selected whatever it was. He suspected that while the wedding dress itself was fair game, wedding night lingerie was still supposed to be a surprise for the groom.

"Goddess's eight spines I'm exhausted." Aqi groans. 

The dress and the first of Jerry's uniforms were safely tucked away in their closets, along with the mysterious package of totally not lingerie.

They'd eaten a light meal during the fitting, but even with the special mannequins, they had to do a lot of fitting and standing to ensure the wedding dress and his specific wedding uniform were exactly as they should be, and snapped on and off with axiom without a hitch... and were impossible to remove without the right axiom signature. Something that struck Jerry as slightly dangerous but also rather practical in avoiding pranks or scandals, even if the axiom of it all was a bit beyond him.

In a few moments, Aqi's stripping down and revealing today's excellent lingerie, a black lacy number that framed her assets perfectly, and managed to be classy instead of just lewd. A bustier style top that supported her chest actually managed to emphasize her trim waist more somehow, ensuring her tight core was highlighted, even covered as it was by silk and lace. Further down a traditional garter belt and stockings framed panties that were, in short, breathtaking on her, even with her tail getting in the way of the view somewhat.

Victoria would kill to get an Angel like this one, and Jerry can't help but admire her in all her glory as a touch of axiom sends her unmentionables floorward, revealing the even more inspiring sight of Aqi au naturale… before another touch of axiom settles her favorite gauzy nightgown over her shoulders, the hemline reaching down to her ankles and returning her beauty to just little flashes under the material. He admires his bride for another long moment before stripping down himself and pulling on a pair of silk gym shorts he liked to sleep in.

"Your gaze was... very intense, my prince."

Aqi murmurs as she slides into the large four poster bed that she'd slept in her entire adult life. Because apparently doing anything not like a fairy tale princess was utterly anathema to her.

Jerry slides in next to her, pulling her warm body into his arms, savoring the contrast between cool silk sheets and sheer Apuk body heat.

"Did you not want me to look?"

"No... I did... I just..."

Aqi yawns as she gives the crook of Jerry's neck a sleepy nuzzle.

"I almost felt a bit shy. Sometimes when I'm with you I feel like a school girl all over again, and then I have to pinch my tail to make sure you're real, that this is all real and not just some beautiful dream I'll wake up from eventually."

"No can do princess, wedding or no wedding, you're stuck with me now."

Jerry yawns in turn, exhaustion washing over him like a wave in the desert. Another long, busy day where the most they could do was hold each other and share a few loving kisses. Sure a little axiom could get them back on their feet... but both of them wanted Aqi's first time to be as special as everything else had been so far. There was no need to rush, much as they wanted to... but damned if the interferences preventing them from doing certain things at their own pace wasn't frustrating.

"Tomorrow..." Jerry murmurs, sleep dragging him under.

"Mhmm?"

"Let's shower together. Or take a bath together. Wash each other, then find some nice hot water and just soak."

"Y-You know what'll happen if we try to do anything." Aqi yawns again, clearly she'd been dead on her feet.

"So we won't try anything. Just love on each other a bit. See if we can get away with a little more intimacy."

"Mhmm. I... would like that..."

With a final nuzzle Aqi drifts off to sleep. That she was the larger of the two as the 'held' partner was something Jerry would have found amusing if she wasn't so damn adorable. So he tucks his chin over the crown of her head, pulls her just a little bit closer, and joins his Princess in sleep.
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It was another in a seemingly unending series of long days.

Jerry does his best to take notes, sketching things out scout sniper style to help himself visualize the ceremony he and Aqi were being briefed on. Something he'd discount entirely and do everything he could to beg out of the situation if it wasn't their wedding. For what was supposed to be a mercifully direct ceremony, the walk through and explanation had taken what felt like a decade, but was actually more like a few hours.

"So as we discussed highnesses, you'll both start at these points opposite to each other, and when signaled light your torch with your strongest war flame. It is rather exciting that his highness can in fact light his own torch. If he could not, we would change the ceremony and start you together, with you holding both torches and the princess lighting them, to symbolize cooperation and the binding of each other's flame a bit earlier in the ceremony. Then you'll proceed on cue down the path marked out by flames..."

Jerry tunes the Imperial household agency flunky out again. They'd walked through the ceremony six times now, and while Jerry felt it was a rather beautiful ceremony, it wasn't that complex. Light a bonfire together, exchange ritual drinks in front of said fire, exchange vows, and kiss. Done.

It was interesting that the ritual exchange of drinks wasn't native to the Apuk ceremony, but something the Imperial Household Agency had pulled out of numerous Human marriage rites in an attempt to give the ceremony a Human element. To honor both heritages of the people being bound instead of just the Apuk princess who was rightfully the star of the show on Serbow.

It was, however, a bit hard to concentrate on all this. Because finally, Jerry and Aqi were going to get a chance for a little free time. The bulk of the Bridger family was coming down from orbit on the Olympia right now, unless Jerry's watch was off. 

There would be some time to enjoy a little family fun with some of Aqi's sisters and cousins at what amounted to a welcoming party in the palace gardens. Low key by Imperial standards... which meant family only.

Mercifully.

It also meant that casual clothing was allegedly the order of the day.

Jerry wasn't entirely sure what casual wear was in this context. He'd been provided a light suit without a collar that looked like a mix of a business suit and a Chinese martial artist's outfit. Admittedly though, the black outfit with its subtly embroidered human style dragon designs that glowed as green as war fire when the light hit them made the ensemble look slick.

Aqi was wearing a slightly... lighter? dress than normal it seemed. A few less layers of silk, a bit less of a poof to the skirt that certainly appeared to be more comfortable to move around in. It's nothing Jerry would call casual, but he figured it was a combination of an Apuk thing and a princess thing and was willing to leave it at that.

"Highness, are you paying attention?"

The stuffy imperial functionary was nearly identical to the rest of the strutting creatures that occupied the Imperial Household Agency and staffed the Imperial bureaucracy. Jerry was half convinced they were all clones of the same ancient battle ax of a majordomo, still toiling away somewhere, pleased with herself over her many millennia of service.

Jerry's response is forestalled by the scream of engines as the Olympia passes through the palace shields and heads towards one of the upper landing pads, near the gardens, giving Jerry a life line and a way out and he seizes that life line like a starving wolf seizing a steak from an ancient human hunter.

"Yes madam, I believe we've reviewed the ceremony in detail, please forward a copy of all relevant details to myself and the Princess. Unfortunately we have another pressing appointment that we have to rush to immediately and can't possibly be delayed. Thank you for your excellent work. Good day."

Without another word he takes Aqi's arm and strides out of the pavilion at the far end of the garden, racing towards the landing pad. Vera and the girls immediately fall into step, the four bulky Horchka and their ceremonial equipment drowning out the Imperial functionary as Jerry's cloak settles into place around his shoulders.

"I've been waiting for you to learn this lesson." Aqi grins, clearly fighting back laughing at the hapless functionary's expense. "You're wearing the crown around here, the bureaucrats and other functionaries can't really cause much trouble beyond the trouble you permit them to cause. It's a critical survival skill that everyone in the Imperial family needs to figure out on their own. Thankfully as the Crimson Tear is a warship, they tragically will not be able to send such a busy body along with us."

Jerry chuckles, both at the advice and at the firm 'or else' implied in Aqi's tone.

"I suppose that makes sense, and I agree. Only so much room on a ship built for twelve thousand after all... though we might really need to start looking at population regulation and setting a home port to offload some dependents if the crew and Marines bring home enough Apuk wives."

With another chuckle, he looks back over his shoulder at Vera.

"Vera, Sheryen, you girls doing okay?"

Vera, Sheryen, Vilka and Meela, the Horchka warriors who make up 2nd squad, and Jerry's usual honor guard straighten up just a bit, almost as pleased with themselves as the Imperial flunkie that was eating their dust at present. They all exchange glances and Vera, nominally the leader, answers..

"Highness..."

Jerry doesn't even look back, just casually throws a knife hand over his shoulder at Vera.

"Don't you even start."

"My lord then."

"...I suppose this is what it's taken to soften me to that title. Go on then. I know it'll make you girls day if I finally yield to that."

"Only a little my lord. Anyway the girls and I were talking using our group chat. Implants make guard duty in a completely secure area a lot less boring like that... and well. I don't think it's possible for any of us to be having a better time."

Aqi glances back over her shoulder. "I wish I knew what you used to motivate these women that they enjoy guard duty."

Vera beams back at the Princess. "Highness, it's very simple. We've been taken from the bottom rung of the Horchka warrior caste and elevated to not just joining a warrior cult, but the first of our concept of knights in probably a dozen generations... and now we're the sworn knights of literal royalty! Just when I think our lord can't make things better for us, that my life can't get better until I decide to have kids... then he goes and marries a Princess. Now we're here, getting to strut in our household uniforms, escorting our lord, and we're getting respected by the Imperial guard. Not the battle princesses of course, I mean the regular infantry! They look at us with respect. Some of them even look at us with envy!"

Vera lapses into silence for a moment considering.

"...And I just. I can't help but think about how much I love his lordship for everything he's done for us. For me! I mean I owe him my life. I didn't have a father, and most fathers can't do anything like what he can, but I can't help but feel that there's a familial affection there that makes me feel like I can cut stars out of the sky with my sword for how amped up it gets me. He does so much for us, it makes me want to do more for him, and by extension, you and the rest of the clan."

Aqi chuckles into her hand daintily.

"Such honest affection from vassal to lord is inspiring indeed." She looks over at Jerry with a smile. "If your regular soldiers care for you even a tenth of what your sworn warriors do, then the Crimson Tear's embarked troops could probably seize an entire star system on their own."

Sheryen nods sagely. "No question there highness. Everyone loves the skipper. He doesn’t ask anything of us, he doesn't ask of himself, is fair in how he keeps order and is more than happy to come sweat with the grunts to remind them he’s not just a stuffed shirt. I imagine we'll only be more dangerous after this stop with all the new Apuk aboard."

The little group turns into the gardens, Aqi still not quite paying attention to where she's going when she's in such a familiar space.

A sudden loud bark forestalls any further conversation as Mikasa, and Fenrir barrel past at full tilt with Nezbet’s new Doberman puppy, Maximus in hot pursuit. The three energetic pups were clearly enjoying the opportunity to run around and play in a more or less completely natural environment. 

The massive Fenrir, puppy that he still is, makes a turn too sharply, then loses his balance somewhat and manages to run square into Aqi before rebounding and tearing off after Mikasa, and now Maximus, who had taken advantage of Fenrir stumbling to surge ahead, his whip-like tail acting like a rudder to help him steer as the much larger dire wolf’s claws dig into the carefully cultivated grass of the garden to fling himself forward.

Aqi, knocked off balance by the surprise impact, shifts her weight to recover, sending the princess staggering for a step, until the point of one of her high heels catches on a cobblestone and sends her falling towards stone and grass! A fall that’s immediately arrested as Jerry scoops his most recent bride into his arms, cape swirling behind him as he straightens up and helps Aqi back to her feet to a smattering of light applause from the people already occupying the garden.

"Spines of the goddess!" Aqi chuckles, more surprised than anything. "What in the world was that?"

Jerry pulls the Princess a bit closer, arm still around her waist.

"Stay close for safety Princess, can't have you falling for me all over again. As to what it was... that would be Mikasa, Fenrir and Maximus, our family pets... I'm surprised Cindy wasn't on Mikasa's back actually. Normally she's riding the smaller of the dogs like a human would a horse."

Jerry looks back at the Paladins, and finds all four women leaning in around Vera as she quickly pulls her communicator out.

"Vera... please... for the love of the goddess tell me you got that image!" Vilka tries to moderate the excitement in her voice just a little bit, the 'youngest' of the paladins was more easily excitable just to start.

"I got it!"

Vera straightens up and shows the screen to the girls, to a chorus of happy noises, then turns to show the screen to Jerry and the Princess. She’d gotten a picture perfect capture of Jerry scooping Aqi into his arms, cape flying out behind him like they'd posed it.

"Straight out of a romance novel!" Vera beams. "I knew integrating a body camera into my low profile armor would be useful someday."

Aqi leans in a bit, clearly enjoying being held even lightly to get a better look. "An excellent shot, please send me a copy of that image."

"I'll add you to the folder highness. We've got a whole file of photos of our lord doing something cool or impressive."

Jerry feels his cheeks redden slightly.

"...When did you girls start doing that?"

Vera suddenly remembers that Jerry was in fact right there.

"Oh. Uh... I accidentally took a photo of you saving me back in the Alaqin system. It was a really cool photo. Some of the other girls got some other good ones there. So we decided to start a shared folder for cool unit images, but it mostly ended up being of you. Sir."

"...I can't tell if you're my bodyguards or a team of the galaxy's most heavily armed fan girls."

"In Vera's case? Definitely both." Sheryen chuckles.

Deeper in the garden a whine and a familiar voice draws everyone's eyes back to the group they were meeting. Syl had Fenrir by the ear and was wagging a finger in his face as she lectures him, telling him off for nearly knocking the princess off her feet more like she was correcting a child than an animal.

"Seems Syl has the discipline situation in hand." Jerry notes wryly as they start forward again.

"Oh I hope she's not too harsh, honestly he just surprised me as much as anything. If I'd been paying proper attention I'd have been fine."

"Well let's go over and introduce you and see if we can save Fenrir from getting his hide tanned."
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Jerry takes Aqi by the arm and leads her deeper into the garden, smiling brightly... as Syl looks up and shakes a finger at Jerry.

"Oh no you don't! You don't get to save this oversized throw rug of a monster! Not this time Jeremiah! He has to learn to behave properly! Before he reaches his full size! Even half his full size!"

Aqi chuckles. "Sylindra, please, I'm fine. It was just an accident."

Syl shakes her head fiercely. "I'm glad you're alright, but I'm not worried about you, if you'll forgive me. You are an Apuk and a battle princess at that. It takes more than this overgrown mutt to hurt you. I'm worried about him hurting Cindy by accident! Or one of the other babies!"

Jerry moves over and embraces Syl from behind and kisses the irate vixen's cheek. "He's a baby himself darling, I know your maternal instincts are roaring, but please relax. He's normally well behaved. Clearly he hasn't had enough of a chance to play recently with me stuck planetside, the Den is nice but with all of us busy I doubt he's been able to romp with Mikasa and his pack at the park as much as he needs. He's a growing hair ball after all."

Growing was a mild understatement on Jerry's part. Fenrir was shooting up like a weed, matching, then exceeding the older Mikasa's rate of growth as well as outstripping his own litter mates. He was, as best as the veterinarian aboard the Tear could tell, on a similar growth pattern to a tiger cub... which meant he'd get big, fast. Then throttle back and reach his full size at around three years old. 

He'd be fighting fit before that of course, but still... It was one thing to look at the simulations Syl had done that had said this would happen. It was another thing to see the great golden eyed beast go from a large hairball to a long legged monster that was already larger than many breeds of dog on Earth in real time.

Jerry kneels down and the sheepish puppy comes and settles on his haunches in front of his master, lifting his head to get scratches behind his broad, fluffy ear.

"You gotta be more careful Fenrir."

Jerry chides the puppy gently, getting a whine in reply as Fenrir hangs his head, doing his best to communicate contrition.

Aqi leans over her husband's shoulder, inspecting the strange animal. "So this is a dog then?"

"A wolf really, Mikasa, and Maximus, the smaller puppies over there with the little Kohb girl, Cindy, are dogs."

Jerry offers, as he guides Aqi to extend her hand towards the puppy.

"They look quite similar though? Mikasa at least. Maximus is clearly different from the other two in shape." 

Aqi notes, cocking her head slightly, letting Fenrir sniff at her a bit before giving her hand a happy lick. Then reaching to start scratching behind his ear.

"That's a specific choice in how Mikasa's breed of dogs were bred. They were specifically set to resemble their Lupine ancestors. Maximus is a Doberman Pinscher, a specific breed of domesticated dog bred as guard and watch animals. Their look is supposed to be intimidating and communicate how alert and intelligent they are. Fenrir here is... something a bit more than just a wolf, Mikasa and Maximus’s ancestors. He'll likely top out at well over five hundred pounds, into the weight class of some of the largest land predators back on Earth. He can also use axiom as naturally as any other galactic animal can in their minor, instinctive ways. We haven't started training it, but he should automatically be able to infuse his own strength and speed, and the axiom should keep him fairly tough as well. He can't quite take a bite out of armor plate, but once we pair them with armor, they'll be able to batter their way through anything they can't bite through."

"Truly a marvelous war beast!" Aqi smiles, giving Fenrir more pats and scritches as he pushes his head in against her hand. "Such soft fur as well! Husband! You should add to our plans for this world. These would make marvelous pets for the Apuk! Especially if they are as hardy as you say! As pack animals I'm sure they'd be quite protective of their family's young too... yes. Perhaps give them an axiom brand to help with fire immunity and I could see them being absolutely exceptional pets!"

A familiar boisterous laugh booms out across the garden as Jaruna joins them, leading a few more of the Bridgers as they start to bring a good chunk of the family's children to a prepared playpen. It was the first time many of the Bridger infants had seen sky, and even the sleepiest of them were quickly becoming more active, with Little Inara, James and Indra immediately crawling off to explore the confines of their newly expanded world under Sharon's watchful eye. The slender human woman was resting a hand on her now slightly doming stomach as she clearly tries to hold back intervening or flinching at some perceived but utterly non-existent danger as James leads his sisters off on their little adventure.

Jaruna chuckles and jerks her head over at Sharon.

"Hormones are hitting Sharon like a truck as you can see. I think adopting Indra gave her a serious jump start on where she'd be naturally."

Jerry reaches out and gives Jaruna's own lightly doming stomach a fond stroke through the silk dress she'd selected for the day.

"Not you though, love?"

"Nah not yet. The only thing I'm feeling is fat, this little war lady is going to be a big girl already I can just damn tell."

Aqi glances around a bit as a few more of the Bridger girls come down the path from where Olympia was docked, this time organized by the petite Firi, as baskets of food were brought in before looking away with a bit of a blush on her face.

"You okay Aqi?" Jerry asks, wondering after his newest wife.

"Oh! Uh. Fine. I'm fine. I just. I was wondering where my sisters are, I'm sure they'll be bringing a few more family members with them and I-"

"Caught yourself fantasizing about your turn and are embarrassed about it." Jaruna interrupts, nodding sagely. "That's the hormones alright. Between your own imprint, our hormones, and all the instinctual signs of a healthy mate, safety, abundant resources, all that, your body's probably screaming for a clutch, you just don't realize that's what it wants yet. Instincts are funny like that."

"Oh. Goodness. I ah... heh. It is a warm day today isn't it?"

Aqi's got heat coming off her in waves now, her internal temperature ramping up as she's exposed to Jaruna for the first time.

"Jaruna by the way. One of your new sisters if that's not obvious."

"Oh, I know who you are of course, Lady Jaruna. I saw the footage of your first date with our husband, you are truly a skilled combatant. I'm quite lucky to have such talented and competent sisters across the board. Such diverse skills too. It can occasionally be a problem in Imperial families that all the core wives are warriors. While it might have been fine in the days of yore, these days, having a diverse plethora of skills can be very beneficial for a family... so there's been programs developed to quietly reward exceptional or talented members of the Imperial military or general Apuk society with a chance to join what amounts to an Imperial matchmaking service. It's ah... something we generally keep quiet as we don't want people to try to game the system and end up married to one of my brothers or brothers in law without sufficient merit."

"Aw shucks it was just a little rumble in a plaza. From everything Masha's told us about you, and your bout with Jerry, you're hell for leather in a fight yourself. We'll have to have a spar or three once I'm no longer 'in a delicate condition' as they say. The Talasar Spire was well worth dropping on, but I'm well into the risky zone for a pregnancy for Cannidor now so I gotta take it easy, much as it pains my soul to do so. I'll just have Jerry make up for it by massaging my feet and telling me how beautiful I look knocked up with his spawn. Always makes me feel like a queen."

Jaruna smacks Jerry on the back and steps over towards the table that Firi and the girls were starting to fill up with food.

"Scuse me. Need to see if I can snag a snack before we eat."

Aqi and Jerry share a look in Jaruna's wake as the giant alien warrior woman moves away, her tail swishing as she goes.

"You were right husband, there really is no exaggerating about Lady Jaruna."

"No, there really isn't. She's something else... but then, all of you are in my books."

"You really do spoil us, you know my love. Maybe I'm just... new to this still. We haven't even had our ceremony yet and I doubt I'll shake off my newlywed sparkles for quite some time, but I just... the casual way you compliment us, as a group or individual, the way you look at any of the girls... or me. It just... it makes my heart race every time and I don't even... goodness. There's just so much love, and such variety! It makes me want to write a new book! Or do something to tell people about what I'm so blessed to have, not to boast but just because my heart feels like it's going to burst and I..."

Aqi quiets down, blushing hard again.

"I ah... perhaps I said too much."

Sylindra chuckles, ears wiggling in the gentle breeze. "Ah, no my dear you're fine. In fact, you're almost making me feel nostalgic Aquilar."

"Nostalgic for the other week when you were talking quite similarly about much the same subject as we danced at the end of a date?" Jerry asks, grinning over at his first among equals.

"I-I." Syl's ears wiggle violently again. "...M-Maybe. I suppose it's hard to say the honeymoon phase wore off at some point when our incorrigible husband is determined to treat us like queens."

"You are queens to me, and it's a husband's duty to ensure his wives feel like the most special woman in the galaxy. Having to do that twenty times over is certainly a challenge, but I'm a goddamn United States Marine. Challenges are something that happens to other people."

Aqi stops dead and shares a look with Syl.

"I'm writing that down."

"Honestly I'd be disappointed if you didn't."

The two women giggle for a moment before a loud voice interrupts them from across the courtyard.

"Aquilar'Victae you are a vision!"

The source of the voice is a surprisingly petite Apuk woman in a fine dress, her tiara glittering in her golden blonde hair. A silver pauldron, one of the many options for a badge of office for Empress’s personal guards marked her out as an elite among even the battle princesses, as did her short stature once one understood the ways of the Apuk. The smaller you were as an adult, the more confident you were, meaning, directly, the more lethal you were.

Aqi looks up with a grin, recognizing the other woman’s voice immediately.

“Auntie Ari!”

The older battle princess looks around. “Guess I’m the first one here besides the staff helping and your new family! Oh little flame how bright you’ve grown!”

The doting older woman races across the garden and gives Aqi a bear hug that really didn’t seem like it should be possible considering their differences in stature. Before they both straighten up and laugh, setting their dresses back to a more proper state.

Both women turn to face Jerry and Syl, and Aqi gestures to the blonde.

“Darling, Sylindra, allow me to please introduce my godmother, Battle Princess Ari’Char, of my mother’s personal guard.”

Ari’Char offers them a textbook Apuk curtsy, which Jerry returns with a bow, and Syl mirrors.

“A pleasure to meet you, your highness, m’lady. A pleasure to meet you at last I should say, I’ve been so excited to see who Aqi would eventually bring home! She’s always been a bit picky you know… and particular. Even when she was a babe in arms and I was helping her mother with her clutch she was just a little fussy about finding what she clearly considered the right way. The right bit of food. The right toy. The right sunbeam to nap in. It only got worse as she grew up. The sheer bull headed determination she applied to everything in her life! Hah! I wish I could figure out how to make my own daughters half as determined as she is, and my daughters are no slouches I assure you!”

Aqi does her best to keep a stricken expression off her face as her godmother does what older not-quite relatives do best and embarrasses her with tales from her childhood as Jerry listens politely to the veteran warrior.

Then something kicks over in his mind. Her clan name. ‘Char…’

“I’m sorry princess, but did I catch your clan name right? Char? You wouldn’t happen to be a relation to the sorcerer Brin’Char would you?”

Ari’Char nods happily. “I most surely am. Brin’Char is my husband.”

“Well. That’s actually extremely convenient. Sylindra? Could you message Masha? I think she’s still up at the Olympia. We have that gift we were going to consign to the Imperial household agency to deliver to Brin’Char. Seems we can skip that step.”

“A gift for my husband? Well now I’m interested to hear all about it!”
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Seating was found and a servant from the Imperial staff brought a cool Apuk broth tea around to everyone... supplemented with the Southern style sweet tea and certain Earth fruit juices that the more omnivorous of the Bridger girls had figured out they'd enjoyed over the months.

"So you say you have a present for my husband, your highness?" Ari'Char, another larger than life Apuk battle princess sized personality condensed into a body that doesn't clear 5'8" in heels asks from where she'd seated herself next to Aqi.

Jerry holds up a hand. "Please, just Jerry. There's enough royal titles around that people are liable to get confused, and since you are family of one sort or another I'd rather avoid undue formality."

"Jerry it is then!" Ari smiles. "Still, I must know! How did you come into contact with my Brinny?"

"I actually haven't spoken with him directly. He recorded a lesson for the Hidden Village sorcerers some time back. I studied it extensively, and I believe it was critical to making a good showing of myself to Princess Aquilar'Victae in our bout."

"Good showing nothing! She should have wiped the floor with you! A non-sorcerer keeping up with a battle princess? Nearly unheard of! I know Humans value humility, but that's a feat worth boasting about Jerry."

Jerry shakes his head. "The only thing worth boasting about from that fight is my latest bride."

Ari and Aqi exchange a look.

"...Goddaughter."

"Yes, godmother?"

"Does he really just... do that? He's not trying to impress me?"

"He really just does that. Constantly. Deflects immediately into lauding and praising a wife who's relevant to the praise he really does deserve to receive."

"Goddess's shell, no wonder you're practically glowing." Ari'Char laughs. "Still, my husband will be glad to know his little crown busting class served you well... still you say you studied it extensively, how long did you prepare for your duel with my little Aqi?"

Jerry cocks his head for a moment, considering.

"...Pretty much since I heard the bout would happen. I trained at least daily with my wife Masha'Nelindra..."

"Another fine warrior in her own right." Ari'Char notes.

"...And another of my wives, Cascka, an extremely talented adept. I wanted to ensure I made a good showing of myself. No one would blame me for losing... but I'm not a man accustomed to losing in a fight. So I wanted to at least ensure the Princess remembered our fight for a long time and that I made a proper effort at both upholding the honor of my command, and the traditions of our new allies."

"Hmmm... so you trained to defeat my little flame daily for... at least half a year?" Ari asks, clearly running some numbers in her head.

"Barring combat operations and getting stuck working, yes Ari'Char. Approximately six months of devoted training to try and score a draw, if not defeat, the princess."

A blushing Aqi buries her face in her hands.

"Goddaughter. He's doing it again." Ari'Char notes.

"I know. It's amazing." Replies a muffled Aqi. "It makes me feel so damn special I could scream!"

Jerry decides to not remind the two women that he hadn't even known Aqi was the commander of the Imperial military district for literally that entire period. After all, Aqi herself was fairly sure she'd had prophetic dreams about him, and he had spent all that time working out how to defeat the Commander of the Imperial military district, who had happened to be the Princess. Putting those two things together seemed to support Aqi's deterministic view of their marriage. That she'd quite literally been looking for him specifically.

He wasn't sure things shook out like that in the metaphysics... but he didn't want to argue either.

Sometimes the fiddly bits of a situation really didn't matter that much as long as your wife was happy.

An important lesson for any married man to learn.

A down right crucial lesson for a man with twenty delightfully different and unique wives.

The sound of Masha's boots on stone pulls Jerry from his musings as she tromps up the path to the part of the garden they'd be spending the day in.

"Hey folks I- Oh! Princess Ari'Char! I suppose I should have guessed it'd be you around ma'am."

Ari nods her head regally from where she's sitting next to Aqi before hoisting her tea cup in greeting more like it was a tankard of beer.

"Masha'Nelindra, another vision of Apuk beauty... and gravid to boot! Such a brash hot head when I visited your training camp... That was quite some time ago wasn't it?"

"Before I joined the Imperial military, yes ma'am."

"Then got drummed out via your Aunt's influence as I recall."

"...Well." Masha's face clouds just a bit. "It wasn't just her, I certainly helped myself out the door... but as soon as she started trying to get her hand back on my neck I just..."

"Some people don't appreciate interference or control. Hopefully your honored aunt and my respected colleague has learned that... I doubt she'll ask, but I do hope you find it in your heart to forgive her. Especially now that I think you have well and truly proven your point on what you can do if left to your own devices my dear."

Masha chuckles and takes one of the unoccupied chairs, cradling the gift box she'd brought from the Olympia.

"Aunt Yetena and I made up... even before my husband became an Imperial prince. I have no doubt we are well and truly reconciled now... even if she's probably still in shock about the duel. Frankly she underestimated Humans, even after she saw the Talasar Spire's after action report. She told me as much yesterday."

Ari'Char takes a slow sip of tea. 

"We're never too old to learn in the end. Yetena has received a few valuable lessons, and will be an even better blade sister to me because of it, and for this I am glad. That said, I think all of us underestimated the Empress's new allies... and just what a non-sorcerer Human could do. Sure, we had heard about the oathbreaker Shay'Mari being killed by a Human on that pirate space station she'd fled to... but this was a regulated bout! A proper stand up fight! Hah! I've never seen anything like it! I can't wait to see your first daughter by this man in the Broken Shell tournament Aquilar dear, if they all follow in you and your husband's boot prints she'll be fighting her own siblings for the crown and no others!"

The battle princess laughs daintily into her gloved hand.

"Perhaps we'll have one of those periods where a single family dominates the tournament for a few cycles. Happens every now and then. One sibling after another taking their crown. Always yanks the tails of the other contenders a bit, but seeing such stellar dominance is just delightful to watch."

Masha nods. "Oh! Before I forget." She rises and passes the package to Ari'Char. "It's a bottle of a Earth grain liquor called sake. It has had its alcohol content reduced to be galactic safe, though it is still fairly strong by Apuk standards. Very pleasing on the tongue. We heard from Vernon Shay that Brin'Char appreciates the occasional tipple, as do you and some of your honored sisters, so we thought a bottle to share would work nicely as a token of our appreciation."

Ari'Char takes the package with a smile. "I'll be sure to pass it on. Though Brin'Char would say the bout itself was thanks enough I wager. That a non-sorcerer could adapt his teachings so successfully will be very rewarding. He suspected you had reviewed the information of course, but to have it confirmed will... well as I said, I do believe he shall be quite pleased with himself. To let a man who is no sorcerer stand toe to toe with a battle princess, and as gifted a princess as Aquilar at that! Of course it takes an exceptional pupil to even have a prayer."

Jerry frowns. "Mhmm. I'm displeased with parts of my performance really if I must speak seriously on the subject. I wasn't able to master void related axiom techniques to give myself a hard counter to warfire, and that remains a weakness in my defenses. Fine for a one on one duel I think, but if I were to say, enter the Broken Shell tournament lists, I'd need more than just green warfire and my other tricks. I also want to be able to give Aqi a good fight when she actually stops holding back and that means I need to figure out a counter for the white war flame. I suspect that will take years of study without the help of the Woods.” 

The command turned prince sighs. Sometimes he kind of regretted his decision to not try and make a pact with the Dark Woods, it certainly made some things easier.

“Vernon Shay can tell me things, but I need to actually work through and master it. I lack the intuitive gifts with axiom that he and the other young men who came to your world to be sorcerers of the dark woods have. Being a student of skills, learning how to adapt and use any weapon in any situation makes some axiom use easier, and tech based axiom use is the same as learning any other weapon, but that same discipline can limit the mind set that I think makes Vernon, Koga and the others so successful with axiom."

Ari'Char nods. "Hmmm... and another side of the warrior man from Cruel Space is revealed. You play up the charmer so well it hides the warrior at times I see."

"Men are frequently underestimated by the women of the galaxy, many see a man who loves his wives and children, and don't bother to look deeper, as you have Ari'Char. That mental bias towards ignoring men has proven to be a fatal mistake for many an enemy of the Undaunted... and quite the surprise for some of our allies as well." Jerry says, reaching for his tea.

"Yes we just got a first hand demonstration, first with the Ore-"

"Excuse me!"

A tiny voice interrupts as Cindy Bridger gently tugs on Ari'Char's sleeve. She'd asked for and received a small Apuk style gown of her own and was toothache inducingly cute.

"Mama Firi wanted me to come tell everyone that lunch is ready!"

Cindy beams her bright, toothy smile at everyone before focusing back on Ari'Char.

"Are you my new Momma? You look like a princess and Papa married a princess!"

Ari'Char visibly melts in her chair a little bit before sliding out of the chair to her feet.

"No sweetie, I'm not your new Mama, I'm your new Auntie, I am a princess, but you can just call me Aunt Ari."

"Hi Aunt Ari! I'm Cindy!"

Cindy does her absolute best to imitate a proper Apuk curtsy to a collective "Aww" from all the adults watching. Ari'Char rises and returns the gesture, her own smile matching Cindy's.

"Such a polite girl you are! Your Papa and Mamas have raised you so well Cindy! Tell you what, how about you show me to the food and you tell me what all the nice things your Mama Firi and her sister wives made for lunch today are, then we'll see about finding a little present for your new Mama. Would you like that?"

"Yay! That sounds like fun!"

Showing not even the slightest bit of hesitation or fear, Cindy takes Ari'Char by the hand and starts to lead her over to the food laden table nearby, drawing much of the rest of the Bridger clan along in their wake, leaving Jerry and Aqi alone for a moment.

"Honestly such a strong maternal skill is inspiring to watch isn't it? All the more so when you remember she's one of the most singularly lethal women on this planet."

Aqi nods. "Ari's always been amazing like that. She was a wonderful inspiration and role model growing up, and some of her daughters are basically sisters to me."

Jerry leans over and gently kisses Aqi's cheek. "Shall we get some food my love?"

"Mhmm... I'm not terribly peckish just at the moment. Could we perhaps do something to exercise Fenrir? I'd prefer he be a bit more tuckered out when my sisters finally arrive."

Jerry slowly levers himself out of his chair before taking Aqi's silk covered hand and helping her to her feet.

"I can think of a few things. I'm sure Syl brought some toys from orbit... I'd say we could exercise Mikasa and Maximus as well but..."

Just glancing over reveals Mikasa is shadowing Cindy, likely in hopes of getting something to eat from her diminutive mistress. Maximus is right with them, not quite as attached to Cindy, but happy to snag a snack whenever offered. Fenrir on the other hand seems perfectly happy to hang back with Jerry, seemingly firmly aware of who his master was from seconds after his 'birth'.

Jerry looks around for a moment and finds a bag with the various pet related supplies in them and a collection of nearly every dog's best friend.

Tennis balls.

Jerry grabs a few of the fuzzy green orbs and tosses one to Aqi.

"So a classic way to play with dogs is fetch. It's good exercise for the dog and if they're properly trained they really enjoy it. Fenrir is a big fan of the sport."

Sure enough Fenrir was on his feet, ears forward, tail wagging vigorously at the sight of the tennis balls. Jerry looks around and points towards the depths of the garden, a space which gave Fenrir a good several hundred yards to run without the potential to cause too much trouble. He points down that direction.

"Just throw the ball as hard as you can that way and he'll go get it."

"As hard as I can?"

Jerry nods. "As hard as you can."

The Princess takes hold of her skirts with one hand and winds up more like she's about to throw a grenade. It's only when Jerry feels the softest pull on the local axiom that he realizes he might have miscommunicated slightly.

Aqi pitches the tennis ball down range and Fenrir pivots to start running after it... right as the sound of a small supersonic crack splits the air and the tennis ball, going faster than any tennis ball ever has before disintegrates into flame and ash as it tries valiantly and fails to survive the top speed Aqi is capable of throwing it at.

Fenrir turns towards Jerry and cocks his head, very clearly confused by the disappearance of the ball. This wasn't like when Jerry faked Fenrir out sometimes! He'd seen the ball! It had been in the air! Now it wasn't and there was a funny smell!

"I'm sorry love, I misspoke, maybe a bit more gently. Like this."

Jerry winds up and pitches the ball on a nice long arc through the sky, sending Fenrir scrambling down range at his impressive top speed, eventually leaping up and snagging the hapless green orb out of the sky with his mighty jaws. Fenrir quickly races back and deposits the ball at Jerry's feet without being asked. He knew that if he returned the ball he'd get to play again that much faster!

Aqi finds herself being handed a clean ball from her husband's stash, saving her silk gloves the indignity of lupine slobber.

"Try it like that. You can put some juice into it, Fenrir's plenty fast as you saw, but the ball's mere fabric and rubber in the end."

"Right of course." Aqi blushes a bit, takes hold of her skirt and throws a textbook pitch that has Fenrir dashing well over a hundred yards to keep up with the tennis ball.

"Perfect, that'll get him tired out and behaving properly in no time. After a few more tosses I'll show you how to give the galaxy's best ear scritches."

"I think I'd like that."
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By the time Aqi's sisters arrive, Jerry and Aqi had relocated out of the sun under one of the pavilions, the big brute of a puppy completely tuckered out and smiling as he rests between Jeremiah and Aqi, the new couple enjoying a peaceful moment as introductions were made over yonder.

Neither was in any hurry to get moving, even when food and drink called to them along with the company of family new and old.

It was just so... comfortable. Jerry thinks to himself, holding Aqi's hand just a little bit tighter as he gives Fenrir a fond pat on his broad head.

The monstrous super wolf was very much ready for a long break and some food. Aqi and Jerry had kept him moving hard and he had a lot of weight to move around already. Less of an issue than it would be for an Earth dog or wolf of course. Fenrir could unconsciously tap axiom like many galactic animals. Which was all the more reason to tire him out with plenty of exercise.

It was moments like this that Jerry really reflected on just how damn good he had it.

He gazes over and admires the princess he'd just been bound to, a real, live, no shit princess. As an American and the son of Irish settlers Jerry wasn't much for Earth nobility, but the Empress actually seemed... noble. Unlike many of the august personages who claimed that status back on Earth. His new bride certainly fit the title beautifully.

That he could still be just a little giddy and excited about a marriage, despite this being his twentieth, struck him as a very good thing. He wasn't taking marriage, any marriage for granted yet. He was showing the women in his life proper appreciation as individuals. Valuing their unique contribution to the larger family, and their unique relationship with him.

Some of the girls hadn't wanted a ceremony. Jaruna wasn't fond of rituals, and Cannidor in general weren't much for celebrating marriage. Their concept was focused on the clan more than the marriage, part of the nature of their tribal society that had built itself into a mighty star empire through sheer force of will. Eymali had been too shy. 

Most of the eight Volpir sisters had wanted an individual small ceremony... and by small, literally themselves and Jerry. Vows made, witnessed only by the gods themselves. Syl had wanted a proper wedding and gotten it. Nadi, ever practical, considered consummating the wedding all the ceremony she needed. The list went on, twenty blessed times, and the twentieth was going to be a hell of a thing.

A hell of a surprise too. Jerry grins to himself. They'd kept it quiet so far, but when the night came, the Bridger women were all going to be involved in lighting this particular bonfire off. Aqi had suggested it... and had lied through her teeth to convince the other girls that white was a traditional bridesmaid color in the Imperial household. Even Masha, far from the throne in her own right, didn't have the position to disagree, or even truly suspect that when the time came, twenty one torches would light one of the largest matrimonial bonfires in Serbow's history.

It was a good chance to commemorate all of them. Everything they shared. Everything they worked for. Besides, making it a surprise would make it all the better in some respects.

"Papa!" 

Cindy's voice jars Jerry from the dozy thoughts he'd been having, apparently having slumped on to Aqi's shoulder at some point.

Cindy is all big smiles and bright shiny teeth today, the sweet little toddler positively over Serbow's moon in her Apuk style dress that left her looking like a slightly more literal, if very small, variation on the concept of a dragon princess.

"Hello Cindy, what's Papa's special girl up to?"

"I wanted to come meet my new Mama! Auntie Ari said it'd be good to… in... int..." Cindy screws up her face for a second. "Introduce myself! Then tell you both to come eat and meet the other princesses!"

Cindy peers close at Aqi.

"You are my new Mama, right? I got confused the first time I asked and met Auntie Ari instead! Cause she's a princess too!" Cindy cocks her head, thinking for a moment. "There's a lot of princesses around here."

Aqi chuckles into her hand before reaching out to pat Cindy's head.

"That's right, there are a lot of Princesses here in the palace, and you're right, I am your new Mama. You call me Mama Aqi okay?"

"Okay Mama Princess!"

Cindy beams another of her toothy white smiles, nuzzling into Aqi's hand slightly like a scaly puppy dog, clearly kicking the battle princess square in the maternal instincts with enough force to make Jerry's axiom enhanced punches seem like a caress.

"Your fight with Papa was super cool!"

"Oh! You uh. Watched that did you?" A slightly nervous look crosses Aqi's face.

"Uh huh! I watched it with Auntie Diana while she was playing with me! I got to learn about intelligence operations!"

Jerry arches a brow. Not just at Cindy seeing the fight, but how she struggled with bigger words occasionally but said 'intelligence operations' without so much as a hitch. He might need to have a talk with Diana about that.

"Did you now? Well what did you think Cindy?"

"It was really, really exciting Papa! I dunno why you had to fight Mama Aqi... but Auntie Diana said it was a tr-tradition! She didn't explain it super good, but Apuk really like ta fight! That's what most of my Mamas say! Then you started doing kissy face stuff and fell over at the end! That part was kinda confusing. Like... why did you suddenly start doing kissy face stuff Mama? Weren't you supposed to be fighting? Mama Firi says Kissy face stuff is the opposite of fighting!"

Aqi blushes.

"Ah. Well. I... it. Ahem." 

Aqi coughs into her first, clearing her throat and focusing just a bit to respond properly to the inquisitive toddler.

"Well, to the Apuk, battle is one way we can communicate our most honest feelings to each other. It reveals a lot about who we are as people to us. So I... already admired your Papa. He's smart and wise. Strong and brave. With a heart to equal all his other gifts. I think you already know that right?"

"Uh huh! Papa's the best Papa ever!" Cindy's tail wags a bit, the honesty of a child shining like a sun beam.

Aqi and Jerry manage to cover their hearts melting a bit with a mutual aww as Jerry reaches out and pops Cindy up into his lap before Aqi continues.

"I happen to agree, I suppose... I'd been waiting a really long time to find someone just like your Papa, and when I finally found him... I couldn't hold myself back anymore. I had to communicate what I was feeling to him... and I was tired. Really tired... but even if I wasn't, words only communicate so much. Sometimes, the right touch, like a hug, or a kiss, communicates more than words ever can. So I kissed your papa to tell him I was falling in love with him."

Cindy leans in, clearly hanging on every word.

"Wow!"

Aqi gives Cindy a few more pats.

"Any more questions for me little cinder?"

"Do you have a pony? All the princesses in the Earth stories Papa reads to me has a pony! It's hard on the ship, but one day when I live on a planet again I'm going to get a pony!"

Aqi cocks her head, considers what Cindy had just said for a second then looks over to Jerry.

"Pony... that sounds like English. Is it an animal of some sort, love?"

Jerry nods. "It’s a smaller breed of an animal called a horse, which is a four legged herd animal that humans domesticated many thousands of years ago. Ponies were intentionally bred to be compact and with good temperaments to better serve as working animals, generally in harsh conditions. Over time, and with a lessened need for horses for work, it was discovered that ponies made excellent riding animals for pleasure, especially for smaller people."

"Hmmm... well I might be too big for a pony, and I don't have any riding animals Cindy, but perhaps we can learn how to ride these horses together when your Papa and I decide it's time to settle with your other Mamas. Perhaps we'll even settle here on Serbow! It has a lot of stories about princesses doing exciting things, you know!"

"Really? I haven't gotten to read any princess stories from Serbow yet!"

"Do you like to read Cindy?"

Cindy nods eagerly. "Oh! I really love to read! I read all sorts of books on my own, and lots more with my Papa and Mamas! Oooh! Can I read some books with you too Princess Mama?"

"Of course you can Cindy! I really like to read too, so I'll have to see about getting you some Apuk books to read. I had some books I really loved when I was your age that I think you'll really enjoy. They're all about brave girls coming together to quest against great and ancient evils and fight for all the good in the galaxy!"

"That sounds like fun!"

Jerry chuckles. "Cindy tell Mama Aqi what else you like to read."

"Oh! I like reading about genetic engineering!"

Aqi's eyebrows raise, slightly shocked. "Wait, you stumble over some words but you can say genetic engineering without a hitch?"

"Of course! Mama Nadi says I'm real smart about genetics! I know a whole bunch!"

"You should see the drawing she did of a Shetland Pony's double helix to go with the more normal drawing of a Shetland Pony she did as part of her presentation to ask for one for her birthday. We said yes for the record, it was an excellent presentation... but it has to wait till we set down roots in a decade or two... if Cindy still wants her pony then I'll damn well make sure she has it. In the meantime, we got her a pony plushie that's her favorite thing in the world besides her Mamas and Mikasa."

"And you Papa!"

"And me." Jerry smiles down at the affectionate little Kohb as he gives her head another fond pat.

Aqi swoons slightly, clearly already in love with the adorable little Cindy.

"Do you have any other questions for me sweetie?"

"Can I be a princess too Mama Princess?"

Aqi makes a show of thinking about it for a minute.

"Well, it's a lot of responsibility and work you know... but I suspect, in terms of just being a special girl who's the daughter of a very important couple, I'd say your Papa and Mama Syl make you a princess already you know, and that's the hard part!"

Cindy claps her hands, clearly ecstatic as Aqi rises to her feet before taking Cindy's hand.

"Really!?"

"Really! We'll talk all about it soon enough I promise! Now come, let's go meet your other new Princess Aunties shall we? If we take too long some of your other mamas will scold us for being tardy, and it's very important that princesses always be on time."
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Holding both her Papa and new Mama's hands, Cindy leads the way over to the table of food, now filling up with Apuk picnic and snack favorites fresh from the Imperial kitchens. 

Joining the Bridgers and Ari'Char are six women that Jerry presumes to be Aqi's sisters. While hair and skin tone are different across all of them, there's some common features in the face... the shape of the cheeks, the position of their cheek bones, the fullness of the lips, the shape of the nose, similar patterns in their horns and a million little details that clearly mark the women out as members of the same family.

The leader of the group of new princesses points out the approaching group to Syl, Ari'Char and the other women and turns towards Jerry, Aqi and Cindy, before she offers a deep curtsy, quickly followed by her other sisters.

"Ah and here we have the last of us to be wed girls! At long last we finally get to welcome our new brother in law... and what a brother in law he is! Aquilar, dearest sister, you really can't help but shine like a diamond polished with war fire can you?" The lovely fair skinned blonde titters into her hand. "Princess Kor'Glora, and it really is a pleasure to meet you, Jeremiah."

The next sister steps forward, this one a dusky skinned redhead with rich violet eyes. "Princess Nal'Veka."

In short order Jerry is introduced to the rest of the sisters, Kem'Karae, Malk'Jusa, Erna'Agor and Jemea'Victae and the group install themselves in various seats.

"Honestly this human style food is absolutely amazing! Lady Firi, you must share the recipe with me. When I'm at home I love to cook and I'd love to share this with my husband, sisters and children." says Kor'Glora, happily chowing down on an egg salad sandwich.

"Oh. I ah." Firi looks up from where she'd been fetching Cindy and her ears wiggle, communicating her sudden bout of shyness at the direct royal attention. "It's really quite simple. I think the most important thing besides the carnivore bread we used for those specific sandwiches is the sauce, it's made of eggs and oil in a simple emulsion. I've heard of something similar somewhere but I really like it with chicken eggs. Especially when you make it with just the yolks, it's just so decadent!"

"I can certainly agree. Aquilar's going to have to be careful to keep on her training with food like this and that brisket stuff at home or she'll not fit some of her dresses or uniforms soon enough!" 

Malk'Jusa teases her sister, the smiles on the two women's faces making it clear to all just how friendly they were.

"Really we should offer our compliments to Lady Syl as well. Such a skilled hostess I barely realized we were in the palace gardens! My mind was half way to thinking we had come to visit your estate or some such!" Jemea'Victae chimes in.

Syl bows her head genteelly. "Really Princess, you flatter me. I'm a talented business woman, a loving wife and a devoted mother, I cannot claim anything else in this wide galaxy."

Jemea chuckles. "Modest too! While still claiming her due as aggressively as any Apuk royal. Some of the nobles could stand to learn a touch of class."

The warrior woman chuckles and leans in, the sly, playful grin on her face making everyone in eyesight feel like they'd been invited into Jemea's most personal confidence.

"Sylindra, I hear from the maids that your husband and our dear new brother is set to conquer a planet for you and make you queen. If you had half the poise you've shown us today, and from how you handled yourself with Mother from her own words when she told us about Aquilar's proposal... well I'd say that the world will be in good hands. I do hope you'll do it, there will be quite the fight among the Imperial princesses to see who gets to come as ambassador I assure you!"

There's more general laughter as the women continue to chat and talk, the princesses all proving to be every bit as charming and personable as Jerry would expect from Aqi's sisters.

Jerry finishes his own snack and leans in a bit, a question suddenly coming to him. Something that had been bothering him at the back of his mind.

"Ladies I hate to interrupt, but I have a question for the Imperial princesses among us as a group. From what I understand of Apuk naming conventions, the first name and clan names are joined... yet you all have different clan names even though you're clutch sisters."

Erna'Agor nods sagely. "Ah, allow me to answer dear sisters. I see our brother's confusion. Perhaps the bureaucrats missed this little detail in your royal crash course." Erna settles herself a bit, facing Jerry more directly before she continues; "Daughters of the Imperial household do not carry the clan name of the Imperial family. Our second names come from a pool of possible names, ranging from the Apuk virtues, like most of us, great heroines, momentous events in the history of the clan, occasionally a particularly beloved friend of the family is honored with the name of a new daughter of the Imperial house. This serves to bless and inspire us. Only our honored mother, our father, and the crown princess carry the name of the Imperial clan in their daily lives."

"Ooh!" Malk'Jusa perks up. "If our new brother doesn't know about that, he probably doesn't know about our physical features either!"

Syl perks up. "I actually was wondering about how different you all look from each other. Aquilar is the only Apuk woman I've seen with such dark hair for example."

Jerry nods. "I confess I was curious but figured it was cosmetic preference."

Kem'Karae shakes her head. "It's complicated. In a sense you're right, it is cosmetic... but this is how we've always seen our hair or our eyes or our skin. Rare is the sister who changes what she receives after her birth. You see, as a way to both protect us, and more easily differentiate us from each other, our mother changes our hair, skin and eyes at birth, more or less at random within the natural hues of the Apuk. As you can imagine this is quite the blessing both to Mother herself, her sisters, and to our nannies."

Nal'Veka raises a hand, the 'youngest' of the clutch seemingly more energetic and youthful than her mature, graceful sisters. "Though you do get occasional 'interesting' results because of that randomness. Our dear sister Aquilar for example. The black hair phenotype is not unknown among the Apuk, just extremely rare. Blondes and redheads are far more common, hence the majority of us. There's a few other rare hair colors, but mostly we reflect the majority of our people."

"Indeed." Kor'Glora nods, taking the lead from Nal'Veka seamlessly. "Mother believes this also helps the people see themselves in us. The natural hair color of most daughters and sons of the Imperial house is a rare one. A natural platinum blonde with pale skin. The eyes vary, but a vibrant purple or blazing red is most common. Any adult Imperial Princess in the line of succession may change back to her natural hair and skin color if she pleases, and the Crown Princess has to do so as she's the heir apparent, but many of us keep our 'second' color. For much the same reason we start with it. To distinguish ourselves more easily from our sisters."

"Plus it's just how we've always seen ourselves! From the first time I've looked into a mirror, I've had red hair. Why would I change it?" Asks Nal'Veka, smiling as she runs a hand through her fiery mane. "I suppose for cosmetic reasons, but I've never thought highly of dye jobs. I like my flames. Random dye colors just seem... gimmicky." The sporty princess shrugs, smiling again.

Nezbet, seated nearby and sipping on her bone broth suddenly leans forward a bit.

"Actually Nezbet has related question, darling husband, dear new princess sister, august princess sisters-in-law. Nezbet understands that in Apuk society the stronger one is, the more the body will be shaped to be more unassuming. Empress looks almost like young girl, Princess Ari'Char is quite petite. Yet Princess Aquilar is taller than husband. Six foot and some change, even though she is very strong. Why is this?"

Aqi nods sagely as she considers the question. "Oh that's simple. My height and stature are a function of being a member of the Imperial military on active duty. You'll notice Masha and I are the exact same height give or take. Testing has shown this is the optimum height and stature for the Apuk martial style practiced by Imperial troops."

Nal'Veka nods vigorously. "Right! The reason shaping of the body is done, and is connected to martial skill is to deliberately weaken one's self. Stature, reach, all these things and more within body mechanics make someone a potentially more effective or dangerous fighter. The confident Apuk war maiden in her own service can freely surrender these advantages."

Jemea'Victae takes a sip of her own broth before setting her cup down. "My dear sister Aqi is the expert of course, but I did a term with the Imperial marines too, and now I am more petite once again as I am in my own service one more. In the Imperial service though to surrender our advantages is to show mercy to the Empress's enemies, and that is far more dishonorable than a minor social faux pas, like showing one's strength more readily."

"Well for what it's worth Aqi..." Jerry says, reaching over and giving his bride's hand a squeeze. "I'm a fan of you at any size, but I quite enjoy your 'fighting scale'."

The tone of Jerry's voice has the sisters exchanging conspiratorial grins even as Aqi herself blushes hard enough to imitate a small forest fire. Kor'Glora sits up right suddenly, saving her sister from having to formulate a response.

"Goodness, I almost forgot, before we get too lost in idle chit chat, we heard you're to begin official duties together with our charming new brother. What have Mother and the Household Agency put on your plate so far?"

Aqi considers the question for a second, tapping her chin with her index finger as she recalls their coming itinerary.

"Hmmm. Well. We actually get to leave the palace. It's rare, but I'm not complaining about the opportunity to show my darling and my new family more of Serbow."

Kor'Glora nods. "Rare indeed. Usually people must come to us."

Jerry leans in a touch, joining the conversation again. "Well the first order of business is actually Bridger family business more than Imperial business, though the Imperial household has a stake in it too, especially the diplomacy involved. We're visiting the Tier barony and working out a deal to bring at least two branches of our business there, and to discuss breaking ground on a small starport, both to service our businesses and the barony in general, but also to service the Undaunted embassy that is being established in Nodawk city... so the port would be partially funded by the Undaunted and stay in at least partial Undaunted control."

Kor'Glora's eyes widen as she realizes exactly what that all means. "Oh! So that star port... the nobles wouldn't dream of attacking it if it's connected to a sovereign embassy, especially not one from a people beloved of the Empress... and more importantly, the nation that the new sorcerers belong to! Oh how exciting for Uth'Tier!"

Malk'Jusa nods, "All of that's rather exciting for the Tier Barony! I've heard there's a lot going on out there with the human sorcerers becoming active in the region. As protectors and friends..."

"More than friends." Kem'Karae interjects, grinning slyly. "I was at the Salm birthday debacle undercover. I saw Baroness Uth'Tier with one of the human sorcerers, the slender one with the glasses. Her new Baron I have no doubt. Oooh, you should have seen how he looked at her! How she looked at him! Teri'Fwus, the newest battle princess, joined them after a thrilling duel and it only upped the heat! The flight of Alara'Salm didn't dim that flame at all!" Kem'Karae stops. "Beyond poor Alara'Salm running for freedom, frankly it was the only decent thing to happen at a Salm party in centuries. Detestable behavior on the whole really."

The sisters all nod sagely, save Aqi who merely catches Jerry's eye and shrugs, clearly not having an opinion on the Salm clan and their reputation one way or another.

"Still!" Nal'Veka speaks up. "This really is wonderful news for the Tier barony. I know you were fond of the late Baroness when you were a girl Aqi."

Aquilar nods. "Yes... Jerry's plans for the Tier barony, everything that's happening for Uth'Tier... it makes me very happy, especially after I learned of her recent hardships on returning to Serbow. The gall of that trash attacking Nodawk city for a pittance! Of making a new sorcerer for nothing! The only saving grace is the human sorcerers interfering... The damage could have been so much worse, both during the initial attack... and when Cals'Tarn inevitably emerged and took his revenge. So there is much to be thankful for..." Aqi sighs. "...Unfortunately our second mission will not nearly be so enjoyable."

"Oh?" Nal'Veka cocks "That's quite the sigh sis, what's mother sending you to do after your husband's meeting with Uth'Tier?"

Aqi grumbles. "Ah, Countess Vynn has requested to consult with me on planetary defense issues. It's very much my business, but goddess I despise that slag."

All of Aqi's sisters' faces darken at once. Whoever Countess Vynn was, Aqi and her clutch mates clearly disliked the woman. It didn't take a psychic to determine that.

"I thought you were displeased when we got the news, love. What's so bad about this Vynn woman?" Jerry asks.

"Ah." Aqi freezes for a second. "She's uh. Well. She's an arrogant bitch, even by the standards of the worst of the nobility, a petty, pathetic little tyrant prone to delusions of grandeur... but with just enough real power to make it extremely difficult for Mother to find an excuse to depose or kill her. Personal distaste aside. Well. She doesn't ruin the Vynn fief. So if there's one thing in her favor she doesn't take her ranting out on her people for the most part."

Jerry leans over and kisses Aqi's shoulder. "Not to worry darling, we'll tell her to go fornicate herself with a cactus together if she steps out of line."

"Mhmm. I just can't help but feel like she's up to something. The damn Petak sow. Ah well. Neither here nor there. We also have a few invitations to dinner..." Aqi pulls out her communicator. “First, we have an invitation to one of the best restaurants in the Capital from the head chef and owner. I suspect it's to talk to you, dear husband, in the name of acquiring beef and other exotic meats. They are encouraging us to bring everyone even vaguely related to us. Then there will be an Imperial Armed Forces dining in sponsored by the Imperial garrison, not under my order, but my XO demanded it and I was of no mind to refuse her. It's not often we get to entertain a military ally on our own soil."

Jerry leans over and joins Aqi in looking at their schedule.

"Is that before or after the joint training between the Undaunted and Imperial commandos?"

"After. By explicit request of the commando unit's commander. Princess Commander Miri'Tok is one of my finest officers and she's a good mind for such social conventions. She seems convinced that sweating and fighting together first will make the meal that much sweeter."

"Hmm. I think I need to meet this Princess Miri'Tok. She sounds like she knows her business... wait."

Jerry registers the second word in front of Miri'Tok's name more fully and connects it with the incident at the Imperial war shrine completely.

"...Commander Miri'Tok is a princess? I see! The plot thickens. That explains the interesting run in my own commander of commandos had the other day... yes I see. A battle princess. Well that is going to make for an interesting fight won't it, dear?"

"Certainly sounds like it to me!" Kor'Glora nods. "We might just have to join you in observing. Still, it seems the Imperial Household Agency is determined to get its money's worth out of our newest Imperial couple. You have my condolences sister, brother."

Jerry shrugs. "Just how things go, we'll make the most of it by bringing as many of my other wives along as we can get away with so the girls can get some tourism in too."

"A sound plan, good company can make even the most painful task more enjoyable. Even if it's some of the less enjoyable parts of our duties to our people, be that the Apuk or the Undaunted." Kor'Glora offers, nibbling at another sandwich. "Let us not talk any further of work though my dears, let us enjoy the sun, the breeze and the company of family instead. There will be plenty of time in which to deal with the troubles of the galaxy."
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For all Masha had told Jerry about the Imperial household generally not going to visit people and instead demanding whoever they want to see come to them, they certainly knew how to travel in style as far as he was concerned.

The luxury shuttle was appointed in Imperial colors and looked absolutely stunning... while having enough weapons and defenses to make it a solid combatant in a pinch. 

The Imperial Household Agency might be a bunch of rules obsessed busy bodies, but they didn't screw around with the security and safety of their lieges, that much was for damn sure.

The sleek little shuttle was a combatant to rival his own Captain's yacht or even a Huscarl gunship. Not that you’d know it from the inside. Luxury meant utterly plush, stupidly comfortable seats for literally everyone, including the flight team, whom Jerry had sat in on earlier. 

The women had quickly warmed up to their new Prince and had happily shared the details of their machine. Cush duties connected to the Imperial household were almost always literally cush as well as figuratively for members of the Imperial military. Something the pilot and co-pilot both attributed to the Empress taking care of those in her service.

Jerry swirls the local white wine equivalent around in the flawless piece of flame shaped crystal serving as his glass and watches the internal structure of the stone reflect the light in various colors before taking a long sip and looking over to his gorgeous bride, who was working on a small holo keyboard, likely finishing the Vernon Shay and Miro'Noir novel, or perhaps doing some drafting work on her next project, which would be the book about Mira'Tok, the first battle princess, after successfully concluding negotiations with the Tok clan that would most likely make everyone a very nice amount of money.

That Aqi's, or rather Erana's, agent was already talking movie deals as part of the Shay and Miro book for an absolutely eye watering amount of credits really brought home just how much the Apuk love their high fantasy and their love stories. 

Jerry smirks to himself, remembering he should be making the family a stupid amount of money today himself. Not that he hadn't made a lot of money with his family before becoming a prince, but damn if being royalty didn't make it seemingly much easier in certain markets.

His gaze swings to the wives who had come along to visit Nodawk city for today's trip. Syl was in one of the cabins catching a nap after a very busy night with the kits. One of the babies had come down sick and managed to keep her siblings up most of the night, requiring lots of personal attention from Mama. Thankfully the sick kit was already on the mend courtesy of Doctor McCoy's talented efforts, and the rest of the litter were downright exhausted and safely in the care of Grandma Inara so Syl could make it for today's negotiations.

To his left, Yuuko was reading quietly, occasionally taking notes on a decent sized tablet. Whether she was researching or reading for pleasure Jerry couldn't quite tell. A lot went on in Yuuko's foxy mind that could be hard to parse, especially after she'd embraced human fox mythology so wholeheartedly.

Next to her was Evie, here to serve as Aqi's second in evaluating the defensive needs of their clan holdings... and the defensive requirements for the embassy and Undaunted facilities that would be located in the Tier barony in the future. Her dual roles for once in perfect harmony.

Unlike the relaxing Yuuko, Evie had her game face on and was reviewing maps of the Tier barony and close up maps around Nowdak city, electronically and on paper, still scribbling notes of her own.

Across the compartment, Mina was clearly up to something, grinning mischievously whenever her eyes met Jerry's. Some sort of prank no doubt... but what? And who was the target? It wouldn't be anything that could impact negotiations. Mina enjoyed stirring up a little trouble, but she didn't like stirring up that much trouble. Certainly not if it could impact the family's financial stability.

Next to her, Nezbet was flicking through screens on her communicator with an axiom cap on one of her nails standing in for a stylus. She was unlikely to be part of the prank, Jerry considered, or the target. Mina was still just a little intimidated by the fierce Takra warrior woman, and Nezbet was here as Syl's strong left hand in the family business and civilian operations. For as silly or out there as the Takra could be, when it was time to work she was all business.

The last member of the family group was a possible target for Mina's pranks. Joan had asked for, and been allowed to come along, and was looking resplendent, if slightly uncomfortable, in her brand new household uniform. Technically speaking she was accompanying Jerry and her mothers as a bodyguard, more unofficially this was the part of her mentorship process in preparing Joan for an eventual leadership role in the family. She had the talent, the instinct, and the desire, so Jerry, Jaruna and the rest of the family were determined to nurture that aptitude. 

Comparatively, Boudicca was apprenticing to Wichen to learn to become a weaponsmith, and Khutulun was apprenticed to Jaruna, following their own paths, where Joan was apprenticed to... well. The entire leadership team of the family, but Jerry in particular.

Jerry resists a smile. Ever since being adopted, Joan had been something of a Daddy's girl. Little Inara certainly gave her a run for her money, the benefits of being an infant and being raised by the parent you were bonded to or favored, but Joan certainly did her best. Even her new pistol, an experimental scaled up hand cannon based on the field pistol, looked a lot like an oversized version of Jerry's own Field Pistol in its finish. 

The shining golden aquila on the hilt of her oversized greatsword compared to Jerry's far smaller and more nimble weapon... and the massive Great White Shark shotgun differentiated their load outs a bit further, and made her stand out from the rest of the Paladins who were coming along from this trip who were sticking to just swords and pistols.

On being asked why she was bringing what was either a shotgun from hell or light field artillery depending on who you asked, Joan had simply said;

"I just feel more comfortable with it around. Besides, I'm a Cannidor, carrying enough weapons to fight off a platoon of normal infantry is part of my religion."

Before giving her father her own version of his cocky half smile, that didn't quite reach her eyes just yet, but was clearly getting there as her confidence grew by leaps and bounds.

Honestly getting moments like that so quickly from an adopted daughter made the concept all the more appealing to Jerry, because he'd been so proud of her he'd probably glowed briefly.

"Attention on the passenger deck."

The public address system jars Jerry from his thoughts.

"Highnesses, ladies, this is your pilot speaking, please strap in and prepare for the start of our landing sequence. We're about five minutes out from converting to VTOL flight and setting down on the landing pad of the Tier family manor."

Jerry shifts over to a window, eager to get a look at the Tier barony's landscape now that they were back in the atmosphere after their suborbital hop from the capital.

It was exactly as Aqi had described it to him previously. Rolling hills and some small mountains, beautiful forests. It was lush, fertile land, so lush you could practically smell it even from altitude. A few crystal lakes dotted the landscape. A river or three of respectable size. All very picturesque, right out of a story book. Right out of a fairy tale.

Except for one little terrain feature that added a darker tone to the beautiful landscape.

The dark forest loomed over the Tier barony, embracing it from one side, the foreboding mass of dense vegetation was shiver inducing just looking at it. Never mind opening yourself to axiom, then observing it. It's just... immense. It breathes in a way that could threaten to be overwhelming. Knowing that it was an immense axiom entity only made it more... humbling, was perhaps the word.

A reminder that for all the god-like powers available to the people of the galaxy and now to humanity... there was just so much more out there. Something... greater. God like in a more literal sense. In the end, everyone was still only Apuk, only Tret, only Dzedin, only Volpir... only Human, in the face of some of the great mysteries and unique lifeforms of the galaxy.

A few minutes of flying and quiet introspection for Jerry later, and there's a slight hiss as the spacecraft equalizes pressure with the outside world and Vera and the girls snap to, the sound of their boots on the deck plate echoing to the passenger compartment as they march down the boarding ramp, followed quickly by Joan, doing her best to look a combination of regal and imposing to the gathered reception, back straight, head held high.

With security on the pad established, Jerry and Aqi rise as one, Jerry taking the princess by the arm as they stride to the boarding ramp together and confidently stride out into the sunlight.

Banners of the Tier barony snap and flutter in the wind, and the scent of fresh flowers is strong on the breeze as Jerry and Aqi emerge from their shuttle. Arrayed before them are a small group of interesting people. At the back and sides, Baroness Uth'Tier's women-at-arms don't salute the Imperial couple. They kneel. A bit overkill, but Jerry can see a nod of approval from Aqi out of the corner of his eye. Past them, there's remarkably little 'staff' present, the Baroness clearly not feeling the need to puff up her chest metaphorically by surrounding herself with her loyal servants and functionaries beyond what she absolutely needed for the task at hand.

Which left the focus entirely on Baroness Uth'Tier herself. 

She could be Aqi's half sister. Their facial features were very different, as were the eyes in particular, but they shared dark hair and pale skin, features Jerry suspected might have led Uth'Tier's late mother to dote on the young imperial princess in particular when she was attending court.

Uth'Tier was clad in a bright and lively dress that made her shimmer like a gem in the sunlight, setting a happy tone for the proceedings that felt more akin to a victory parade than royal visitation for a business meeting. She was complemented brilliantly by the more athletically built Princess Teri'Fwus, to her left who was wearing more bold colors that complimented her crown. The last member of the little triad stood to Uth'Tier's right in a mix of Japanese attire and material of the dark woods themselves, a man out of an Apuk story book, Daiki Koga. 

This was the triad that now ruled the Tier barony, curtsying or saluting respectively in unison as Jerry and Aqi making their appearance and approach them, holding the gestures until Jerry and Aqi come to a halt, and return the courtesy.

"Please, raise your heads, Baroness, Princess, honored Sorcerer. We are most pleased to be joining you on such a lovely day."

Aqi goes full PR speak for a moment, her well trained royal instincts coming out in every syllable and gesture.

Uth'Tier straightens up with a charming smile. "And we are pleased to receive you, your highness, welcome to the Tier barony."

"It is good to be back, I must say. It hasn't changed since my last visit... though the spirit of the place is much better."

"...I had not known you had done us the honor of visiting before m'lady."

Aqi's face darkens slightly. "Ah. Yes... I have visited a few times. I rather like the land here, and the people... but my last visit was... for the funeral of your honored mother. I came alone, in disguise to pay my respects, not as a princess, but as just myself. I must give you my condolences for her loss. She was a truly wonderful woman, and I was very fond of her, as was the Empress."

Uth'Tier can't hide the storm of emotions that rampage across her face for a moment, but she covers it with a bow.

"It pleases me to know that my mother made such an impact on your life as to be remembered fondly by you Princess. So long as her memory lives in good hearts, I cannot help but think she still walks with us."

Uth'Tier raises her head, and switches subjects smoothly, turning to Jerry with another slight curtsy.

"I am most pleased to make your acquaintance at last, my prince. I have heard quite a bit about you from Daiki, and we very much enjoyed your duel with her highness. A most engaging and enjoyable bout."

Princess Teri'Fwus beams. "My dear sister mildly understates her, and my, reaction to the whole thing. Your highnesses had us on the edges of our seats the entire time! I met Daiki via a duel, so I thought I knew what a human could do, but to fight a battle princess to a stand still without being a sorcerer? Truly rare! Especially considering her highness is not your average battle princess."

Jerry raises an eyebrow. "I'm not sure the word 'average' should ever apply to such a singular individual as a battle princess, any battle princess, never mind my beloved. Still, sister, if your sister is Uth’Tier, Teri’Fwus…” Jerry turns to face Koga more directly. “Is it Baron Daiki at last, Koga Sensei?"

Daiki nods. "I suppose it is. I had thought to wait longer, be more proper... but I suppose I was caught up in the energy of my lovely brides. Besides, I couldn’t let you be the only human snagging an exciting new title on Serbow."

Jerry chuckles. "I can certainly appreciate getting caught up in the energy of one’s wives. Speaking of which, please allow me to introduce my first wife, Sylindra, the head of our family business, and the director of operations for our ship."

Jerry steps aside, and takes Syl's hand gently, guiding her forward to exchange a curtsy with the Baroness and the Battle Princess.

"Charmed to meet the three of you at last."

The rest of the introductions go quickly, and Uth'Tier takes the lead, gesturing off the landing pad.

"Much as I'm loathe to encourage us to go back inside instead of enjoying this lovely day, we have business to attend to, and Marli'Moro and the representative from the Undaunted embassy are no doubt waiting for us."
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The quick walk to the conference room for today's meeting is punctuated by Uth'Tier pointing out little details, additions, changes to the structure that took place as the Tier family fortress evolved into a mix of estate and seat of government for the barony around them over its many centuries of existence.

That the building seemed to still keep a consistent theme and tone throughout those centuries of change and evolution, spoke to some impressive work by generations of stone masons and architects. It all leant the place a humble grandeur that matched any of the halls of power Jerry had ever found himself walking through. Some mix of European manor homes from the height of the Victorian era and the decidedly more functional military fortifications that had preceded both said European manors and indeed Uth’Tier’s own home. 

Much of the building had a charm that Jerry would describe as ‘Old World’, hilarious in many ways considering this was another planet, but also strangely accurate considering the construction of the Tier family’s original fortress predated European colonization of what would become the United States and the rest of North America significantly. The ancient stone work lending everything built on top of and around it a gravity and grandeur that more modern architecture was hard pressed to match. 

It was a very enjoyable walk that could put Jerry into the mindset of being on a castle tour in England or somewhere back on Earth. Right until little details like when sunlight caught the obsidian like glass between the stones that covered the joins between rocks. The individual slabs of stone had been superheated and bonded to each other by warfire instead of mortared into place like more familiar construction on Earth. It did a wonderful job of reminding Jerry that he was a long way from Colorado… and Kansas too. Even if he was very unlikely to find a girl with ruby slippers and a tiny Scottie dog over this particular rainbow.

The conference room on the other hand was almost completely modern, instead of a rough hewn wooden round table for knights as one might expect from the Apuk. The stone of the walls and the shape of the windows which had clearly once been fighting positions were the only things that showed that the room was still part of the same building.

Waiting for the Baroness and the Bridgers  are a maid who's just brought a cart of fresh refreshments, to include a carafe of what smelled suspiciously like human coffee. 

The maid was serving a blonde Apuk woman with her hair in a tight, professional bun wearing a dapper business suit that Jerry recognized as  Marli'Moro. Next to her was Major Markus Jensen, Human of course, and the military attaché to the Undaunted embassy that had just arrived aboard the Crimson Tear, and serving also as the head of the embassy's Marine security detail.

Jensen visibly resists calling the room to order like a good Marine, instead coughing into his hand politely before snapping to attention and saluting Jerry and the Princess. Marli'Moro and the maid quickly follow with curtsies of their own. All very posh and proper. 

Jerry might have been a prince for a while now, complete with a crown and charm school, but this made him really get a feel for what a British crown prince might have felt in ages past in England when attending a meeting. Even if his lovely new bride was the main focus here and he was the arm candy instead of the other way around so far as Apuk polite society was concerned.

"As you were, Major."

"Aye aye, sir."

Aqi returns the courtesies with a regal bow of her head before taking a seat, with Jerry settling in next to her on her right, and Syl settling on Jerry's right.

As the group seats itself, the maid quickly moves around, quietly taking and delivering orders for tea, bone broth, and indeed, human coffee, albeit handling both carafe and cup with axiom instead of her bare hands, revealing how wary the woman was of the human beverage.

Far from looking gift java in the beans, Jerry takes his mug gratefully.

"I don't know how your staff got their hands on human coffee Baroness, but if you're trying to bribe me for more favorable terms, it's working. Unfortunately Sylindra's the one you should be targeting."

Uth'Tier chuckles "My husband brought some human beverages and taught the staff to safely prepare them so we could better show hospitality to our human guests. With so many humans living nearby, and now the Undaunted placing their embassy on Serbow in Nodawk city we both thought it prudent."

Major Jensen nods sharply as he takes his own mug of coffee. "Your hospitality is greatly appreciated Baroness. Gods know I need all the coffee I can get this far from Earth."

"Now that we all have refreshments, I suppose we should begin?"

Sylindra asks, holding her tea cup delicately, its presence seemingly adding to the regal way she held herself.

"Though perhaps the better question is where would we like to begin? Our negotiations and arrangements for bringing our businesses to the Tier fiefdom may well be the lion's share of the meeting, so perhaps Major Jensen would like to begin?"

"Goodness, what's that!?"

Mina startles, standing up from her chair a bit, staring wide eyed out the window as she points to a nearby flag pole where three distinct blue flames were chasing each other around it in a fast circle.

Jerry does his best to keep his face blank. A quick look over at Yuuko suggested she was channeling Axiom... which meant the prank had begun, and considering the medium of blue flame… he was willing to bet that the target was Daiki Koga. Foxes, flames and tricks having a bit of a long standing relationship in Japanese culture. 

Not about to give up the game, Jerry peers out the window himself.

"Hmm... little balls of blue fire? That's a new trick I haven't seen."

Daiki mutters something under his breath in Japanese, casing the room... but finding nothing immediately. All the more because Jerry notices something Daiki would, and could not.

Yuuko only had one tail at the moment, and was busying herself with her communicator and a small comm uplink system, ostensibly to access the Tier's systems in orbit... but the energy required to make that connection was also enough axiom disruption to cover the very minor axiom use an illusion would require.

The game was clearly afoot.

Uth'Tier claps her hands, drawing everyone's attention back to her. "While that is no doubt an intriguing phenomena, perhaps we can return to the task at hand? Madame Sylindra's proposed schedule seems perfectly reasonable to me. Major Jensen? If you'd please."

Markus gives his coffee mug a longing look before standing and moving to where he can be seen by the assembled group. A quick manipulation of a holo projector displays a very detailed map of the Tier barony with two red marks on it.

"Uh." Marli'Moro raises a hand, clearly feeling a touch out of her depth. "Should I leave the room perhaps?"

"The location of the space port and its security arrangements will be highly relevant to the business you'll likely be presiding over ma'am, so I don't have any issue with you staying if no one else does." Markus responds.

Markus pulls a swagger stick out of an axiom pocket, the rod of dark colored wood regally appointed with silver fittings to compliment his dress uniform. He then gestures with the baton to the first dot, safely contained within Nodawk city.

"At the behest of our troops on the planet, we have accepted the invitation of Her Grace, the Baroness Uth'Tier, to locate the Undaunted embassy to the Apuk Imperium in Nodawk City. To that end ground broke today on the embassy compound, using local contractors under careful supervision by Undaunted combat engineers... and security personnel to ensure nothing 'interesting' gets added to the facility by subversive forces who might desire to get a tap on our communications or something similar. Our small team of combat engineers and technicians will then build in the secure areas, communications systems and other 'private' facilities, before returning to the Dauntless back on Centris. Those same individuals are finishing up our temporary embassy in an office building provided to us by the Baroness. Much appreciated ma'am."

"Think nothing of it, we are most appreciative to have you put down roots in our soil."

Uth'Tier smiles, a restrained smile, likely trying to hold back a dazzling, excited grin that betrayed too much of her emotions. Not that she could completely. Uth'Tier was clearly very pleased by the changes that were coming to her realm.

Markus nods, then changes the view on the holo projector with a gentle press of axiom, switching the view to an overhead survey on a plain that was somewhat near the dark forest. Probably too close for many Apuk's tastes.

"With the assistance of our men on the planet and some help again from the Baroness's office, we've secured this area for the construction of a small star port, with combined funding from the Undaunted, Tier Barony, Bridger Clan Conglomerate... and an Imperial development grant. The sorcerers are preparing the ground, and are apparently guiding the dark forest back just a touch to give us more space. The forest apparently will understand what it is... and will accept the port being close to its boughs."

The image changes again, this time mapping the clearing defensively with the forest's extremities clearly marked as 'no go' zones, with broad clearance between the tree line and any intended building.

"The Forest will also serve as a layer of protection for the star port. Both in a literal sense, including being close to emergency response forces in the form of Undaunted sorcerers, and in a more passive sense. Few Apuk will want much to do with offensive actions anywhere near the forest. With the entity that is the forest itself 'in agreement' for lack of a better term, we've gained a decisive defensive edge for something we suspect the Baroness's enemies and rivals would be extremely tempted to strike..."

The image changes again to a sketch of a small commercial star port with additional support for air cargo. Then it's layered over with what Jerry knew as an approach plate, a map of the method to come in for a landing at an air or space terminal, though this one also showed departure routes.

One thing was very consistent, and very obvious to the most casual observer. All the flight paths stayed well clear of the forest, including the intended climb outs to achieve low planetary orbit, or align for a suborbital hop.

"This is the design we've submitted for the new Tier commercial terminal. It includes a small military portion of the field, which will include a barracks and defensive structures to be manned by Undaunted Marines and troops from the Tier barony’s militia, we'll also maintain a hangar with a small flight of Huscarls at behest of the Empress to participate in anti smuggling interdiction and provide our piece of customs enforcement on this world. Normally it would be an entirely Apuk problem, but the Empress pitched it as another way for Apuk Imperial and Undaunted forces to begin joint operations-"

Jerry catches the sight of a blue flame out of the corner of his eye, perfectly positioned so that Koga would get just a glimpse of it before it vanishes again. The flame would appear and vanish a few more times throughout the Major's presentation, each time at just the right angle to avoid the sight of the majority of the table... besides Koga, who was looking increasingly more confused by the dancing flames.

The tone of the meeting changes however, as Major Jensen departs, an exchange of handshakes all around to put the final deal on the freshly inked treaty that would establish the Undaunted on Serbow in a far more political way than the sorcerers living in the woods, the private business part of the day's deal making moves to the forefront.

Uth'Tier clears her throat delicately.

"Well then, to personal business. I believe in cutting straight to the heart of things so I won’t dance around the subject. The Tier barony would very much like to bring Bridger family's businesses here to our lands. I think the mutual benefit we could offer each other, and the mutual opportunity for profit is substantial. While the presence of the Undaunted here, and the closeness of the sorcerers no doubt makes my lands attractive, I also understand I need to be competitive to the rest of the regions, and quite possibly to the Imperial household itself. To that end, I'm prepared to offer a no interest development loan for establishing your operations and buying equipment, the exact amount to be negotiated, and ten years tax exempt status while your businesses become established. My office will also expedite all paperwork for licensing, purchase of land and facilities, and so on."

Syl's eyes widen as she looks down at her notes. Jerry knew what she'd been intending to ask for. Uth'Tier was family of a sort, however distant, so Syl hadn't been planning on pressing the woman too hard. There was negotiating with other sharks on Centris and there was negotiating to find the best mutual deal with a friendly ally.

Uth'Tier had just blown Syl's wish list out of the water.

"...I must say Uth'Tier, you put me in a very strange position."

Syl begins, choosing her words with care.

"I've never had the strong desire to reject terms for being too generous before, but really this is far too much."

Uth'Tier shakes her head, setting her tresses shimmering in the light through the window, making for an odd look somewhere between a fairy tale princess, stateswoman and CEO.

"Hardly. While I hate to put all my cards on the table as Daiki so colorfully puts it, my husband assures me I can deal forthrightly with you. So, I'll be frank. I want to keep these negotiations short and to the point, and I want to win the partnership with you decisively and without any potential challenge. That way we can set aside the fussy bits and get down to making my little realm more prosperous. I'll be clear, to many other fiefs, your business establishing itself within their borders would be excellent. To my fief, it's life changing for nearly everyone in it. The space port, the embassy... and the start of new businesses coming in that compliment our regional specialization in high end food. I want to establish a business relationship between our families that will hopefully last for centuries. Ten years of tax money I wouldn't be getting otherwise and a loan if you need or want it is a small price to pay to ensure that we remain on good terms for a very long time."

"And you'll more than make up the money, especially if we expand operations as time goes on." Syl notes, clearly considering Uth'Tier with new eyes.

Uth'Tier nods. "For which I would be happy to extend you further development loans at good terms if you require them or desire them, I want this to be a prosperous, beneficial working relationship for a very long time. I want my granddaughters to be checking in with your granddaughters about the governance of the Bridger holdings within the Tier barony a few centuries hence."

Syl nods slowly, taking all of that on board. "Obviously our lawyers will need to hash out the details, but I'd be a fool to refuse an offer like that, and such an ardent, honest desire to establish a mutually beneficial relationship. Unless my husband or sisters have any objections?"

Nezbet shakes her head. "Baroness is most generous, any more and Nezbet believes she would be a saint of the Takra'Takra empire had she been born of Nezbet's kind instead of the Apuk. Nezbet concurs, the sooner we get this signed, the sooner we can enjoy mutual prosperity."

Evie raises two fingers. "In that case, shall we skip right to land selection? We've got an option we like that's presently undeveloped territory for graze land and a slightly rockier area near that, that would allow us to locate both facilities on a single campus. This would be good for defending said campus. We figure we'll need to hire private security... or pay increased taxes and take on women-at-arms from the Tier militia, in addition to our own rangers who will ride herd on the graze lands. Most of the animals will get a degree of free roaming, and we've developed a comprehensive security program to include appropriate shielding and defenses from Serbow's natural predators. A mix of automated sonic deterrence tools, axiom shield fencing and more... traditional methods."

The Baroness nods. "Allow me to see your maps please?"

Evie passes her tablet over and the Baroness peers down at the screen, zooming and panning here and there.

"These are actually lands in my family's personal holdings. Mother always wanted to do something with them, but until now nothing ever really came up. We'd considered some of the ranching we already do in our fief but it simply wasn't potentially profitable enough to be worth converting the land. Your cows should be fairly well suited for the terrain and there's certainly the space available to allow for healthy ranching. Yes... I'll need to have my steward and some of the other staff review it, but in principle I think this is excellent. A bit far from Nodawk as the nearest city... but considering I assume Earth ranching operations can likely have as much of an 'odor' as Serbow ranches that might not actually be a bad thing."

Evie leans over and taps a tab. "We do actually have a plan for 'environmental mitigation', both for methane and other gasses, but also to control the... scent of a stock yard and slaughterhouse. We intend to actually route much of the... waste, into a fertilizer system for hydroponics facilities to grow the grains needed to produce authentic Wagyu. We'll certainly experiment with Apuk grains and grasses, but the feeding of the Wagyu itself is very carefully prescribed."

"The rockier terrain near there would be excellent for such work. If you want to build your facilities into the hill or ground at all to maximize your square footage, the barony is extremely tectonically stable. A benefit of being deep in the interior of the largest continent."

Evie nods. "Digging in would be yet more secure as well. It would also mean a potential opportunity to use less axiom enhanced spaces and minimize our risk profile. I'll be sure to add that to the plans for when we hire a local contractor for the work."

"Sounds like we can hand everything else over to the bureaucrats... save one thing." Jerry turns in his chair to more clearly face Marli'Moro. "Madam, I suppose now is as good a time as any to conduct a little interview. Sylindra and I wanted you here because you will be dealing with the Baroness in the future unless someone senior to you is on world for some reason. To get a full feel for the extent of our operations. You come highly recommended, and we have reviewed your resume, so really I must ask, do you think you can handle an operation of this size and scale?"

Marli'Moro, mother of many, newly wed wife of a sorcerer and seasoned administrator takes a slow, deep breath, carefully considering what she's been asked before responding.

"I believe I can serve you and your family ably in this regard, your highness. While I haven't been fully in charge of an operation at this scale, and I haven't worked in cloning specifically, I have been administering a very large hospital for a very long time, and the medical industry has similar requirements in some respects to food grade cloning. For everything else... Well, I consider myself a quick study. Not sure I'm much for ranching though."

Syl chuckles. "Not to worry, we'll be sending you an experienced galactic rancher, and one of the Undaunted men being posted to Serbow was a cattle rancher back on Earth, and we have leased his services part time from Admiral Cistern. Between the two of them they should be able to get things corralled in no time on the living side of the equation. We'll need to find you an equally capable head geneticist, but that's our problem in terms of setting up your initial staff..."

The meeting went on for another full hour before the group found themselves walking into the fresh air of the gardens surrounding the Tier estate again. Marli'Moro quickly made her apologies and left, likely eager to tell her newly expanded family and celebrate her new job. Leaving the Bridgers, the Baroness, the Battle Princess and the Sorcerer... and another clever blue flame drifting by. Yuuko and Mina, both looking quite cheeky, both clearly suppressing a giggle as Mina quickly reaches over and pulls a pin out of Yuuko's dress while everyone's distracted, dropping an axiom disguise to reveal a full kimono... and Yuuko's second tail.

Daiki searches around for a second before becoming very still, the vines in his hair growing just a bit. "Strange axiom around here... I..."

The ninja warrior searches for a second, eventually finding another flame which leads his eyes around... to Yuuko. Daiki startles for just a second. "Nanda!?" but quickly returns to the cool faced, bespectacled ninja master in the blink of an eye.

"What's wrong Koga-san? You look like you've been tricked by a fox."

Yuuko grins, her mischievous smile reaching her eyes as Koga tries to process what just happened to him. He considers things for a second, and clearly just shrugs and accepts things as they are.

"I suppose I have been Madame... pardon me, but do you have... two tails?"

"I do indeed! Now that I've successfully pulled a little prank on a ninja, perhaps I shall soon have a third."

"Hmmm. So I take it you've been studying my homeland with your husband?"

Yuuko bows in the Japanese manner, still smiling as she responds in somewhat smooth Japanese. 

("Hai, Koga-san, it has been a pleasure learning about your homeland... and I found your people's foxes so fascinating in the course of my research and writing several articles, and the start of a non-fiction book on Earth religion tradition and mythology that I decided to... adopt some features.")

That got another raised eyebrow from Koga.

"So is your extra tail... animatronic? Or an axiom construct?"

Yuuko switches back to galactic trade.

"My family manages a cloning plant, it's all me, but I wasn't born with it. A prosthetic rig helps tie it into my body just like my real tail, and it does have a little synthetic musculature to help it move properly. I'm not sure I could do much more than three, two is a lot of tails already!"

Daiki looks over to Jerry and arches a brow.

"You really have met and married some fascinating women haven't you, sir?"

Jerry moves up behind Yuuko and gently kisses the crown of her head, right between her fluffy ears, making them wiggle with obvious joy.

"I have indeed, and to be wed to such unique and wonderful women is a treasure greater than any wealth in coin to be found in the galaxy."

The Princess, the Baroness, and the Battle Princess all exchange a look, and Uth'Tier speaks first.

"...Does he really just do that?"

Aqi nods, blushing lightly. "He really just does that! All the time! He does it even more when it's just family around! Just. Boasts about us. Takes pride in us. Holds us up to all the galaxy and tells anyone who will listen to look at us like we're heroines in a book or goddesses or something!"

Yuuko nods demurely. "Honestly it can be a bit hard to contain myself when he gets like that. It just... makes me want to melt. Just a little."

Mina shakes her head. "Hell it does make me melt!"

Evie chuckles. "Always so honest girls, even with people we just met, but it's true, and for all he loves us, we try to return that love. He does it paternally with the children. He does it paternally with the Marines and sailors aboard the Crimson Tear... and they all strive to return that love. If I hadn't already had his children it would make me so damn clucky..."

Uth'Tier giggles daintily into her gloved hand. "Goodness, no wonder you all married him. It's always fascinating to meet another human man. It's rare to get to compare men... not in the tawdry way, but just... how they do things. How they view the world and interact with it. You have men like Vernon Shay, and the obsessive love he shares with Princess Miro'Noir. Or the sorcerer Dale, Marli'Moro's new husband, who was born to be a father... and became a father to their sons before marrying the women!"

Teri'Fwus joins her sister wife in a laugh. "Uth'Tier certainly isn't wrong. You hear all sorts of new things about humans in particular, but getting to compare and observe them up close... well. The sheer variety just in the limited selection of you out in the galaxy is dizzying. From love struck, to folksy and down to Serbow, to inspiring and heroic, to regal and mysterious..."

Teri'Fwus leans over and bats her eyes at Daiki, making it as clear as possible who she was talking about, and getting a round of laughter from the group as Daiki blushes, just a little.

Uth'Tier tucks a few loose strands of hair back behind her ear. "Would you perhaps care to grace us with your company a bit longer your highnesses? Ladies? Just for recreation I assure you. I believe the rest of your schedule today is tourism. I'd be delighted to loan you my personal shuttle, perhaps show you around Nodawk City a bit?"

Jerry meets the eyes of each of his wives, and on getting nods all around, turns back to the baroness with a smile.

"By all means Baroness, we'd be delighted, lead the way."
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Nodawk city was a city in recovery.

To unknowing eyes perhaps it just looked like a growing city. There was a fair bit of construction all over the place. New construction, old buildings being removed. Building repairs that could be written off mentally as renovations or what have you. All things you’d see normally in the hustle and bustle of a city experiencing some healthy growth. 

Harder to ignore were the various scars and damage that were obvious signs of battle. A laser or plasma burn here, a crater from some explosive weapon there. Much of the actual work was already done, the help of the human sorcerers and Uth'Tier opening her treasury in a manner that must have hurt the noblewoman's personal bottom line significantly meant that a lot of the physical damage was simply gone... but the construction went on.

To Jerry’s more practiced eye, he could pick out quite a bit of defense work as part of all that construction too. Reinforcing buildings, laying in various structures that served some purpose, but also functioned as a shelter, fighting position or defensive redoubt.

There were also telltale signs who knew of the events that had occurred in Nodawk City in the strange and sorcerous ways that plants had merged with many of the buildings... never to be split from them. Not in anyone presently living's lifetime anyway. No Apuk dared try... and some were becoming proud of it. The vines woven through a heavy wall or the tree acting as a structural support were indelible marks of sorcery on the city and its people. Marks of sorcery used not to inspire fear and sow terror, but to save the innocent from those who would inflict fear and terror upon them.

It was a heady precedent, and Jerry had only more awe for the situation after getting context from his rushed Imperial education. Three times now the Human sorcerers, along with their Apuk kin in many cases, had struck out in anger, all three times had been in the defense of the innocent and while their methods could be truly brutal... the results were. Well. Miracles.

Apuk miracles of course, so steeped in blood, vengeance and rage... but the controlled, icy rage that was rare among the Apuk. The sorcerers, for all the Dark Forest drank flames, were the fiery wrath of the Apuk personified. Spurred on to seize their revenge in a storm of blood and fury.

Yet.

After their vengeance. After they were subdued. While they were still dangerous, they were generally fairly docile. Staying with their families, amusing themselves with research and their studies. Communing with their fellows in the comforting boughs of the Dark Woods.

It was very rare for them to take an interest in such things as justice after their personal vengeance was complete.

In that sense, Jerry considered that the cold wrath and desire to intervene in the name of others made a Human sorcerer more dangerous than a traditional Apuk sorcerer. Not less. As the Imperial house understood it, bonding with the Dark Forest could intensify how one felt emotions. So if you were upset. Hurt. Angry. You felt it ever more strongly. Combined with the disciplined mind of a trained soldier... well. The women who had assaulted Nodawk City at the behest of their ladies had paid for it in blood. The Human sorcerers had wiped out a large combined arms battalion, and many would have died in terror. The same terror they had planned to inflict on their victims.

Justice? Absolutely.

Scary in its potential? Absolutely.

For all that though the people of Nodawk seem to have come through their crisis well to Jerry’s eye. The strong reaction from the sorcerers, some of whom were now living among them, the actions of their baroness on their behalf, and her grand generosity... Well those were all things that couldn't erase pain, couldn't make loss go away, but it could absolutely promote healing, and make a leader beloved.

Uth'Tier was certainly greeted like a beloved leader at every turn, receiving little snacks from shop keepers or a flower from a young girl. Daiki Koga too received gifts, not from would-be female admirers... Jerry doubted many women in Nodawk had the courage to approach like that with the Baroness and Princess Teri'Fwus standing right with the man. No he received the due of a hero of the city. A savior.

Jerry caught one aging woman saying a prayer in Daiki's direction. Whether it was a prayer for Daiki, or a prayer to him, as if he was a guardian spirit of the city, Jerry couldn't be sure, but he was sure there had never been an interaction quite like this between sorcerers and Apuk citizens in the recorded history of Serbow.

The Empress had once mentioned that she was looking forward to Humans shaking things up, but Jerry couldn't help but wonder if his mother in law hadn't received more than she bargained for and then some. The latter almost certainly, but only in the best possible ways. The violent death of the crime organization known as the Orega girls, the rescue of their victims alone was a victory that made her alliance with Humanity a golden, glittering gem in the friendships of the Apuk. Few are the species that have had that kind of intimate impact on each other. Doubly so after adopting the host's traditions like they were their own.

Jerry skirts around a small push cart in his path before taking his place between Aqi and Syl again. He too was of course part of that. He'd adopted the more traditionally martial side of the Apuk ways as opposed to the sorcerer's code, but to hear the Empress tell it, it was no accident he was now a prince of the Apuk people, and she could not orchestrate such things even if she dared to dream them.

Whether that was the Empress tacitly admitting to or categorically denying meddling and plotting with her apparent love of 5D chess was another story entirely.

"Ah! Here we are!" 

Uth'Tier retrieves Jerry from his thoughts and leads them through an archway into a large garden that also includes some large green houses. 

"This garden is managed by the people of the city, usually as part of their tasks related to food production. The green houses are actually something of a community food bank. Anyone and everyone is free to take what they need, and they're well taken care of by anyone who has a willingness to help. Though that help can be interesting. One of my handmaidens told me that she saw a large amount of one of our staple grains being taken, and then that person returned the next day with a great volume of bread."

Jerry cocks his head for a second, something about all that registering oddly in his head.

"...You know, that brings up an interesting question, if you'll indulge me, baroness."

Uth'Tier grandly gestures for Jerry to continue. "I am at your service of course, your highness."

"This may be slightly... base as questions go but humanity is new to the galaxy and newer still to Serbow. Perhaps Daiki or the sorcerers could tell me but as we're getting the tour... your barony’s economy focuses predominantly on the production of food, correct?"

"Yes, high quality food exports are the focus of our trade. The attackers of Nodawk specifically targeted the city’s many green houses."

Jerry nods, that matched what he knew. "So, if you'll forgive my ignorance... Why does so much of your food production seem to be focused on vegetation when you're feeding a planet full of carnivores?"

Uth'Tier stops, perhaps confused by the basic question for a moment.

"...Ah ha! I think I see what's happened. No highness, our production is in our ranches. We do a lot of our ranching in expanded axiom spaces, to perfectly control the environment that the livestock are kept in. Open air ranching is practiced out in the towns and on small stations, but to feed as many as we do, we need more room than we could possibly have in our small barony, so we have adapted. We use our outdoor space for green houses and other farming. The purpose is threefold, and allows us to be entirely integrated."

The Baroness, beaming with pride at the opportunity to boast about her home, steps close to a bush with bright red berries and gently brushes the fruits with her slender fingers, displaying the lush red berries to her guests.

"Some of our farming is for luxuries to be consumed by the Apuk ourselves. Nanak berries are a popular natural digestive aid and breath freshener, you frequently find them in pastry and similar things, both for their traditional purpose and for consumption purely for pleasure. There are some other fruits that Apuk eat with very high amounts of protein and an almost ‘meaty’ texture to them that are perfectly digestible… and were carefully bred before first contact to be delicious.”

Uth'Tier moves on, gesturing to a large bed of what certainly smelled like herbs, Jerry thought he recognized a scent or three from all the Apuk cuisine he'd been eating.

"Similarly we grow a large amount of herbs, including rare or difficult to produce plants that are highly prized and hard to come by. They have a great many uses, but just for an example, some of the herbs are mixed with dairy produced here in the barony to produce herb butters used for cooking. A rather luxurious treat to many for how rich it can be. I am led to understand by my husband and his companions that our herb butters on meat can satisfy even a Human palate!"

Uth'Tier leads them on, heading towards one of the green houses, this one reveals a space that has been expanded by axiom, and is chock full of row upon row of a familiar looking grain.

"Ah, turtle rice!"

Jerry exclaims before he can stop himself, drawing a giggle from the Volpir sisters and Joan, and getting confused looks from the Apuk.

Uth'Tier finally asks. "I'm terribly sorry your highness, but turtle rice?"

Jerry offers the baroness a sheepish look. "I'll be honest I don't actually know what it's called properly, but my Marines and sailors are big fans of the grain growing in this warehouse. Koga and the sorcerers put it in a report as a nutrient dense galactic cousin to a favorite grain from Earth, rice. So we acquired a decent amount during a port call and turned it over to the cooks. It was an instant hit, so we bought a large volume of it. Like our rice it's shelf stable, dries nicely and is all around quite versatile."

Uth'Tier nods. "So your men enjoy an Apuk staple already? Lovely! That also explains the 'rice' part, but why turtle rice specifically?"

"I believe the brand we purchased depicts an Apuk shell with a star, a reference to your mother goddess, on the container. The Apuk's ancient shells look like the shell of an animal called a turtle back home. So we have a grain that is quite a bit like rice, with a turtle shell marker on it, and all the other markings are in Cinder Tongue, so the mind of the junior Marine or sailor spits out 'turtle rice', and his fellows run with it."

"I see! More than you think perhaps, as that brand is actually headquartered here in the Tier barony. They've since expanded off world for the bulk of their production, but they still produce high grade crops here for use in religious rituals, particularly demanding cuisine... and a special strain that we feed some of the animals we ranch. Which leads me to our third type of farming, which is to support the ranching in the region. The ranchers feed different animals special blends of vegetation to flavor the meat, promote different types of fat production, and so forth."

Jerry and Koga exchange a significant look.

"Seems like our wagyu beef will fit right in."

"It's quite a ways from Kobe, but I won't tell the old masters if you don't, Jerry."

The two men share a laugh, their eyes drifting skyward for a mutual moment of wistful homesickness.

It snuck up on every Human now and then. A reminder of home sending one's mind back across the black to the depths of Cruel Space, where the cradle of Humanity lay. Unspoken, Jerry and Daiki share another look that says all that needs to be said. Both men share memories of the land the former had spent a great deal of time in, and the other was born in. Both men also knew, deep in their hearts, that they'd never see Earth again. Both were satisfied with their choice, but it didn't make the longing for that pale blue dot deep in the depths of what most of the galaxy would call hell go away.

"You know ladies." Jerry begins, slowly formulating a plan. "Perhaps once the baroness finishes giving us the grand tour we can find somewhere to sit and enjoy the day for a spell? Perhaps I can entice the baron into sharing some stories about our homeworld with you."

Daiki nods. "I think I'd enjoy that, I haven't told many stories about Japan to my wives yet, and you've been to all sorts of interesting places."

"Some of them are even unclassified."

The two men share a laugh, each looking towards the treasure that had awaited them out in the galaxy.

In that moment, under Serbow's blue sky as a fire breathing alien noble with horns and a tail gave his family of a fire breathing princess, four gorgeous fox women, a transforming cat girl, and one moody shark mouthed teenager a tour of a city in her domain, Jerry had the oddest feeling that Earth, that home, wasn't that far away.
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 Today's shuttle ride was far less enjoyable than any of the last ones.

Jerry had been truly enjoying hopping around in the Imperial service because of the chance to play tourist with his wives.

Most of their hosts had been quite charming. For example Chef Manyminds, an extremely talented Lydris cook, a Hydra like alien species with several bodies and minds joined to one dragonish body, who was famous on and off Serbow for tailoring her menu to every guest on the fly perfectly had invited the entire family to her restaurant, and she had meant the ENTIRE family.

All the wives. All the children, be they adult, toddler or infant, every mother in law... to tacitly include the Empress, who Jerry suspects had been invited just to be cordial. Aqi's clutch mates and their immediate families. The vassals. Everyone.

Chef Manyminds had closed her restaurant in the capital for the night and she cooked for the whole crowd. She at least planned the menu and supervised every meal made, to include what had to be some of the best looking baby food Jerry had ever seen.

It had been an absolutely tremendous time.

Now of course Chef Manyminds was looking to get first choice after the Imperial kitchens of some of their meats, she wanted the first commercial wagyu on Serbow, and was more than happy to pay for the privilege. She was also interested in many of the other exotic meats the Bridgers could provide, from on and off Earth.

One of her minds got lost for a second considering the possibilities of pork belly... and all of them had been very excited when Jerry offered to send her a few cook books and introduce her to Tex, who could teach her the secret Texan culinary martial art of BBQ.

However, with the perks, the privileges, came the burdens and responsibilities, and while being more or less a show pony wasn't that great a burden in the scheme of things as far as Jerry was concerned... there were parts of the job that clearly weren't any fun.

For example, today’s meeting with Adryn’Vynn. 

Countess Vynn was a piece of work to say the least. To hear Aqi and his new sisters in law tell it, she was a petty tyrant with delusions of adequacy, never mind her further delusions of grandeur on top of that. A small minded woman with little room for anything in that mind besides the pettiest possible bullshit. A thick outer shell of indulgent self love wrapped around a creamy core of the kind of imperious arrogance, self deluding entitlement and maniacal egocentrism that could only occur in the sort of person who was born with a diamond encrusted spoon shoved up their ass.

A report from one of the Human sorcerers of a contact made with Countess Vynn during a mission where the sorcerers had hunted down a major organized crime family called the Orega girls confirmed what his sisters in law had said and then some.

The Sorcerer had arrived with a battle princess escort to offer the Countess a freebie. A list of names and locations of Orega girl goons and their allies in her fief. All she had to do was send out her security forces and she'd have an easy public relations slam dunk, as well as a chance to actually protect her subjects from the very real predators that were preying on them.

Instead she'd ranted and raved, threatening the sorcerer and the battle princess alike, declaring it an outrage that Imperial envoys had come before her so casually and even said it was a mere accident of birth and luck that the sorcerer wasn't speaking to the Empress of Serbow now. Talking at length about the nobility of her family and their long and illustrious pedigree. All while ignoring 

That is who the Countess of Vynn was. The type of person who would reject you giving her the very thing she wanted, or refuse a prized gift, because she'd rather make things complicated than successful.

In short, the woman was a massive pain in the ass.

So no family today, even Fenrir had been left safely in the care of the palace staff. No meeting the people. No tourism. In and out, and the faster the better.

Countess Vynn had requested a defense meeting with the Princess as the commander of the capital military district... and requested Jerry's presence… as a prince, and as Aqi’s husband, not as a senior officer in his own right. Jerry suppresses a shudder. Nar'Salis had shown him the tape of that call. The Countess was so slimy that Jerry suspected she might be a Slohb or similar creature in an Apuk disguise.

Jerry sighs, resigning himself to a singularly unpleasant day.

"Are you sure there isn't some dirt on this wretched wench we can exploit? Someone that oily has to be dirty."

Aqi shakes her head, doing her best to suppress a small smile.

"Unfortunately not. I asked Nar'Salis to look into it. The Countess is, to put it plainly, a bitch. Cruel, vainglorious, vindictive... and one cannot mention the word 'petty' often enough, but for all her terrible behavior in every other facet of her life, she manages to at least not be a criminal so far as the handmaidens and Imperial intelligence can tell."

"How much dirt does Imperial intelligence and the handmaidens have on the nobility?"

His princess offers him a sly smile.

"Far more than they'd want us to, I assure you, and operations have stepped up after the Orega Girls incident and the Nodawk city attack. The latter was normal enough for inter-fief politics and in fighting among the nobles, but we should have known about it before the sorcerers did the leg work. Especially with off world corporate involvement. The Orega Girls... well. The then head of Imperial intelligence resigned and offered to immolate herself to restore her family's honor; she was so ashamed of her organization's failure to even know that particular thorn in our species' side was still extant... and hundreds of thousands of children taken! I thought she might tear her heart out of her own chest right there in the throne room."

"What happened to her?"

"Mother accepted her resignation, and bid her go in peace with her blessing... She joined a monastery last I knew. When she returns in a century or two, she will likely be an even more effective servant, especially with mother's forgiveness on her mind for as long as she's cloistered."

"I take it that wasn't your mother's first instinct?"

"Goddess no, but one does not stay Empress by chasing your desires. She wanted to damn well accept the woman's offer to immolate herself, and if she hadn't been able to spin this as a massive PR win, and keep the focus on the children and the sorcerers... well. She probably would have." Aqi sighs. "It's the darker side of the species you've married to. We're still... us. Still. Brutal. Savage perhaps."

Jerry wraps his arm around Aqi's waist, unable to reach up to her shoulders from where he was seated next to her, pulling her closer.

"We're all savage in some ways darling. The Apuk might be more in touch with that part of themselves, but they're no different than the rest of us."

"Mhmm. I-"

"Attention on the passenger deck, this is your pilot speaking, we are five minutes from landing at the Vynn estate, please prepare for arrival."

Jerry and Aqi exchange a look.

"Show time, love."

The Princess sighs again.

"So it is. I wish we could have brought the swordsworn, they might not be Apuk, but I'd have felt better with four more sword hands marching into the estate with us, but the Countess specified old hospitality laws that means a meeting with no soldiers with the emissaries."

"Convenient. I'm sure I said something before, but that's totally not going to end poorly. Marching into the middle of a known terminal bitch's fortress with just the two of us."

Aqi shrugs her shoulders slightly, a habit she'd been picking up from Jerry.

"I know it seems a bit silly, but the hospitality laws in question are specific to battle princess emissaries, when the receiving party is not a battle princess. I suppose the assumption is that we can take care of ourselves against as many soldiers as the person we seek parlay with has if we need to."

Jerry chuckles. "Hmmm. You're right, if it came down to a fight there are two of us. We should give the Countess a thirty minute head start to summon more troops over whatever she has on her estate. You know? Make it a somewhat fair fight instead of just slaughtering them all."

"Jerry! Be serious! We can't just break the Countess's warriors and burn her estate! Not without very good reason anyway."

"Hmmm, perhaps you're right, I suspect your sisters would be quite jealous, and liable to not forgive us for some time if we got to give the good countess a thrashing without them."

"Oh no doubt. Now, let's get serious my love, this one will be... delicate. Just in case though... let's review our signals. Omega is an emergency and I'm to tear down half the damn manor to get to you."

Jerry nods. "Tiger means I've located a trap, likely to isolate me specifically for some stupid shit or another, and that I'm going to go ahead and let myself get caught. You'll play along with whatever crap the Countess comes up with..."

"And immediately depart to marshal forces for a pick up or rescue as needed. The signal for 'getting tactical' and teaching the countess a lesson immediately being 'wolf'. If I haven't heard from you in two hours, we will come in full force." Aqi's face darkens. "I don't like this."

"I'll be fine if the Countess is indeed stupid enough to try something. From what we know of the Countess... She thinks little enough of men that I'll have a lot of play available to me, and there's nothing on the Vynn estate that can hold me back if I break out green warfire. If Countess Vynn and her toy soldiers want to yank a tiger by the tail, they better have a plan for dealing with the teeth."

The couple rises, and shares a slow kiss before heading towards the ramp of the shuttle.

The pomp and circumstance was a well worn routine by now, a series of ordained protocols and obligations that both parties went through either with grace... or robotically, fulfilling a duty that one party clearly did not care for, to people they either didn't care for or flat out disliked.

Countess Vynn, was unsurprisingly, in the latter category.

What Jerry hadn't expected however is that the bitch would be so blatant about it! There's the Apuk tell-tale tendency to not exactly be subtle on average, there was wearing your heart on your sleeve, and then there was whatever the Countess thought counted as being clever. Which might as well have amounted to getting a neon sign that stretched from the roof of the Countess's palace to low Serbow orbit spelling out, 'I AM PLOTTING SOMETHING AND AM UP TO NO GOOD', in a few dozen languages.

The glares and rude glances she threw Aqi, and the more... covetous looks that the Countess occasionally shot Jerry when she clearly thought no one was looking, seemed to indicate her designs were on him in one way or another.

Unsurprising. Almost boring really.

Surely she'd do something tawdry like propose marriage via wealth. Or challenge Jerry to a duel. Or Aqi. Probably not Aqi. The Countess was so stupid she thought she was smart, but she probably wasn't suicidal. There were a couple other ways she might get clever. Some sort of false flag? Or some other scheme. That seemed the most likely. From what he'd learned in his lessons, the nobles were loath to take open action against the Imperial House... and from her eyes, she didn't want to harm him per se.

Just use him.

Literally and figuratively.

Jerry suppresses a shudder, focusing on keeping his eyes straight ahead and his face a mask of genteel good manners and graciousness, occasionally adding a charming smile and making a lady in waiting or a maid weak in the knees.

Honestly it was a fascinating experience, being the supposed arm candy instead of the powerful individual in the room. The galaxy simply didn't know how to deal with actual power couples. On the plus side though it left him remarkably free to act so long as he spoke on the appropriate cues. If it had been a social event instead of just a social hour prior to a meeting, again the laws of hospitality the Countess had invoked required the extra waffling instead of getting down to business, he'd be even more free to move laterally.

As it is, he had plenty of opportunities to complete his own self-given-mission for the day.

Countess Vynn had proven to be a pain in the ass, and one of the human sorcerers had nearly killed the woman during the Orega Girls incident. So on behalf of Undaunted and Imperial intelligence, Jerry decided to undertake compromising the Vynn Manor in more traditional ways than leaving plant spores around.

Though he had dropped some mysterious seeds in the gardens and some of the planters at the behest of the human sorcerers, so maybe he was compromising the manor the 'all natural' way as well.

Another bug slips out of his sleeve and adheres itself to the inner surface of a vase in the room the Countess had received them in. It was an ostentatious place, with tacky, but clearly expensive furniture, and a massive statue of the Countess herself dominating one end of the room. It seemed likely that the Countess conducted as much of her business as possible in this room. Now Undaunted Intelligence in Nodawk City and the Imperial Intelligence Service had a direct line on anything they discussed.

Jerry suppresses a grin, only to have to quickly snap himself out of his mental space where he'd been 'admiring' a piece of art while the ladies talked and turning to give his attention to his bride and the countess.

"Hmm? I'm sorry ladies I was lost in thought, considering the qualities of this sculpture. It's certainly a... strident depiction of her grace. Quite lifelike as well. I'm not familiar with the material used, but it seems rather rough and raw. I'm sure the sculptor did what she could with the materials she had of course..."

If Countess Vynn was at all aware that Jerry was more or less slapping her across the mouth, then she was a more talented actress than he'd ever would have suspected. He thought it more likely that the insults he'd slipped into standard stiff necked commentary on any random piece of art had simply utterly failed to register.

Aqi however clearly got the message loud and clear, smiling with her eyes.

"The Countess was just suggesting you might wish to go meet with her father."

Jerry nods, still smiling. It wasn't an obvious trap. Apuk, like a gender swapped Medieval Earth, had soft power flow through men in the upper levels of society, so a separate meeting between two war ladies’ men, usually their husbands, frequently got more done in the practical sense than the war ladies themselves sparring with words over tea.

In this case though, Jerry suspected the Countess was intentionally highlighting her lack of a husband. Something he had figured she'd be loath to do... except to make a statement of her own availability. He puts his opinion of the Countess's intelligence up one notch. She was either at least socially competent enough to start her marriage play with something approximating class.

Or this was the start of the shit show he was convinced was brewing.

"That sounds delightful. I'm sure I can learn quite a bit about the County of Vynn from the Dowager Count."

Countess Vynn purses her lips. "Mhmm. My father's more of an expert on the more masculine pursuits. He's a very accomplished poet and sculptor. You were studying the art in the room so intently I thought you might be able to have an enjoyable conversation while the Princess and I talk business. I'm sure you'd find it dreadfully boring, so you just run along. I won't keep the two of you long now, I assure you!"

Jerry resists arching an eyebrow. Had the Countess just dismissed him? His appraisal of the Countess's intelligence drops again. She couldn't have been more of a stereotype if she slapped him on the ass on the way out the door.

He categorizes and ranks in order of preference a dozen odd ways to kill the countess using only the contents of the room and no axiom before letting the little breath he'd taken out and moving on. He rolls his eyes to Aqi, but gives her a signal with his left hand to indicate he's going to play along. Something she acknowledges with a little nod and a second of strong eye contact.

"Don't worry, love, I won't be too long. Give my greetings to the Dowager Count."

"Of course, darling."

Jerry heads for the door of the salon only to over hear;

"Honestly, your highness, he's so well trained..."

As the door shuts behind him, closed by one of the maids. He takes another breath, adds eight ways to kill the countess to his list, and advances beating her either senseless or to death with his bare hands to the top of the list.

"If your highness would please follow me?"

The maid curtsies, and leads him off into the Vynn manor at a quick pace.

The word 'palace' may well have been the better description of the sprawling seat of power of the clan of Vynn... none of whom seemed to be in residence at the moment. In fact the halls were utterly devoid of life as the maid led him deeper and deeper into the palace, and her pace seemed to be increasing with every twist and turn.

Finally, Jerry turns a corner in the maze-like corridor... and the Apuk maid he'd been following is gone. Before he can turn around and go back the way he came, however, he notices something colorful in the fairly stark corridor.

A sign.

He peers a little closer, enhancing his vision to read the eye catching sign. It had a large arrow pointing down a corridor to the right. The sign read in what could be considered a crude approximation of English;

'Free Alien Intoxicants This Way.'

"...What kind of Mickey Mouse bullshit is this?"

Jerry considers the sign for a moment, and pulls his field pistol out of the axiom thigh holster tattoo on his right leg, transferring it into a very real shoulder holster made of leather under his coat. If he was going to walk into a trap he wanted his trump cards close to the vest. Stashed in something a bit more secure than axiom, and in a location that might help with galactic reluctance to get too handsy with men, especially high status men that your boss might have an interest in. Plus it let him take full advantage of the galactic blind spot that was hiding things without axiom.

As much as he might wish to simply turn around and avoid the trap, in this case the most decisive thing to do was walk into the trap, confirm who set the trap, and figure out what said party wanted. If he really did end up in over his head, he had enough damage mitigation options to probably level this estate before someone could truly stop him.

Getting in over his head seemed unlikely given how humans, non-sorcerers and frankly men in general were drastically underestimated in Apuk society. If this was in fact a trap courtesy of the countess, which seemed incredibly likely, then she was probably underestimating him on all three counts, which combined with her own deluded sense of self worth meant the odds of her actually managing to be effective was slim.

The odds of the Countess and every soldier she could muster being able to survive resisting a pissed off Aqi and the wrath of the Imperial household was even less.

He sends Aqi the message 'Tiger' via his implant. He'd found the trap and was going to walk into it. Aqi was to play along with whatever nonsense the Countess pulled... then return with whatever forces she felt she wanted to muster to be ready to break him out of the trap or pick him up.

Jerry turns down the corridor and follows the arrow towards a seeming dead end. A weapon was readied that sounded... different than a laser or plasma pistol, and he's caught by near complete surprise when a charge of null hammers into his back and he allows himself to go limp and drop to the floor as some of his equipment stored in axiom pockets spills out onto the rug that ran down the center of the hall.

'Null huh? Guess the Countess is even more ambitious than I thought.'

"Did it work?"

"Looks like it. Hurry up and get the rope on him so the others can drag him clear of the null, I'm already feeling woozy. Remember, pass out on the rug and not the tile so you don't break your face."

"Right! Right. On it."

Jerry's manhandled up and a harness slips around his torso and is quickly latched into place.

There's a firm tug and he's immediately dragged up the hallway by another pair of his captors from the grunts.

"Heavier than he looks."

"Humans put on a lot of muscle."

"Tell me the fuck about it! Grah!"

He’s wrenched clear of the null field as he hears at least two women hit the ground from the residual null energy, their tasks completed.

As soon as he stops moving, another Apuk woman kneels down and pulls out what sounds like a medical scanner. She quickly runs it over him.

"Vitals look good. I think. This isn't really calibrated for humans."

"Is he unconscious?"

"If he's not he'll be close. That was enough null to drop a squad of Cannidor or turn a battle princess into a spoiled brat. You could put a whole platoon of our guards down with that!"

"Right. Good enough. You two, take him. The rest of you, with me, we need to get these three out of here and ensure there's no evidence for the princess to find if she demands to come looking for him."
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Jerry does his absolute best to be as limp as humanly possible as his captors drag him through the corridors of the Vynn manor. He had to be completely dead weight or he might tip the guards off that the blast of null hadn't even taken the wind out of him. 

He could get up and start fighting, but someone clearly wanted to get a hold of him, and if he let his assailants carry him off, not only could he get more information, but he could hopefully get his implant functioning again so he could call in Aqi for back up.

"I can't believe it worked! Maybe the Countess really is smarter than she looks."

"Shut it! Do you want to get your head cut off?"

The other guard hisses as his boots drag against the cobblestone of the cooler area they'd brought him into.

Quickly he's dragged into some sort of room, and the door is firmly shut behind him. A third guard who'd been waiting for them grabs his ankles, helping the others deposit him in a bed. 

He's positioned into what would theoretically be a comfortable position, then the guards slapped bindings on his wrists and ankles. Proper heavy duty equipment for prisoners, not fuzzy ones for bedroom fun. Which was something of a relief considering how insane the galaxy can be.

He can feel the three women looming over him, clearly trying to figure out what they should do from here.

"...S-should we search him? I thought I felt something under his arm." The first guard again. She sounded very uncomfortable with this whole thing, in addition to her blatant surprise that the Countess's plan had worked.

Jerry labels her 'the Smart One'.

"If you want to undress the Countess's new fiancé and 'search him', then be my guest, but let me get to another wing of the palace first so I don't get caught in the flames when she inevitably burns you to ashes. Besides, if he was carrying anything serious it would have been in axiom pockets right? Nothing fell out while we were moving him right? They already got all the shit he had on him when he got hit with the null. So it's clearly nothing to worry about."

That guard is immediately labeled as Goon One, and he mentally tags her as an elimination target.

Smart enough to do what she's told, wise enough to not do anything beyond that, loyal enough to be a pain in the ass and more than happy to break a few of Jerry's bones in the name of following her orders.

She'd need to be neutralized, probably the hard way.

"...Okay."

The smartest of the three guards allows herself to be cowed into submission, and Jerry immediately marks her as a target for possible subversion, while labeling the silent guard three, 'the Quiet One', who didn't seem like she had much value to contribute to the conversation. 

Either she was the smartest of the lot or the dumbest, but either way she was stoic enough she would probably need to be neutralized instead of subverted.

With basic knowledge of his immediate captors ascertained, and a convenient confirmation of the 'mastermind' of this gong show of an operation, Jerry relaxes just a little bit more into the mattress. Now he just had to wait until they either reduced the number of guards in his cell, or even better, they left him alone.

No such luck immediately. The guardswomen seemed pretty content to just bum around his cell, Goon One occasionally stopping to leer at him until she was chastised by a grunt from the Silent One. It sounded and felt like the Smart One was sulking somewhere near the door.

Things went on like that for about thirty minutes, he had to have been missed by now.

The door to his cell suddenly slams open as one of guards flinches, unintentionally smacking Jerry's shoulder with her tail as someone who could only be Countess Vynn herself stalks into the room, dress swishing around her heels.

"At last! My prize! Hahahah. The Princess just left in quite the tizzy, so concerned about her dear husband. You'd think a battle princess would be more assertive, but she seemed determined to return to the capital to retrieve Imperial troops for the search. The masking from the null worked perfectly, as did the excuse of a small industrial accident in our aircraft bay! Hah! Beautiful! Splendid even! You'll all have bonuses for this! So long as you remember to keep your mouths shut anyway."

Countess Vynn looms over Jerry, outlined by the light, something he could feel via axiom rather than see with his eyes firmly shut. He had to be very careful when he was under direct observation like this. He was still bound. He wasn't ready for a fight just yet. Patience... pati- 

Jerry violently suppresses a flinch as Countess Vynn seizes his lip suddenly. She opens his gums, clearly inspecting his teeth like a prized new race horse before she went on to examine him a bit more. Jerry fought to stay as limp as he should be, letting her move him around as she pleased as she looked over her supposed prize with barely disguised glee.

"He's not bad to look at is he?"

"Uh... No, m'lady?" The Smart One takes the bait and answers the rhetorical question, clearly extremely nervous in the countess's presence.

"Not an Apuk certainly, but delightfully robust."

Countess Vynn continues, as if the smart one hadn't said anything at all.

"Not one of those sorcerers... which is almost better. Much easier to control and deal with than that blasted bastard who mocked me so thoroughly! I can't say the princess has terrible taste in men. She'll be an acceptable sister once we 'rescue' him. Have the women from the dungeons been picked out?"

"The Captain of the Guard is handling it ma'am." Goon One responds.

"Good. Very good. They were due for execution or worse any way, this way they can redeem some of their debt to me by helping me increase the status of my family and my fief. An Imperial prince joining the household will do quite nicely... and he can fight toe to toe with a battle princess. I'm sure any daughters he sires on me, raised properly of course in the ways of the Vynn clan, will make for utterly splendid heiresses in the future. Mayhap we'll get a few fresh battle princesses in the family."




The implication that said princesses would be more loyal to their own family than to the Empress, and that Countess Vynn might have plans for such resources, hung in the air awkwardly for a second before Goon One coughed and replied.

"Yes of course, m'lady. I mean, how often does a non Apuk master any level of warfire? Never mind the royal flame."

Jerry spots an opportunity in a brief pause in the flow of conversation, and decides to 'encourage' the countess to leave so he can start working. With the Countess looming over him and gloating he couldn't do a damn thing to say, subvert a guard, or get out of his bindings. He needed her out of the room, and messing with her seemed like the easiest option.

He quickly drinks a tiny amount of axiom and modulates it, using it to throw his voice and shifting its pitch to match the Smart One.

"What if he says no, m'lady?"

Jerry can practically hear the look of utter contempt the Countess must be giving the Smart One.

"He's just a man you stupid dolt! Besides, I've looked into him. A decent amount of wealth, but I've seen the kind of company he keeps. Peasants, mercenaries and vagrants. He should be delighted to find himself suitable companionship. I'll likely even let him keep them as servant girls or something. He already has children by them, proven virility is a plus. However… The children might be something of a problem. These humans are supposed to be noble sorts on average, I doubt he'd abandon them... and arranging an accident for children is a touch cruel isn't it? Or perhaps not. Someone would need to comfort him in his grief after a tragic accident."

Countess Vynn laughs as she sweeps out of the room, leaving the guards to resume their business, all clearly happy to see their boss leave from the way they shared a group sigh of relief.

For their prisoner though, he's waging a true internal battle to keep the rage off of his face, and out of his heart. A battle Jerry is swiftly losing on the internal front. A deep and abiding anger that quickly goes from as hot as Aqi's white warfire to colder than the vacuum of space.

He had been intending to just humiliate the countess. Make a mockery of her and shame her to all of Serbow.

Now though. After she'd said THAT, about his wives. About his children.

Well.

Now he was going to hurt her.

Badly.

"Alright, we're gonna return to our patrol routes. Dar'Vok, you're guarding the prince. If he starts to wake up, trigger the silent alarm and hit him with the null launcher again. You'll pass out, but I'm sure the countess will reward you for doing your duty properly."

The Smart One, now identified as Dar'Vok, responds glumly. "I don't know what the hell happened just now, but I'm sure the Countess is going to remember it."

"Don't worry about it too much, you're probably just tired and said what we're all thinking. I know the Countess thinks the Prince is just some sort of hardcore Tret, but these humans are supposed to be different..."

Dar'Vok shakes her head. "No, I swear I didn't say that! ...You think he's awake maybe?"

"No way, not with a direct hit to his c-spine with a null round. Three girls went down from that dose! I know humans are supposed to be null resistant, but nothing is that null resistant."

Goon One dismisses Dar'Vok's sensible concerns about the status of their prisoner out of hand, seemingly trying to put as much confidence in how the rules of the universe worked to her mind and the whims of her lady as possible.

The voice that Jerry now knows as Dar'Vok sighs.

"Maybe we should hit him with null again. Just to be safe."

"Nah, leave it. That stuff's hard to get, it was probably just some weird axiom effect, so don't worry about it. I know the Countess can be a vindictive old bitch, but once she gets laid she'll lighten up a bit I'm sure. Just don't do anything stupid like sniff him or some shit just because you're guarding a man ya jumped up virgin."

"Shut up! You're a virgin too!"

"Just because you ain't hefting a pair big enough to hit a brothel doesn't mean the rest of us ain't. Waiting for your true love. What kinda bullshit are you on?"

Goon One makes a dismissive noise that's low in her throat, almost like she's threatening to spit on Dar'Vok and leaves, with the boots that represented the Quiet One following closely behind her, leaving Jerry alone with Dar'Vok.

The hapless guardswoman sighs before finding what sounds to be a wooden chair nearby from the creak of wood as weight settles on it, muttering to herself all the while about her dislike of the Countess, how she detested Goon One. Her hatred of this job.

About twenty minutes later, a few clicks suggest she's pulled her communicator out and is probably watching a show or reading.

Perfect.

Jerry chances on cracking open an eyelid, and finds Dar'Vok more or less where he expected, slumped forward in a chair, bored, reading on her communicator, clearly still upset at the injustice of everything she had to deal with in her life.

Again. Perfect.

Jerry begins to work. Slowly. Quietly. Some of his motions weren't motions at all; he directed axiom into internal systems in his own body to power up his implants again. A short process, just like when he'd taken a null hit at the Alaqin Mining Colony. Combat rated implants were designed to purge themselves and shut down before a crash could be caused if they detected certain volumes of null in a given proximity. So it was really just a matter of turning everything back on.

With the implants comes communications again, but Jerry finds himself unable to broadcast a location beacon to the wider world. Had the Countess erected a jammer of some kind? Or had she gotten insanely lucky and the null launcher had actually managed to damage an implant enough to disable the location beacon function?

Jerry settles for sending two messages.

The first was an Omega signal to the Crimson Tear, with a detailed report that he wrote up while working on the bonds that had been slapped around his wrists with trace amounts of axiom.

While he was tempted to drop the battalion he instead ordered control to check in with Princess Aquilar, and to give her field command of any assets she requested to effect his rescue. This was a delicate situation—hot dropping a battalion of infantry was something that could blow things up a bit bigger than they might want.

Not that it really changed Countess Vynn's odds of survival. Aqi was going to kill her if Jerry didn't manage to kill her first, but that was a bit different than dropping a large combined arms military unit on a regional capital. Keeping things somewhat limited would likely keep the situation contained.

As the human sorcerers had recently proved with their own high profile series of abductions, then brutal killings, of the nobles responsible for the Nodawk City massacre. Plenty of people were willing to play nice once it was clear their necks weren't in a noose.

That led to the second message to his darling princess bride. He gave her all the details he could, then confirmed his plan to escape, but that he was going to keep communications limited.

The acknowledgement from Aqi was short and sweet.

'Understood. In the air with a team from No. 2 Commando, and a platoon of Imperial marines now. We're coming. Give them hell till then, and leave some for us. I love you.'

It was nice to have a woman in your life that just 'got' you, on an innate level. No be safe. No wait for rescue. Just give'em hell and leave some for her.

Jerry resists laughing as he finishes undoing his bindings around his wrists, and slowly, ever so slowly moves his hands down to begin to unbutton his uniform coat. Button by button, inch by inch, a low sweat breaking out on Jerry's brow as the tension got to him. 

He was hardly defenseless if Dar'Vok looked up and caught him, but he didn't want to go loud just yet. With Dar'Vok's help he could get quite a lot more done. If he couldn't have her help, her silence would be more valuable than the screams of burning her down with warfire.

Coat open, he slowly begins to slide his field pistol from its leather shoulder holster. He had three total magazines of the potent 7.5 FK ammo, one in the gun, two concealed with the shoulder holster.

Between that and axiom it would be enough, especially if he could get his hands on that Null launcher.

He quickly throws the sheets off and whirls to a sitting position, lining the pistol up with a very surprised Dar'Vok's face.

She was a classical Apuk woman, long blonde hair kept in a tight bun under the floppy hat that the Countess dressed her guards in, complimented by her black horns that were swept backwards. Jerry couldn’t miss her eye color if she tried. Her blue eyes were open wide enough she could probably see in the ultraviolet spectrum at the moment, her pale skin going paler by the second as she realized she was in very deep trouble.

"One move towards that null launcher, or even think about screaming and I send you to your ancestors."

"Goddess's shell, you're loose! How did you!? Where did you? I-"

Dar'Vok is silenced by the hammer of the heavy pistol dropping back, the sharp mechanical noise might be unfamiliar to the Apuk, but it didn't take a genius to guess that noises from something that looked like any other galactic hand weapon were not a good thing when you were on the wrong end.

"Dar'Vok."

"Y-Yes!?" The wide eyed Apuk woman quickly realizes she's in a very bad position and raises her hands, clearly trying to placate her newly escaped prisoner as he burns the cuffs off his ankles with a burst of green warfire.

"Let's have a discussion about a potential change in your employer."
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Dar'Vok proved to be a surprisingly capable guide and assistant. They'd only really stopped moving for a fast axiom recolor of her outfit to match a black and gold Imperial livery instead of the countess’s colors. Mostly in hopes of ensuring Dar’Vok wouldn't end up accidentally getting dropped by rescue forces that Jerry knew were on the way.

She'd quickly and efficiently gotten Jerry past a few security checkpoints. Or if they couldn't get around them, she'd used her limited authority or well known face to distract her former comrades to allow Jerry to hit them with non-lethal takedowns like an axiom nerve pinch.

It was after tying up another incapacitated guardswoman that Jerry finally had to ask.

"Aren't you a little too enthusiastic about turning on your friends?"

Dar'Vok spits on the ground. "I've no loyalty to that cow of a countess, just to her clan, and her constant abuse has worn whatever value I held in my oaths so thin I'd almost rather flee and be a pirate instead. My family has served the Vynn clan for centuries but she doesn't even remember our clan name. I'd have quit long ago if it wouldn't break my mother's heart. Well she's passed on and I'm done taking it from the Countess and that cretin Mak'Ralt! Decades of shit from them! From the Countess's siblings. From her lieutenants. From goddess damn everyone! So you're a dream come true to get some payback on the absolute band of whoredaughters that is the current ruling branch of the Vynn clan, ma'am. Err. Sir. Highness."

"Let's go with that last one. Or sir. I'm fine with sir."

"Yes, sir."

Dar'Vok moves to a security panel and logs in with her credentials.

"No alarms yet sir. According to the status panel evening shift is in place and the day shift is either in the barracks or gone home for the day with the rest of the day staff. The manor's as empty as it gets."

"Good. You sure you don't know where my equipment would be?"

"Yes, I suspect it would either be in the captain's office, or the Countess is holding it personally."

Jerry suppresses a brief snarl.

"Damn, being able to get to my communications equipment in particular would have made this a lot easier. Well if wishes were horses, beggars would ride. Get us to the control room for the defense systems. I'm sure the Princess has her own entry options but we might as well open the door while we're shoving a knife into the Vynn clan's soft underbelly and twisting.”

"What's a horse?"

"Tell you later, move out!"

Dar'Vok straightens up at the sudden sharp and commanding tone, spinning on her heel and racing off.

"Yes, sir! This way, sir."

Dar'Vok stops suddenly and grabs a guardswoman by the shoulders, dragging her into a slightly safer position.

"Besides, you said it yourself, sir, the Princess is coming. She's almost certainly bringing more battle princesses. The best thing I can do for me is be on the side with the battle princesses if I want to see dawn. The best thing I can do for the girls I have any fondness for is get them knocked out and out of the way so they wake up after the screaming stops."

"Fair enough."

Jerry moves down the hallway like a ghost, running near silently, covering every door and passageway with broad sweeps of his pistol, as Dar'Vok tries to keep up without aborted Apuk leaps.

"How the shell do you move like that?"

"Survive and get serious about coming to work for me and maybe I'll show you."

"Oh I'm serious, I don't know where you're going or what you do but it's gotta be better than guarding this pile of rocks from nothing."

"Food's better at least, I'll guarantee that. Still you’re pretty sharp. Quick on the uptake.”

“You try being a grunt for a couple decades with sergeants and officers that consider the ‘rod of authority’ to be a literal club they use to beat their subordinates so they know who’s in charge. It tends to make you more than a bit responsive. Besides… you’re really good at this whole leading thing. Like. Weirdly so for a man.”

“I’ve been leading troops in combat for close to thirty years Dar’Vok, and most of that was spent at the bleeding edge of human martial prowess.”

“...Yeah I suppose if you lead as long as I’ve been following you’d get pretty damn good at it. Unless you’re the countess. She’s been leading since before either of us was born and she’s a shit show.”

“Just because you do something doesn’t mean you’re good at it in the end. Cut the chatter though, we’re getting close.”

Another hundred yards of moving through the underground rat warren of service tunnels beneath the Vynn estate proper quickly brought them to a heavy set of security doors.

Doors that were slightly ajar.

Jerry quickly crouches down in an alcove nearby, watching the doors, Dar'Vok just behind him like a shadow.

"They probably have the doors open for air flow. It's against policy but it gets a touch stuffy in there."

"Any chance you know the girls on shift?"

"Yes, they're both die-hard bootlickers."

"Guess we're going louder than I wanted. How's your warfire?"

"Blue. Mostly."

"Guess we'll have to fix that, can't have a guard of mine running around with less than pure blue flames, but it'll have to do for now if I miss one. Your plasma caster would make too much noise. Be right on my tail, if they close the door on you I don't think a healing coma will be able to bring you back."

Dar'Vok gives him a slightly quizzical look. "...But you don't have a tail?"

"...It's... look just stick close behind me."

"Yes, sir."

Jerry leans out of the alcove and checks the corridor, behind them, then checks the chamber on his field pistol, and ensures the suppressor ring is active. He'd have to be fast, and unfortunately for the mooks manning the defense system, that meant lethal. He couldn't risk an alarm being raised until after they'd shut down the defenses.

"Three... two... one."

There's a whisper of axiom as Jerry bounds forward, still moving as quietly as possible as he bolts towards the gap in the control bunker's armored doors. He's through in a second, pistol raised and gets a snapshot of the state of the room. 

There weren't two guards in here like there were supposed to be, but three, one appeared to be an officer of some grade, and she was smoking to the side. Another guard was sitting in a chair leaned against the wall, reading what appeared to be an adult magazine, and finally one guard was actually working, standing dutifully at the controls for the Vynn estate's external defense systems.

Half a second.

The field pistol swings into line with the woman standing by the control console and she dies without even a whimper as a 7.5 FK bullet goes straight through her skull and drops her like a marionette that's had its strings cut.

The second shot hits the officer square in her center of mass, putting the woman's heart somewhere on the other side of the room and rupturing her internal furnace, the inner fire of the Apuk consuming her flesh.

A hard wrench of his body in mid air swings him around and his pistol comes up on the third guard, and speaks... only for Jerry to pull the shot because of the odd angle he was at! The round goes wide, and before Jerry can land and re engage, Dar'Vok leaps in with a fist full of blue warfire.

The Apuk guardswoman's fist, powered by her leap and gravity, augmented by brilliant sapphire blue warfire leaves the other guard's woman's head an absolute mess, and Jerry makes a mental note to not piss Dar'Vok off if the normally somewhat demure Apuk woman could do that!

"You know, back home when people say ‘it's always the quiet ones’, they tend to mean something besides being the type to break out fighting techniques that resemble some sort of Amazonian haymaker from hell by way of Sparta under duress."

Dar'Vok gives him a slightly confused look.

"I, uh. Don't... Under-"

"Don't worry about it. Good job. Keep an eye on the door... wait. Grab the officer. Anyone you used to know?"

Dar'Vok nods. "Yep, unfortunately. She was a real piece of work, sir. The galaxy's better with her gone."

"All well and good but I need her security credentials."

"Oh! Right!"

Dar'Vok quickly brings him what appears to be a locket of some kind.

"Her credentials were built into this."

Jerry gives the heart shaped locket a suspicious look. "Interesting taste, but alright. Any idea of what her security authentication code might be?"

Dar'Vok shakes her head.

"No, but she was as stupid as she was lazy, it might be written inside the locket."

Jerry pops the little silver heart open and finds a photo of an Apuk man... shirtless.

"Husband?"

"Favorite brothel worker."

Jerry fails to suppress a grimace.

"Charming."

A little prying gets the image out, and on the back is what appears to be cinder tongue.

"I can't read this Dar'Vok."

"Oh right! I keep forgetting you're not Apuk, honestly you're more like an Apuk than a lot of Apuk and-"

Jerry holds a hand up, halting the young woman before she could really get talking.

"Dar'Vok. The code."

"Oh! Right, right the code. It's in cinder tongue... so... just need to do... this!"

The keyboard shifts to Apuk characters and Dar'Vok inputs the slain officer's code in a blink.

"There! We have full control!"

Dar'Vok steps back with a triumphant grin, revealing the completely unlocked security terminal.

"Good work... Now let's see... obviously we need to lock down the defenses... Any ideas?"

"Oh! The defense turrets have a maintenance mode that require them being reenabled at the turret itself. There'd be guards at each turret, but without a message from control, it'd take the girls awhile to figure it out, and once the rescue force is on the ground the guards will be really distracted!"

Jerry nods approvingly. "Good idea, seems like a weakness in the system though."

"They're old designs. The Countess is too cheap to upgrade."

"That makes sense. Let's get the actual sensors shut down. Can we trigger a lock down in a maintenance mode too so it doesn't trigger an alarm? Like say, locking down the barracks?"

"Uh... I can try!"

Dar'Vok works feverishly for a few minutes, getting more and more frustrated as time goes on.

"Petak spit. I can't get the command to work properly."

Jerry hefts the null launcher that Dar'Vok had been guarding him with originally.

"We have three shots in this launcher right? We'll just neutralize the barracks another way... do you ever do scramble or assembly drills? You know, see how fast you can get everyone up and into fighting positions?"

Dar'Vok thinks for a second.

"...Yes. We have a couple different ones, including assembling at the front of the barracks. It shouldn't trigger any alerts in central control or anything. Drills are common enough during campaign season."

"Let's go with that one then. How far from here to the barracks?"

"...About five minutes if we run?"

"Can you give us fifteen minutes till the alarm triggers?"

Dar'Vok manipulates the system again for a few minutes, her brow furrowed.

"Damn it, I should have paid more attention in class... come on where... got it! Starting when?"

"Now."

Jerry rushes out of the command center with Dar'Vok hot on his heels, but comes to a stop, waiting for the door to shut patiently.

"Why do you need fifteen minutes?"

Jerry calls green war fire to his hand and bathes the door to the command center with it, first welding it shut and then slagging its mechanisms.

"Because I'm going to do that to all the doors except the one we pick for our ambush. Now move it!"

They just barely made it in time, locking down the doors and settling into position across a plaza from the main barracks. The underground area was apparently for marshaling troops and supplies while under siege. While many nobles had partially moved their barracks above ground in the modern era to improve living conditions for their troops, the Vynns had apparently never given too much consideration to the needs of 'the help'.

"Really hope there isn't a Gravia nearby."

Jerry mutters as he settles the null launcher a bit more and checks his sights again.

"...Why do you care? Wouldn't she be an enemy? You didn't blink when you killed those two in the control center, and you'd have killed the third if you hadn't missed."

Jerry looks over at the confused Dar'Vok.

"That's just why Dar'Vok. I kill if I have to, but I kill with purpose and intention. Killing someone by accident, even if they're an enemy, is a deep personal failing. Especially in this case. The women sleeping in that barracks aren't my enemy. The Countess is my enemy. A lot of those girls probably don't even know I'm here, and culturally for the Apuk, the only thing 'wrong' the Countess is doing is being sneaky about 'seizing me', which can be seen as a cowardly."

"Huh."

Dar'Vok pauses for a second, clearly thinking over everything Jerry had just said.

"Watch our backs while you chew on that would you? It shouldn't be too much-"

Jerry's cut off by red lights starting to flash and sharp whoop of an alarm starting to go off at a pitch that probably would have made a Phosa pass out if it was loud enough. He resets his grip on the null launcher and takes a breath like he's preparing to fire a sniper rifle instead of what amounts to a 40mm grenade launcher.

The door across from them slides open, and he immediately fires, the null round pelting through the air and impacting deep into the barracks. The layout was just like Dar'Vok had described it to him. The sound of rushing boots stops and a second null round follows the first on a more shallow arc, nailing a group of guards women who had just come to a skipping halt, dropping them where they stood.

The third round he manages to bounce down the stairwell, deeper into the barracks, cutting off the more junior guardswomen who lived further down.

Pleased with the result of his ambush, Jerry turns to find Dar'Vok isn't next to him. Or immediately behind him, suggesting she'd moved out, down the passageway behind to cover their rear better. A shout, followed by a roar of rage that certainly sounded like Dar'Vok, certainly suggested that. Then there's a sound of a heavy impact on stone and the tell tale sound of bone crunching and Jerry is off at a run around the corner.

Instead of an injured Dar'Vok however, he finds Dar'Vok fighting with the Silent One in a furious whirlwind of melee. Nearby, another Apuk guardswoman, who Jerry suspects is Mak'Ralt, aka Goon One, is buried up to her shoulders in the stone wall, her body limp... but still breathing.

Somehow.

Apparently Mak'Ralt was as resilient as she was unimaginative.

The Silent One on the other hand is fighting Dar'Vok to a standstill, the two women burning each other’s clothes with bursts of blue war fire.

Jerry takes a half breath, and accelerates immediately behind the Silent One, and drops her with an axiom nerve pinch before she can even react.

Dar'Vok takes a panting breath.

"You good?"

"Ye-Yes, sir."

She glances down at the Silent One.

"Thank you. She's really not so bad. Just has a case of resting bitch face and doesn't have much to say. Mak'Ralt on the other hand... I might have killed her."

"Do we need to make sure one way or another?"

"No, she can stay in that damn wall for eternity for all I care."

Jerry claps Dar'Vok on the shoulder.

"That's the spirit. Come on. Let's go pay our respects to the Countess, and tender your resignation to her personally."
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Princess Aquilar

Right as Jerry begins shutting down the defenses of the estate, Aqi's shuttle is entering the local air space. With its electronic warfare and stealth systems fully rigged, even if the equipment had been active, they would have been utterly invisible to the manor's defense network.

The Imperial house had a back door into every single sensor suit and defense system manufactured in Apuk space. Even the bespoke custom ones. An arrangement and capability that people had died to keep secret. A capability that was only used in the most dire of circumstances.

Such as the kidnapping of a crowned head of the Imperial household.

Any crowned head.

By blood or by marriage didn't matter, old or young, male or female. If the nobles got it into their heads that they could take swipes at ANYONE wearing an Imperial crown with that degree of brazenness without the Imperial family coming down on them like a sack of bricks all hell would break loose.

So Countess Vynn had to die... and whoever took over would be made to swear their loyalty to their Empress in the strictest and most direct of terms.

Or they'd work their way down the line of succession till a reliable noble could be found.

Brutal? Perhaps.

It was effective however, and that mattered more when it came to maintaining the balance of power on Serbow than some perceived kindness.

The true kindness was keeping the nobles in line and the powers that be on Serbow fat and happy, with appropriate release valves for the martial pressures that naturally built up in the Apuk themselves, and in their society, while doing minimal damage.

Aqi's internal furnace surgedswith heat as she remembered the Countess trying to 'soothe' her, and 'console' her, saying her husband likely just got bored and wandered off to find trouble, as humans are wont to do. Promising she would search for the prince personally, and that if someone had harmed him she would bring the miscreants to justice.

A snarl of flame escapes Aqi's lips as she remembers the Countess getting her husband's goddess damn name wrong after she had kidnapped him!

"You're in an evil mood tonight."

The voice of Miri'Tok cuts though Aqi's simmering cloud of rage and brings her back to the present.

She had to consider the facts. Her husband was fine. Her husband was a battle prince in everything but name. The only things in question were how fast they'd be reunited... and if Countess Vynn would survive the night to be executed more formally.

Aqi reaches down and strokes Fenrir's head between his large, fluffy ears. The massive canine, that her husband swore was a puppy, had muscled his way onto the transport, perhaps understanding his master was in trouble. Whether he did or not, petting him certainly made her feel a bit better.

Finally, the princess raises her head, and gives Miri'Tok her attention.

"You would be too in my shoes, Miri."

"I suppose I would. I don't have a husband so I can't... imagine."

Aqi leans in a bit, noting the hitch in her friend's voice.

"That's an odd reaction. Miri'Tok, my dear blade sister and fellow princess, are you courting? Please give me some good news on this ill fated night that I might lighten my spirits before battle."

"I ah." Miri'Tok's cheeks go dusky as she looks away, unable to meet her princess and commander's gaze fully. "Yes, I suppose I am. We... Have a date tomorrow night. With his wife of course. He's. Well. Human."

"Probably the senior commando on their ship if I had to guess."

Miri'Tok's one green eye opens wide.

"How did you..."

"I've known you a very long time Miri'Tok, and I have met this Sir David and immediately thought of you. I would have introduced you if fate had not seen fit to introduce the two of you... I suppose I am cheating just a bit though. Sir David filed an after action report with his commanding officer about the incident at the war shrine. I happen to be intimately familiar with said commanding officer, and he asked about you so he could extend his thanks. On the gripping hand though, I'd considered Sir David a smart match for you. Your senses of humor are very compatible just to start."

Miri'Tok buries her face in her hands for a second with a groan.

"Goddess. To think my love life can end up as a professional discussion between my commanding officer and her husband, who is the commander of the man I'm courting."

When she comes back up however, Miri'Tok's game face is firmly in place.

"Enough gossiping like bored house husbands though highness. We have a prince to rescue."

Aqi nods. "We do, however, he's somewhat self rescuing I suspect, we..."

A crew woman races up from deeper in the drop ship and salutes. "Highness, we're passing their outer defenses. They've been disabled completely. We don't even need the special systems. The craft commander says two minutes to drop."

"Very well." Aqi looks over to Miri and gives her a fierce grin. "Seems my husband's rolled out the welcome mat for us."

Miri'Tok gives her commander a feral smile that was all teeth in return, her battle blood clearly starting to pump in her veins before she calls out to the rest of the troop compartment.

"Hear that ladies? His Highness the Prince is down there fighting right now, he's taken out enemy defenses so we can come in like gentleladies if we want... but I say we drop and take the fight to these louts the hard way. Can't let ourselves get shown up by our own boss can we? The Imperial household might kick us out!"

The cheer Miri'Tok gets back is a fierce one and it makes Aqi's own battle blood roar in response.

She'd brought more than sufficient force to crush this impudent countess. A full platoon of Apuk Imperial Marines was twelve women strong. She'd also brought four of Miri'Tok's fellow commandos from the Apuk Imperial Marine Commandos.

All told, their force was eighteen women in total, counting Aqi herself and Miri'Tok. Six of their number were battle princesses. Many of the others were battle princess grade, straight down to green flames. They just didn't care to try for a title, or were waiting for the chance to compete in the tournament.

Hard blue flames were the minimum requirement for an Imperial marine's warfire.

It was a reasonable force to take on an army, and while Countess Vynn had her household troops, she didn't have an army spare to resist them.

A light starts to flash, indicating they're nearing the drop zone, and Miri'Tok clasps her friend's hand.

"Let's go get your man."

Aqi nods.

"Let's."

The doors of the passenger bay yawn open, and the Apuk warriors quickly move into position.

Jerry had told her about how humans did airborne insertions of personnel. Tales of light infantry using parachutes to land deep behind enemy lines to sow chaos and destruction.

There were some differences of course. For one, Apuk marines would probably best be classed as heavy infantry by human terms. If they could be classified as anything besides monsters by human terms.

For two, Apuk didn't use parachutes.

The light goes green and Miri'Tok whistles sharply before issuing the order. 

"Drop!"

Without a second thought the Apuk warrior women leap into the night, spreading out their limbs to arrest their momentum somewhat so they could aim and then use axiom to land like they'd leapt themselves instead of throwing themselves out of an aircraft.

Aqi's flight was complicated somewhat by the addition of Fenrir, but the big mutt seemed to understand he needed to be very still at the moment or things would go very badly.

It made Aqi wonder just how smart Fenrir actually was.

After a few moments of freefall she gracefully hits the ground and sets Fenrir down. The dog immediately races forward, as intent on his mission of returning to his master's side as any Human or Apuk marine would be.

"After the dog! He'll lead us to the Prince!"

Aqi leads the charge, bounding forward in long leaps, practically flying through the night sky as they race across the manicured grounds of the Vynn estate.

Far from being out paced, they moderate themselves to keep an eye on the wolf dog as he races through the terrain, heading deeper into the compound with each mighty stride of his long limbs, aware that one of his master's wives and her friends were high in the sky behind him.

A confused guardswoman in the Vynn clan's colors staggers out of a guard post, and tries to raise a weapon. Before Aqi can even call warfire to defend her husband's pet, the great wolf tackles the Apuk soldier sending her tumbling with a face full of teeth and claws, her head smacking against the stone with a firm whack, leaving the dog free to move on.

One the marines drops in to check the guard and ensure the guard post was neutralized as the rest of the unit moves forward, starting to land on the roofs tops and racing forward, ever closer to the main fortress of the Vynn.

"Highness, she's still alive, but unconscious. Guard post secured."

"Bind her, then catch up." Aqi orders, not wanting to leave the guard free to sound the alarm.

"Yes, highness."

More retainers of the Vynn emerged on one evening chore or another. All were bound and unconscious before they could figure out what was happening to them, never mind sound an alarm.

The wrath of the Empress made manifest advances like a scythe cutting through grain, slicing all before it with all the emotion of a farmer tending their crops. The natural passion and fire of the Apuk could be saved for open battle, tournaments and training. They were professionals, and letting the passions of their species rule them was as unprofessional as it got.

A group of guards rush out of a turret, weapons in hand, looking as if they're heading towards a nearby access point to the Vynn family's underground fortifications. Aqi adjusts her leap to bring her down right in the middle of them in a blaze of green warfire and brutal blows. A kick sends one woman back into the turret to a painful sounding impact on the weapon in the center. Another strikes at her and Aqi's block delivers the guardswoman a broken arm for her trouble before a punch to the center of her chest cracks her sternum and sends her staggering back, struggling to breathe.

A third guard kicks out at their assailant, trying to cover one of her blade sisters as she readies a weapon. Aqi traps her leg and casually hyperextends her knee before casually throwing her into a fourth guard hard enough to put them both through a nearby window, shattering furniture as they go.

Slowly she advances on the last guard, the woman struggling to line up a shot with her plasma caster, before Aqi reaches out and crushing the caster's barrel and it's sensitive mechanism with her bare hand, ripping the weapon from her hands and tossing it behind her where it's containment bottle ruptures in a small explosion of star fire.

"Oh goddess..."

The last of the guards drops to the ground, knees shaking with fear as she crawls backwards until her back finds the side of the turret she'd just come out of.

"Puh-Please don't kill me."

"That's 'Please don't kill me, your Imperial highness.' girl. Now. Tell me where the Prince is, and you'll survive your liege's treachery."

The guardswoman groans. "Prince? Highness did... goddess's shell did the countess... I swear! I didn't! I wouldn't! I don't want to die for her!"

"No one's dying yet. Even your blade sisters still draw breath. The Countess has made a grievous mistake, striking against the Imperial household... and I know my husband is already loose and fighting. If you don't know where he is, tell me where the countess is... and I'll leave you to tend to your blade sisters, on your honor bound promise to never raise a hand against the Imperial house again."

"On my honor, highness! The countess is in the keep most nights, at the top of the manor hill!"

"Good. See to your sist-"

A sharp howl cuts both women off and Aqi immediately leaps away, her sensitive ears letting her hone in on Fenrir's location, landing deeper in the compound where the wolf dog had a woman subdued by a door she'd clearly just fallen through trying to escape. The lupine animal's massive fangs gleam beautifully in the moonlight as his back fur bristle.

Apparently his mood was little better than Aqi's at the moment.

"Call it off! Call it off!"

The hapless woman begs, as Aqi rolls her eyes.

"Are you an Apuk or not, fool? He's just a puppy!"

"Puppy!? Do you see the goddess damn teeth on that thing?"

"And the natural axiom armor on you, you shell forsaken coward." Aqi calls green warfire into her hand. "Now. How did you upset my dear husband's beloved warhound?"

The woman's eyes go wide. "Puh-Princess."

"Yes. Princess. Explain your misdeeds, you miscreant! Or, I shall burn you where you lay and send your soul to the goddess for further questioning."

"I-I I'm just a secretary! I'm not a fighter! Goddess's witness! I just work for the captain of the guard!"

Aqi arches an eyebrow. A non-combatant? That would certainly explain the woman damn near pissing herself over the mere hundred pound predator her husband called a pet.

"So. You know about the conspiracy then."

The woman nods quietly.

"Speak, damn you!"

"Yes! Yes! The Prince is here! Somewhere! But he escaped! The Captain just ran to the keep in a panic! There's internal alarms going off and the entire barracks isn't responding!"

"So why might the Prince's warhound take offense to you?"

The woman considers for a minute, her shakes calming as she tries to get the better of herself.

"I... I think the Captain. I was working over time, pre-preparing for the countess's. Ah. Wedding."

The woman gulps, clearly noting the extra intense flames that erupted in Aqi's eyes at the word 'wedding'.

"The Captain, she... she brought a bundle of things earlier. I didn't look at them. She stowed them in a drawer, saying she'd need to 'heroically recover them' when they 'rescued' the prince tomorrow."

"Fenrir... keep her pinned."

The wolf growls in acknowledgement and takes a step forward, making the woman shrink back in fear.

"Goddess, you really do shame yourself. You have axiom do you not? Have you so utterly failed your family that a beast can put fear in your heart?"

Instead of stepping over the coward, Aqi takes out some of her disdain and frustration by burning a hole square through the office wall, so she can walk through without bothering with the door, making the secretary scrabble back a little further.

"Eek!"

"Oh quit your whining, whelp. You'd be dead already if you were going to die tonight. Either master your fear or soil yourself and throw away your honor silently."

These were the creatures who had the audacity to think to steal her husband? Aqi wasn't sure whether to be angry, contemptuous or just outraged at the sheer indignity of it all.

She tosses the Captain's office casually, ripping apart furniture in her haste to find her husband's things. Finally in a drawer of the captain’s desk, a black bag held the familiar weight of her husband's MP7 and other tools.

A quick check revealed his armor, communicator and everything else he carried when out on routine business. All that was missing was his field pistol and the shoulder holster he wore under his coat, and Aqi suspected those items were exactly where they belonged.

"Fenrir. He's not here. Seek."

The wolf takes a sniff of the wind and takes off with a howl towards the keep.. As she steps out into the night, she can smell burning from several sources throughout the Vynn clan's compound, and takes the sky with a mighty bound as she opens her comm channel.

"I have located the Prince's equipment. He is not with it. I suspect he's in the keep. All points report status."

The familiar voice of Miri'Tok comes over the net first.

"Commandos checking in. We're preparing to assault the keep, resistance is light. We shall wait for you to join us unless we see a sign of the prince. In which case we'll call it out and make an immediate entry."

"Squad A, checking in. Highness, we've penetrated the underground service and support areas. Someone neutralized the main barracks with null, after sealing all the doors save one with warfire. There's maybe sixty, seventy women at arms unconscious down here."

Aqi allows herself a feral grin as she lands on a roof leaping again and leaving shattered tile in her wake.

"Don't get too close, no need to admire the Prince's handiwork and end up with a casualty of our own to deal with ladies."

"Yes, highness, continuing on mission. We've found a lot of neutralized guards down here at various security checkpoints. Alive for the most part. We're not anticipating any issues locking down any underground escape routes and hangar bays."

Miri'Tok cuts back in. "Seems the prince is setting a very high mark for us to match ladies."

Aqi was suddenly feeling much, much better.

"B Squad, status of the outer defenses?"

"Highness, we've started burning the actuators on every turret and taking out the guards manning the various posts. Seems systems are so disrupted that a full general alarm has yet to be raised. More of the Prince's work I suspect. One of my girls believes the turrets have all been put into a maintenance stand by mode. Theoretically they can be reenabled, so we're going to ensure that none of them can be without significant effort.

"C Squad checking in from the perimeter. Primary mission objectives complete. We've welded the gates shut with warfire and disabled the sentries. Access to the estate is firmly in our control."

"Excellent, proceed towards the keep in case we need reinforcements. We only need to delay, not stop any enemy forces."

"En route!"

Another bound has Aqi landing daintily on a roof overlooking the keep. While the alarm might not be working across the facility, likely due to some sabotage by her husband, alert lights were certainly on in the main household, red lights flashing as Miri'Tok leaps up to join her commander.

"Anything, Miri?"

"No signs as of yet..."

A burst of green warfire from a nearby atrium suddenly draws everyone's attention and Aqi launches herself into the air without even a blink. She lobs a mighty burst of green warfire before her, shattering the glass of the atrium in a shower of glimmering shards as she drops to the ground.

The tableau before her was... not unexpected in a certain sense.

A woman in an ostentatious uniform that Aqi assessed as the Captain of the guard was bleeding onto a small pile of furniture she'd clearly been thrown through after getting a couple of bullet wounds and a healthy dose of warfire from her husband. Who was standing over another freshly neutralized guard like something out of one of her own books.

His uniform was, save for a bit of sweat, immaculate, opened slightly so he can access his shoulder holster, baring part of his chest and giving him a daring, rakish appearance. His eyes shining with his own fist full of warfire as he covered a woman in Imperial black who was rifling through the captain's pockets.

He was, to say the least, incredibly distracting to even the most disciplined Apuk maiden.

"Darling, how nice of you to drop in."

Jerry casually steps to the left, his field pistol snaps up and he fires a shot, an advancing guard yelps and ducks back behind cover, before throwing her weapon aside and sticking her hands up to surrender, clearly not wanting anymore of what Jerry had been putting down range.

He holds his hand out to Aqi, wordlessly inviting her to join him, seemingly treating this like it was some sort of garden party and he wasn't fighting for his life and freedom.

Probably just to reassure her if she was honest, and if she was being honest, it was absolutely working.

Aqi settles her skirts and joins her husband, taking his hand and pulling him to her to greet him with a slow kiss, her hand resting on his chest, looking deep into his eyes. The fire between them rages like warfire itself, and she can practically hear music swelling as they look deep into each other's eyes, before sharing a second, passionate kiss.

It was perhaps the most singularly romantic moment of her life.

Right up until the woman in black coughed into her hand.

"Uh... Highnesses? I have the captain's security credentials?"

The guardswoman holds forth a credential, which Jerry takes from her with a flourish.

"Excellent timing really my dear, you can help Dar'Vok and I hunt down Countess Vynn."

Aqi grins. "Oh yes, we can't let that wretched little creature escape. Not till I have a word with her."

"Will she survive that word?"

Her husband's sardonic smile suggests he knows the answer to the question he's asked, but he clearly wants to hear it from her. Yet there was a coldness in his eyes that suggested his grudge with the countess was... personal. Very personal. He was angry.

"Probably not."

Aqi simply admits, giving Jerry a look and wordlessly inviting him to share what's troubling him.

"She... insulted the other wives. Significantly. Called them potential servant girls at best, and she might not have been serious, which frankly makes this worse, but she at least has thought about having  our children killed."

The Princess forces herself to take a few calming breaths as she lets the enormity of that statement wash over her. No wonder Jerry was treating this as a personal vendetta! He'd probably rip the woman apart with his bare hands for insulting his wives and threatening his children like that... and she was most certainly going to help.

"...Allow me to amend that to definitely not. I refuse to let this grievous insult, the latest in a series of grievous insults the Countess has made to our family, go unavenged."

Aqi takes another slow, calming breath, purging her anger and returning herself to calm, cool control before turning to the guardswoman her husband had identified as Dar'Vok.

"Who are you then, who has come to my husband's aid?"

"Uh. I."

Dar'Vok glances at Jerry and he steps in.

"Dar'Vok is a guard in my employ as of... what, an hour ago?"

Dar'Vok nods.

"She was one of my captors and I suggested she seek a better employer. She's been exceedingly helpful."

"How's her warfire?"

"Decent, but needs work."

"Well, come along, Dar'Vok, you shall be rewarded of course, but if you remain in our employ we'll have to see about training you up to Imperial standard."

Jerry moves deeper into the atrium, where a wall panel had been ripped off to reveal a concealed security panel.

"Mhmm. That's what I told her. Can't have our standards slipping. Not with three wielders of the royal flame in the family."

Dar'Vok stands there for a moment, utterly flabbergasted as Miri'Tok and the rest of the commando team leap in and quickly bind the surviving guards of the Vynn clan.

"Highness we've disabled the last of the internal defenses and silenced the internal security room, I see you've found his highness!"

Aqi waves the commandos forward.

"Yes, we have indeed found the prince. Excellent work ladies, now we move on to the next phase of our operation. The Prince is disabling the security doors. I shall handsomely reward whoever brings Countess Vynn to me. Search the building. I'd prefer her alive but I'll accept a severed head if that's what it takes."

Miri'Tok nods sharply.

"At once, highness!"

Aqi delicately lifts her skirts a bit as she steps over rubble and the occasional unconscious guard, joining her husband at the security panel as Dar'Vok finally asks;

"Aren't you all just being a bit too casual about this?"

"I assure you, miss, I am giving this situation every ounce of seriousness it deserves. The Countess of Vynn has made a series of very poor choices and is going to pay for it tonight in fire and blood. I swear on both my crowns."

Dar'Vok shivers as Aqi appraises her a second time. Sterner stuff than the secretary at least, and with a little work... perhaps the Imperial marine boot camp course, she'd be an able enough retainer.

"Still, you have potential. Hurry along. Perhaps you'll find the countess for us? I suspect she treated you rather poorly, would it not be sweet to be the one to deliver her to her doom?"

"...I suppose it would. By your leave."

Aqi gestures her off and Dar'Vok races off into the keep, leaving Aqi alone with Jerry as he finishes wrestling with the control board.

"I have your things for you, my love."

Jerry takes the proffered bag and slings it over his shoulder before reloading his field pistol and tucking the partially loaded magazine into a pouch on the shoulder holster under his jacket.

"Could have used this kit about an hour ago, thank you for getting it back for me, love."

"Of course."

The third kiss of their reunion is even sweeter than the first, and burns hotter than the second. Heat greater than any warfire spreading from her lips to the tips of her fingers, toes and tail, increasing the temperature of her internal furnace and making her feel like she could lay siege to an entire sector's war fleet on her own as her husband gently caresses her cheek.

Clearly the mutual affection was warming his heart too. A brief reminder that their family was not in danger. That the children were safe and sound in orbit, and the women who loved him were similarly safe, with Aqi acting as their agent and avatar. When their lips finally part, she finds she's panting slightly, trying to get the air back in her lungs,.

"Hah... goddess, you always take my breath away."

"I feel the same about you. Still. Rain check for later. The Countess has robbed me of a great deal of time with you and and a great deal of your kisses, and I aim to get every single one from you."

Aqi can't help it, little flames escaping the corner of her mouth. He really was straight out of one of her own books! She eagerly takes his hand in hers.

"Let's go deliver justice to this wench together. I refuse to be separated from you a moment longer. Not till we're back in friendly territory."

Jerry, ever her prince, simply raises her hand up, and kisses her knuckles before he gestures her forward into the building like he was inviting her to go dance.

"I wonder if this giddy sensation is what Miro'Noir feels like all the time?"

Jerry chuckles, leaning over to kiss her cheek.

"I worry that you're feeling like that in a theoretically life threatening situation."

"The only life threatened tonight is the Countess of Vynn, and any who dares to keep you away from me.”

Jerry doesn't get a chance to respond, there's a shriek down the to the right and the royal couple race down the hallways, following the sound of voices towards a large wooden door which Jerry proceeds to kick off its hinges before gesturing her forward like they were at a gala, and not invading what turned out to be Countess Vynn's private office.

The outer office was devoid of life, save an overturned desk and some smoldering flames. A pair of large double doors to the inner office had already been violently thrown open, one of them hanging on a single hinge, suggesting the fighting that had already taken place. Within the office they find Countess Vynn with Dar'Vok by the throat, and a handful of blue warfire inches from her face!

"Stop where you are! Or I kill this traitorous whoredaughter!"

"Now Countess, let's not do anything hasty."

There was an edge to Jerry's placating tone that Aqi certainly picked up on, but considering he was still neutral in the axiom, she doubted anyone else noticed. Her husband had just gotten lethally serious, all his playful, romantic joy at being reunited with her was gone, the warmth fleeing before a field of ice. His rage had returned, she could see it, prowling like a predator in the darkness as it approaches its cornered prey with fangs bared.

Slowly Jerry steps to the left, moving wide of the Countess, something Aqi quickly mirrors, forcing the noble woman to shift her attention between the two of them.

"Hasty nothing! The Princess has invaded my estate! Killed my guards! This is an outrage! When the nobility hear about this-"

Aqi chuckles darkly. "They'll call you a fool for daring to make a move against the Imperial household. Nothing has happened tonight that you did not yourself foment. If you had wanted to join my marriage, the least you could have done was ask politely."

"I'd have denied you out of hand, but at least you could have asked before going straight to kidnapping like a villain from a children's book."

Jerry notes, still clearly looking for an opening.

The Countess snarls, rage coloring her face.

"How dare you! I will not be lectured to by a man about political plays, no matter what kind of crown he might wear! Now get back, or I kill..." She shakes Dar'Vok, making her groan. "What was your name again?"

Before anyone can even begin to respond, before Aqi can register the sudden chatter on her comm net that suggested backup was coming, there was the sound of something loping forward at a gallop.

A blood chilling howl from another world fills the corridors as Fenrir races out of the darkness of the hallway at full speed.

The Countess hurls a ball of warfire at the animal hurtling towards her, but he dodges handily, dashing into the room and using her desk as a springboard to leap into the air, the shock of all hundred pounds of canine muscle and bone driving the countess to the ground as his powerful jaws close around her throat, fangs gleaming with axiom energy.

With a wet, tearing sound and a gurgle of blood, the Countess expires in the blink of an eye and spray of blood across the wall as her throat is removed by Fenrir's saber toothed fangs.

Jerry arches an eyebrow.

"...That was quick. Quiet. The Countess probably had a second to hate it before she died. No grand final monologue. No final revenge. No climactic clash of warriors. Just dead and unmourned in a blink. Kinda reminds me of a two-bit gangster who attacked Sylindra and I back on Centris."

Aqi nods. "Ah yes, the plaza video. I suppose I see some similarities. Stupidity, incompetence, propensity to rant."

Gingerly, she steps around the Countess's desk where Fenrir was sitting by the body of the countess.

"Dar'Vok? Are you okay?"

"I-Is it safe to move? Or is that thing gonna eat me next?"

Jerry chuckles. "Well you're a friend so I'd say you're safe. Come on, on your feet. Time to leave. You said you have an apartment out in town right? We'll send someone from the Imperial Household Agency to your apartment to get your things tomorrow. Safe to say you're likely not welcome in the county of Vynn anymore."

Dar'Vok rolls away from the Countess's cooling corpse and pops up to her feet, dusting herself off and giving Fenrir another skeptical look.

"I don't give a damn! You can burn this whole damn estate to the ground and I'll either cheer you all on or help. Sir."

It's Aqi's turn to laugh, her emotions light and airy with the death of her family’s enemy, an old aggravation finally put paid to.

"Well you certainly have the right attitude to be an able retainer to our household. A little training to ensure you don't get captured by our enemies in a future engagement and I think I shan't have an issue offering you employment if that is your wish."

"Can... Can we talk about that... anywhere else?"

Jerry steps around to join Aqi, taking her hand firmly in his.

"I think Dar'Vok makes an excellent suggestion. Time to leave. Fenrir! Come!"

Dar'Vok flinches as the large canine, his snout dyed red with the countess's life blood happily trots up to his master and accepts some pats and scritches for his efforts.

"Good boy. You're going to be a real nightmare when you finish growing up eh?"

That got Dar'Vok's attention.

"H-How big is that thing going to get?"

"His name is Fenrir, and his breed is projected to be around four hundred pounds on average. I suspect Fenrir himself will hit five hundred."

Dar'Vok's eyes bounce from Jerry, to Fenrir, to Aqi and back again, eventually settling on straight ahead as her brain tries to finish rationalizing the events of the night. Aqi gently reaches out and places a hand on the woman's shoulder guiding her forward.

"Come, you clearly need to get some food in you, and some rest. We'll talk all about your reward, and your future employment. Tomorrow. Tonight, I think we could all use some rest after a little vigorous exercise.”

As they turn to leave, Aqi stops suddenly.

“Ah. I almost forgot. I need to leave a message for the heiress. Dar’Vok, do you know who the new Countess of Vynn will likely be?”

Dar’Vok whips around, clearly shocked to be addressed.

“Ah… no your highness. The Countess had no daughters, as she was unwed, no true born daughters any way. Base rumors aside, her sisters… have either left for the colonies or died in power struggles with the Countess. I suppose it would perhaps be one of them, or one of their children.”

“Hmmm. If we can even convince one of them to return to Serbow.”

Aqi taps her chin for a moment as the sound of high heeled boots suggest the rest of her forces are arriving out in the corridor.




“Damn that witch for being a pain in the ass even in death. Very well. One of the Battle Princesses from the County of Vynn must be summoned. Control will need to be reestablished, and the county shall be held in Imperial trustee status until the Vynn family presents a true born heiress… or surrenders their claim. Come. We’ll deal with this in flight. Seems tonight’s work isn’t quite over yet.”

Miri’Tok chooses that moment to enter, her black battle dress far less literal than your average Apuk war maiden as she gingerly steps over destroyed furniture and other debris.

“Highnesses, I assume you have found the countess?”

Jerry nods. “We did indeed. So you'll be the famous Miri’Tok, I presume?”

“Ah. Yes your highness, I am Princess Commander Miri’Tok, of the Imperial marine commandos. How did you know though? We have not met before, and I don’t believe her highness addressed me in the atrium.”

Jerry reaches up and taps under his left eye.

“Educated guess, I can’t imagine there’s many one eyed Imperial marines running around. As for the countess… Dar’Vok found her, and Fenrir dealt with her.”

Miri’Tok’s eyes bounce from Dar’Vok, who clearly looked like she wished she’d mastered some sort of axiom technique to melt into the floor, and Fenrir’s blood stained muzzle.

“...I see. I did not know you had a retainer on the ground, highness. I was wondering who the woman in imperial colors was.”

“I didn’t. Not till about an hour and some change ago anyway. She’s done quite well so far. Bit high strung, but she has potential.”

Miri’Tok nods sagely. “How’s her warfire?”

“Blue!” Dar’Vok interjects. “I swear it’s blue, and I know I need to work on it to get it to a strong, pure blue flame.”

Aqi, Jerry and Miri’Tok all exchange a smile.

“Well then I shall see to her training personally, as a favor to your highnesses. It’s so nice to see a drive to improve in young women these days. Not to worry young lady, when you fully enter the house of Bridger’s service, I shall ensure you are everything an Apuk warrior should be.”

Dar’Vok rocks back on her heels as Miri’Tok spins around to lead the way out of the keep.

“If you’ll all follow me, the drop ship is landing in the courtyard for evac. I think it’s high time we went home.”

Jerry takes Aqi’s hand, leading her forward with a smile. “I think we can all agree to that.”

Aqi trails her husband, just a moment, gently shepherding Dar’Vok forward.

“Me and my big mouth…”

“Heh. Don’t worry. Miri’Tok is a skilled trainer, she’ll see you excelling in ways you yourself won’t believe you can soon enough.”

“That’s what I’m worried about, highness. What in the world did I get myself wrapped up in?”

“An adventure of course. Miri will prepare you for the adventure of a lifetime, into deep space on my husband’s vessel, and… well I’m not sure if you’re at a place in life where you want to husband hunt yet, but the humans certainly have many men aboard their vessel, and they find Apuk warmaidens quite appealing indeed.”

“R-Really? Even at my age?”

Aqi exchanges a look with her husband before he answers.

“Humans are a young race chronologically, Dar’Vok. Be yourself, and I’m sure you’ll find whatever you’re looking for in the wider galaxy. If you want to come along.”

Jerry looks back, clearly offering Dar’Vok one last chance to back out.

“It’s fine if you don’t. You still helped me out, we’ll make sure you’re taken ca-”

“No! I. Uh. Highness. Sir. Or. Uhm. I want to. Go. That is. I… haven’t been off Serbow before. I’ve barely been out of my home county.”

Aqi grins.

“Well don’t lag behind then, and study well with Miri’Tok and her blade sisters… you’ll have some very interesting new blade sisters of your own to meet soon, and you’ll want to be at your best to show them what you can do.”

“Alright!”

The small group exit the smoldering keep of the county of Vynn’s manor, leaving the cooling flesh of the unmourned countess in her office. In the courtyard, the drop ship Aqi and her forces had arrived in is waiting, but a second drop ship in Imperial livery has arrived and is disgorging Imperial regulars led by a battle princess in all her finery, who is conversing with Miri’Tok at the edge of the courtyard.

Aqi nods over at the other woman.

“That will be a Battle Princess from Vynn, seems Mother anticipated there might be something of a succession crisis.”

Dar’Vok gets wide eyed again at the mention of Aqi’s mother, mouthing ‘the Empress!’ to herself quietly, but otherwise keeping her peace as she walks into the ship and straps in. The other Imperial marines, save Miri’Tok are waiting, and Jerry gives them an Imperial salute.

“Thanks for the rescue girls. Much rather ride home in style than trying to walk back to the Capital.”

By the time the laughter dies down as the stress and pressure starts to bleed from the various combatants, Mir’Tok has taken her seat and the drop ship has started to lift. Aqi rests her head on Jerry’s shoulder, and finally lets herself relax.

Everything was as it should be once again.
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Jerry

"You're sure you're alright?" Syl's voice echoes through the communicator, she clearly had him on speakerphone, likely with most of the family in one of the common rooms.

"I promise I'm fine. I can't say I was in terribly much danger to begin with and I'm safely back on palace grounds."

Jerry had been placating his other wives for a solid twenty minutes now, the conversation starting in the middle of the flight back to the capital after he and Aqi had gotten a brief power nap in, just to keep themselves functional. Now, safely back in Aqi's bedroom, he could tell Syl was about to deliver a reckoning for what was admittedly fairly reckless behavior.

"Then perhaps you could explain to me why you'd do something so foolish, Jeremiah! You nearly gave me a heart attack!"

Jerry can hear Jaruna in the background saying she wasn't that worried, and can practically hear Syl glaring at the other woman till she backs down in the brief moment of silence that follows.

"It seemed like the thing to do at the time, and I was reasonably certain I could fight my way out of any situation that sexist dolt of a countess could throw at me, and if I couldn't escape, I knew Aqi would be back immediately with help, and if that wasn't enough then she was to contact Ghorza and hot drop the battalion."

"Starting a war with the County of Vynn is not a valid answer to that question, Jeremiah!"

Jerry suppresses a wince. He really was in trouble this time, and to be fair, he deserved it.

It made him pause for a second, even as Syl continues to rip him a new one.

Why had he happily jumped into the trap? It hadn't even just been impulsive, he and Aqi had planned for the possibility. Countess Vynn hadn't needed to die. She probably deserved it, just from how she treated other people, but Jerry, or rather a pissed off Fenrir, didn't need to be the agent of that death. He could have easily skirted around the trap or just doubled back and left without incident, humiliating the countess without her even being able to say a thing about it.

Was it that he was young again? That certainly seemed like it might be part of it. The differences in hormones alone would play their role... but also he was powerful out here. Stronger than ever. He could fight in ways that were straight out of a comic book, and he'd said it himself, until he left Cruel Space he'd never enjoyed combat. Out here, he did. He enjoyed the fight. Savored it. It didn't hurt that he was almost exclusively bringing justice to the wicked, but that was no excuse for making a fight that didn't need to happen, happen.

Was he perhaps being affected by the same lack of consequences that seemed to distort many other people in the galaxy?

The thought hit him like a bucket of cold water. Getting attacked and fighting back was one thing. Hitting a pirate raid in his power armor was another thing. Taking the Tear into a naval engagement to defend the innocent was one more. That was not what he had done at the County of Vynn however. No one was in danger. No one was at risk. He was attacked, but it's an attack he could have easily avoided.

Instead, the Countess had offered him a fight and he took it, alone and damn near literally bare handed, down to some light armor in his clothing, his axiom brands, a pistol and his admittedly potent axiom skills.

Was he able to fight and win in that situation? Yes.

Was it still an unacceptable risk to his person that easily could have resulted in twenty widows and nearly eighty children growing up without a father? Also yes.

Going into combat, fighting the good fight. With all the tools and protections he could have was a risk, but a calculated one with all the mitigation available to minimize his risk, and maximize the enemy's risk. What he'd done today hadn't been going into combat, nor had it been done with the same kind of rational, considerate, sensible care worthy of a warrior.

Not just a soldier. Not a combat junkie.

A warrior.

His conclusion felt like a sack of bricks dropping on his shoulders. He'd failed his honor, and failed to honor his wives today. Had he been at serious risk of harm it would have been worse, but setting the incompetence of the Countess of Vynn and her household troops aside, it very easily could have gone worse.

It put a lot of things into perspective for him. He'd been failing several points of his duty, and more than just today. He'd already told the Imperial Household Agency that he was taking Aqi and going home tomorrow. Clearly he needed to extend that 'vacation' from imperial duties.

There were twenty amazing women and numerous wonderful children in his life and he was failing them, and that was unacceptable.

He'd said it to some of the girls the other day. He's a goddamn Marine. Failure is something that happens to other people.

So he waits, and speaks up the second he can get a word in edgewise with Syl.

"No you're right, love."

"And another thing, I- wait. You said I'm right?"

Syl hangs up for a second, jumbling her words as she tries to process her husband yielding to her right when she was getting into the momentum of her argument.

"Yes. You're entirely right to be angry. All of you who are upset are. I did an extremely reckless thing that would have been stupid even if I didn't have any children and Aqi was my only wife. Or even if I was unwed entirely. As it is, with twenty wives and a great many blessings bestowed on me via those wives it was completely out of line.”

Jerry paces for a few steps, wishing he could be having this conversation in person.

“Further, I feel I have done you all a disservice recently. Getting caught up in this prince business has left me somewhat detached from all of you, even with regular visits and things like the garden party—I've not gotten enough family time in. Especially not with the children. I resolved on the flight back to the palace that this state of affairs is unacceptable. If anything, my poor choice tonight put that in stark relief for me."

He scratches his neck for a moment, taking a slow breath. If anything he felt embarrassed to admit this. Embarrassed to have failed his wives in such a basic way.

"I've allowed myself to spend far too much time away from what matters most to me. So Aqi and I will be coming home tomorrow. I already told the Household Agency they can screw off and damn whatever nonsense they've scheduled us for. In the morning I'm going to call them and extend that for a week, and I'll only take on minor Undaunted business, or civilian business, and only on alternating days. Going forward, I'll be ensuring you all, be you spouse or our children, get the time, attention, care and respect you deserve from me. I'm sorry darlings, I hope you can forgive me for this lapse in judgment. "

Jerry can hear Syl soften slightly on the other end of the line.

"Well as long as you know that it's simply unacceptable to do that sort of thing. I understand you will occasionally have to go into harm's way. I won't begrudge you that, or fuss. Or demand you stay in the Den where I can keep you safe. You're a warrior, you will answer the call to battle. I know that... but the thought of losing you." Syl suppresses a sniffle. "Please don't endanger yourself unduly, for all our sakes."

"I swear, I won't. That the situation was resolved safely and in our favor, doesn't change that I was wrong. Courting trouble where I don't need it is a bit unbecoming for a man my age and in my position to say the least."

"Good. That's... good. I'll look forward to seeing you tomorrow then. I love you."

Syl's communicator is passed around so Jerry can say good night to everyone, and apologize where appropriate, until the line finally closes and he's alone with the princess once again.

"Heh... seems I found a type of flame hotter than warfire in the end."

"Yes, Syl was rather upset."

Aqi beams at her husband from where she's laying atop the bed, already changed into her nightgown.

"However... I think I speak for the warrior wives in that... while I do not appreciate your recklessness of entering the trap, your conquest of the trap was... inspiring."

The slight purr to Aqi's tone left very little to the imagination in terms of exactly how Jerry's behavior had been inspiring.

Suddenly the Princess teleports to the other side of him, and pushes him down into the bed, quickly crawling astride him.

"You know,” Jerry said with a chuckle, “Syl would say this is rewarding bad behavior."

"Perhaps, but it'll be our little secret,” Aqi giggles. “My prince has delivered the head of an enemy of my family to me. The battle princess on scene has had some of her personal troops investigate. Countess Vynn was... ambitious to say the least. She was always a bitch, but to think she would plot treason."

"I find it highly amusing that kidnapping a member of the Imperial family isn't, in itself, treason."

That got a proper growl out of Aqi.

"And Goddess take all the fools who think that sort of courtship behavior is still acceptable to the frozen wastes!"

Jerry's arms find their way around Aqi's shoulders, pulling her down and giving her lower lip a gentle bite.

"We have more important things to focus on than a situation we've already dealt with. Starting tonight, the needs of the empire can wait. The needs of you, and the rest of my family are my priority. For while I love and respect your mother as my mother in law... you, and your sister wives are the only rulers I acknowledge. Cistern commands me, and I have pledged our house in service to the Undaunted as it made good sense for us, but the only sovereigns I acknowledge are the twenty queens of my heart."

Aqi gets a gooey look on her face as she leans down, her lips tantalizing close.

"I'm getting that giddy sensation again. I shall have to see if I can pry Miro'Noir away from her Vernon long enough for a chat, so I can compare with her and see if this is similar to what she feels all the time. Because you make me feel like my very core is molten... and I ache for you my prince. For the sight of you. The scent of you. For your arms around me. For your... lips."

Aqi punctuates the statement with a deep, hungry kiss that communicates a world of passion in an instant of sheer bliss.

"Goddess, I love you so much." The breathy princess groans into Jerry's mouth, clinging to him lightly as she tries to keep him as close as possible.

"I want you."

He whispers gently in her ear.

Aqi moans softly in response, the words alone clearly fanning the flames of her desire.

"If I wanted you anymore than I already do it would kill me. I-"

There's a knock at the door, and the couple immediately go silent.

"M'lady? M'lady, there's a..."

The voice of Nar'Salis joins the unfamiliar woman's voice in the corridor.

"Her highness and her husband are resting after his ordeal. Leave the message with me. I shall deliver it in the morning and not a second before. Now out, before I remove you physically!"

The voices of the presumed messenger and Nar'Salis fade immediately once away from the door, leaving the couple alone again. Aqi slowly slips to Jerry's side resting in his arms next to him, clearly resisting smacking her head against the pillow in frustration.

"...I swear that some goddess or another is laughing at us right now."

"Mhmm. Cock blocking bastards, every last one of them."

They share a chuckle and exchange a tender, far more chaste kiss.

"Jerry..." Aqi gives him an odd look, clearly thinking about something. "What if we... decided to wait? We just... made it the plan to wait for our wedding night? That's traditional for humans right? That way we don't have to keep trying and getting interrupted, and I can freely plan to make the start of our honeymoon something unequaled in all of Apuk history... and utterly, completely isolated if anyone knows what's good for them."

Jerry mulls it over for a second. "...I suppose we can do that. Not used to self denial with nineteen wives around honestly, but the ceremony isn't too far off, and I can tell you that you're well worth the wait. I mean. Just look at you."

He lets his eyes trail over Aqi's body, making her shiver as she's so blatantly appreciated by her husband.

"I'd wait for you for an eternity if I had to. In that circumstance I doubt your new sisters would accept a vow of abstinence impacting them too."

"I certainly don't intend to wait a day longer than we have to, so not to worry there."

The couple relax into the cooling bedroom for a moment, their breathing slowly matching, perfectly in unison together. Finally after a long moment of quiet peace, Aqi speaks again.

"Jerry?"

"Yes, love?"

Aqi snuggles in closer, pressing herself firmly against Jerry, letting him feel the down right astounding amount of amazon dragon warrior woman he was married to in the most spine tingling way.

"I want to make something else clear. We haven't really talked about it yet, but I... it's. I also know it's a bit... at odds with what we just decided, but while I was separated from you... I could think of nothing else. I have been… considering. A great many things, and I've come to a decision. I don't want to leave our marriage bed until I'm gravid with our first clutch. I've waited long enough, for the right man, for you, my one true love." 

The princess smiles, planting a gentle kiss on Jerry's lips as heat surges through her body like he's standing next to a blast furnace. 

"I say that without shame, because everything about you, everything you do, how you treat me, the fun we have together, in battle and out, everything that makes me feel two centuries younger... even the danger and trouble we get into like tonight. All of it makes me burn for you. Hotter than my internal furnace and hotter than white warfire. So please... When the time is right, I have but one request. Make me a mother, my darling prince."

The husky tone to Aqi's voice had Jerry's lizard brain suggesting that giving her the children she'd just asked for right now was the better call.

"You know, that's a very unfair thing to say after we've just decided to intentionally wait till our wedding night to consummate."

"I know. It's painful to me as well... but I don't want to hide anything from you for one, and I want you to join me in... anticipating finally consummating what we have growing between us."

"Love, the word is love."




Aqi blushes, giving Jerry a slightly bashful look before planting a slow, chaste kiss on his lips.

"I didn't want to be the one to say it. I didn't want to presume... or. I just called you my one true love already and ah. I don't know. You make me an absolute mess sometimes you know. I'm sure it's just the honeymoon phase, but I'm still not entirely convinced you're real and I'm not having one final vivid dream to ease my passing to the spirit realm dying on some battlefield or something."

"Hmmph. As if any battlefield could put my battle princess in the ground."

Aqi's soft little sigh of sheer delight at his words tries his discipline once more. With her pressed against him, sounding like that, ye gods and little fishes it was hard to hold back.

"Yours. Ah~. The giddy feeling is back... but mixed with this deep lusty desire mixed with a burning, passionate love that's utterly intoxicating. If this is what Miro'Noir feels, then I perhaps understand her obsession just a bit better... I might need to redraft part of the manuscript based on her story with Vernon Shay."

"Mhmm. I can certainly appreciate that..."

Jerry leans in and a few wet kisses echo off the walls as his hand traces up the small of Aqi's back, which arches perfectly at her lover's touch, pressing her body against him all the more fervently as their tongues continue to tangle.

It was a natural instinct of course, after being in a dangerous situation, and no matter what either said, it had been dangerous.

"Want to see what we can get away with without the gods interrupting us, and without breaking our promise to wait to consummate till our wedding night?"

Aqi thinks it over for a second, her eyes slowly heating up from her usual cold blue to a warfire green, her smile down right arousing in all the intrigue and fun that it promised.

"Yes."

"Then let's see what kind of trouble we can get into together..."
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They escape from the palace with dawn's light.

Nar'Salis and her team had prepared everything the night before. The first load of Aqi's possessions that she intended to take, along with some furnishings, had been loaded into an Imperial shuttlecraft. Nar'Salis was bringing a decent amount of her own things along, to prepare for the departure that was on the horizon, in the name of maximizing efficiency when the day came for them to leave this world. 

That dawn on Serbow was yet to come however.

With dawn's light behind them, the shuttle slips out of Serbow's atmosphere and quietly makes its way to the Crimson Tear, like a minnow approaching a great whale in the oceans. The shuttler's transponder code immediately sees it cleared into one of the forward hangars. A seldom used hangar with only three other occupants. The Olympia, still gleaming in her crisp gold, white and red paint job, the Bridger clan's personal starship, and Jaruna and Eymali's small personal gunships.

The only person to meet them is a military working dog handler, here to take a still very pleased with himself Fenrir off for a vet check and to return him to the Dire Wolves enclosure for some time with his pack.

With the soon to be great wolf seen to, a small procession of people follow the Imperial couple as they make their way through a w de, two doors split off from the main hallway right and left, both leading downward.

Jerry turns around, playing tour guide.

"So this is the vestibule of the den. Forward of course is the inner security door. To your left, are stairs leading to the common room for my elder daughter's quarters, as well as my Yauya wife Eymali's apprentice after she finishes boot camp. To your right Nar'Salis, is a mirror down to the same style of common room. That will be your quarters and the other staff we'll be requesting from the Imperial Household. Whatever that composition will be beyond the team of handmaids you've requested. I think you'll find the quarters acceptable. Everyone should have private space unless they want to bunk up for some reason, and there's a head and showers that offer decent privacy. There's also entertainment facilities. If there's anything you want or need to enhance your comfort while in transit, let me know and I'll see to it."

Nar'Salis curtsies. "I'm sure the accommodations are excellent highness, I look forward to exploring them when I take my things below."

"...I suppose we'll have to find somewhere to stick Dar'Vok if she survives Miri'Tok's training regime. I'd say we stick her with the sword sworn as they're our household troops, but they're all married... Hmmm."

"His Highness could always request more troops to be taken out of Imperial service and assigned to the Bridger family personally. I assure you, you can do little better than Apuk warmaidens for a household garrison."

"Maybe when we colonize a world in the future. That'd be a valid way to invite colonists from Serbow and her colonies wouldn't it? Bring on young women as women at arms, give them access to job training or education while they're fulfilling their terms of service and hope to retain them if or when they muster out. Till then I already have a battalion of Marines aboard, and however many of her marines that her majesty sees fit to grace us with. Between yourself, the three handmaidens you want to bring, the sword sworn, and the combatants in the family proper, if there's something big and bad enough to get aboard and fight it's way into the Den I'll be damned if I know what it is."

Nar'Salis chuckles. "A fair point, your highness. Especially in such a secure area... how many layers of security does the first door actually have?."

"When you get properly registered I'm sure Firi will give you a tour and be open for input. The defense of the Den is her prerogative, but we haven't had a professional bodyguard give them a look before."

"Oh I wouldn't know much about that noble sir, I'm merely a handmaiden... but I'll do an assessment after we move in and prepare notes on any possible weaknesses any way. Purely as an amateur of course."

Jerry mirrors Nar'Salis's sardonic smile. "Of course. Any way, if you please ladies? We'll finish the tour so you can see to your tasks."

Up a slight set of stairs and through the security door into the den proper and Jerry gestures to the right.

"At the end of the short hallway to our right is storage and one of the family armories, it's also the Den's aft damage control station and one of our aid stations. Immediately to the left is galley access. It's one of the few rooms in the den with theoretical through access across the center portion of the den, both to move supplies through but also to service the lounge, which is the adult dining room, and where we entertain guests, and the children's barracks and their own dining hall. Which are significant as you can imagine. There's a lower deck to the den that's all planned children's accommodations as the kids grow, and that will have a security door to the eldests’ common room on their request, they want to be accessible to their younger siblings when they're aboard ship."

Jerry leads the group down the hall, noting that the lounge door is closed for some reason.

"Aft head, mostly aimed for guests and convenience, and then right around here should be a sensor sweep... which will come up good as you're all with me. The wives’ rooms start here. Aqi's room is actually right here..."

Jerry raps a door with his knuckles that's clearly marked DN20.

"It counts up from the master, DN01, with DN00 being my study, because I need some personal space too. It wraps around from there to the egg room, nursery, and the ladderwell to access the currently unused main children's barracks, along with... other things."

Such as the security control center he thinks to himself.

"The secondary children's barracks is for younger children, currently there's only one resident, the eldest of the youngest, Cindy, who I'm sure you'll meet eventually. Hmmm... she also doesn't seem to be around. Interesting."

Nar'Salis nods, and accesses Aqi's door controls, confirming she has access.

"Yes, I see. In that case, highnesses, I shall get to work with my assistants. I shan't delay you from reuniting with the rest of your family. Certainly not for such minor trifles as moving a few things around."

Aqi nods her head, regal even in the casual clothes she was wearing today, a plain black dress with a dark blue corset.

"Thank you Nar'Salis, we'll introduce you to the family later today."

The couple part from the company of the other Apuk, proceeding deeper into the Den. For the time of day it was quiet, and they were hoping to stay that way. A peek into the master has Aqi's cheeks warming slightly.

"Ah and this bathroom! How wonderful! You say there's a large bath at the back? Delightful! I shall desire to take a soak with you soon my prince."

"As my princess wishes."

"That said... I notice there's likely still a fair amount of space on this deck, around the Den that is presently unused… And you say the plans are to expand below this deck for the children as they age?"

"That is the plan... you're right though, there is a large amount of space behind these walls that could be accessed..."

Jerry's brow wrinkles as he tries to puzzle out the space before they make it to almost the far end of the hallway, the nursery door gently sliding open on detecting Jerry.

"Shall we have a peek in on the little ones?"

"Oh! Yes! Let's!" Aqi whispers excitedly.

Slowly poking their heads through the door reveals the mass of infants still sleeping in their various cribs. The room was a large one, a choice that had proved fortuitous considering the sheer number of children in the family. On the far wall, the blue light of the monitor system winks, gently confirming that the space is being actively monitored by a member of the family.

Jerry guides Aqi over to the first crib which contains Syl's litter, joined by Indra for a long nap after breakfast. He proudly whispers in Aqi's ear.

"James, my first born son, and first born in general, and six of the most beautiful young ladies to grace this galaxy."

He quickly introduces the rest of Syl's litter at a whisper only to quiet as Little Inara briefly stirs, seemingly sensing her father's presence, before drifting back to sleep in her snuggle pile with James and the rest of her siblings as her father and newest mother tiptoe away.

"They're so beautiful."

Aqi gushes the second they're through the axiom field that deadens sound from outside the nursery. Her gaze over at Jerry burns with an echo of the night before. The request, the demand she'd made of her new husband for their wedding night, her hand drifting down to her own stomach, and leaning over and kissing Jerry softly as his hand joins hers.

"I'm sure we'll make some beautiful babies together."

"Goddess I hope so. Syl wasn't kidding, they made a strong argument for motherhood to me..."

"Just wait till you see the horde on the move, you might well reconsider. Then again, Firi and Inara manage them in a way that has to be seen to understand."

"Ah yes, Inara is the mother of your Volpir wives, correct? I was looking forward to greeting her! I ah. Was looking forward to greeting everyone actually. Where is everyone?"

"Hmmm... I wonder..."

Jerry and Aqi return aft, heading towards the lounge... and this time, the door to the lounge is open, with light streaming from within, the sound of quiet voices luring Jerry ever closer to the warmth of home.

The table's been arranged for a family meal and is laden with food, and the Bridger family is generally sitting and working on morning tea or other beverages. Twenty two seats, with two left to be filled. Jerry offers Aqi his arm and leads her to the head of the table, pulling out the left chair before settling into the chair at the head of the table, and leaning over to greet Syl with a kiss on the cheek.

"I hope you girls weren't waiting to start for us."

"Just a little." Sharon snorts, already loading up her plate.

Mina leans forward from Aqi's left side. "We were thinking about a full on surprise party, but that seemed a bit off for the morning, and we figured, how better to welcome a new sister and to welcome you home than just having what you said you were here for honey, some family time."

Jaruna, holding down the far end of the table laughs. "Heh, the last bride. For now anyway."

"Doubting my resolve?"

"Nah. Just giving due credit to the kind of women you attract. Sooner or later someone will slip the velvet rope."

That seems to break the spell with the conversation returning to normal levels for meal time in the Den, as Aqi rises from her seat and starts going from sister to sister, speaking with them each briefly in turn, leaving Jerry to face the music.

He turns to face Syl as squarely as he can without getting out of his chair.

"I'm still upset with you."

"You have every right to be."

"I'm less upset now that you've come home. I understand what you have to do... but I suppose I am... greedy, for the amount of time we get to share with you. I'm glad. Truly glad. That we started this adventure. That we left Centris. That you don't have to randomly go off on constant missions across the planet for Cistern, and if you do have a mission, then I, and the rest of our family come with you."

"I'm glad for that too. I can take or leave being a prince. Though having another level of authority in appropriate situations can be fun, I can take or leave the money we've made. You, the girls. Joan, Khutulun, Boudicca, Cindy, and that beautiful nursery full to bursting of joy... that's treasure, and I am a dragon who has been kept away from his horde for far too long."

Syl sighs happily, leaning into Jerry a bit.

"Welcome home, love."

"Thank you darling. Not too much longer with all this, and we'll have our vacation, and then be off on our next journey. Speaking of by the way, where's Joan and the girls? Where's Cindy?"

"Cindy and her big sisters are hanging out in their common room, having some sugary cereal and watching cartoons, keeping an eye on the pets. I wanted a little quiet time together before turning Cindy loose. I believe she's hoping to take the dogs to the park with you."

"I think we can manage a little trip to the park. Besides, I need Cindy to tell me all about how exploring the capital with her big sisters was."

"Oh she had lots of fun. Apparently the minders the Imperial house sent along were very kind to her as well."

"Good. Serbow's a lot of things, but I want Cindy to have nothing but happy memories of everywhere we go."

"I think you're accomplishing that in spades at least."

"So... am I forgiven?"

"You are. I know you'll get into some sort of trouble again sooner or later, but letting yourself get disarmed and captured was just..."

"I know. It was too far. I let wanting to prove that it was the Countess at fault get the better of me."

The couple exchange a slow, deep kiss, the affection rushing between them like a warm tide.

"Mhmm. I missed your kisses my king."

"And I yours my queen."

Husband and wife turn to their breakfast as one, loading up their plates.

"So what else has been happening while I've been gone?"

"Well on a family note, I met Tyler Sarkin's new wife, a lovely young lady named Miu'Kin. Very sweet girl. She'll be working in childcare aboard ship, as well as being the primary caretaker for the Sarkin children along with Nara'Sarkin. Elyria was telling me last night that they're actually going to an event with the Denyalis, Nara's family, and the Kin family."

"...All in one place? Together?"

"That seemed to be what she implied."

"...Sounds like it will be quite the event. I believe I remember Jahana'Denyali saying they have a rather large family."

"Miu'Kin's family sounds quite large too."

Jerry and Syl exchange a look.

"Well. Tyler will probably be fine."

"Oh I'm sure, but with that many Apuk in one place I wonder if the planet will be fine."
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Tyler

It wasn't the most people he'd ever seen in one place before.

As certain as Tyler was of that, however, as he looks over the literal field of Apuk before him, he can't remember when specifically he'd seen more people in one place. He'd definitely never seen this many people in one place in numbers like this to meet HIM.

It wasn't quite a wedding. The Kin clan and the Denyalis didn't really do weddings traditionally, but they did do something that humans would refer to as a reception, which was apparently common among Apuk middle class and working class families.

Like most cultures in the end, the Apuk never missed a chance to get everyone together to celebrate and eat some food.

So Kami'Kin had reached out to Zena'Denyali, Nara's mother, and suggested they do a joint shindig. More common when two families were intermarrying, as opposed to two girls from different families marrying the same groom, but Kami'Kin had figured they might as well get the whole gang together and make sure Tyler felt as welcome on Serbow and in their families as was humanly, or rather Apukly, possible.

It was an important distinction to make really. Because no matter how human like the Apuk appeared. Hide the horns and ignore the tails and an Apuk girl was pretty much a normal, if Amazonian and curvy, girl, but they never missed a chance to go all the way over the top, even by human standards.

Since the Kins were acknowledged as the people cooking, that meant that the Denyalis would bring the lion's share of the supplies.

Which led them to why they were holding the festivities near the sea.

Battle Princess Jahana'Denyali had decided to do a little fishing to celebrate the momentous occurrences in her little sister's life. Marriage, having children. All very big news for a family that had more or less thought they'd lost Nara.

Even if they hadn't announced that Nara was gravid yet. Nara had wanted to wait. To tell her mother in person first and foremost.

Still going fishing had sounded normal enough, and in a human context it would have been.

That simply didn't account for Apuk being Apuk however, and Serbow being Serbow. Apuk did fish for more normal types of fish of course, but when a battle princess went fishing, they went fishing for the reason you didn't go swimming in Serbow's oceans.

Leviathans.

Whale size monsters of varying types and configurations, they were literally kaiju as far as Tyler understood them.

Jahana had gone out in the morning with a spear, and came back no worse for the wear with a literal mountain of meat, dragging it herself to the kitchens that were being set up.

"...What are they gonna do with the leftovers?"

Tyler had asked quietly as the Kin clan cooks started going to work butchering large chunks of whale monster and setting to work cooking.

Nara had looked up, completely unperturbed. "Oh, if there's anything left, it'll be distributed to the nearest villages, but there's probably going to be... oh. If it's the full clans... a few thousand Apuk here today. I can't remember if my mother said this was just going to be immediate family or not."

"...A few thousand!?"

It turned out that Zena'Denyali and Kami'Kin had mutually agreed to bring out everyone. The meme about alien families and a hundred wives meaning a hundred mothers in law per wife had Tyler expecting a certain amount of people showing up. Larger than say a human wedding, but what came instead, wasn't one family. One sub clan, but in fact as much of the Denyalis and the Kins as could clear their schedule and make it to the event.

On the plus side however, Tyler had an excellent view of the proceedings.

A small platform had been built to accommodate the brides, their new husband and their new sisters, but given the Sarkins were a fairly small family, seating had been provided for the mothers of the brides and their fathers. This was at the center of what Tyler was thinking of as 'the encampment'. There was even a loose palisade and women standing watch. It was mostly a tradition, but with this many children and this many men in one place, there was a real risk there on a tumultuous world like Serbow.

Right in front of them were the two large tables where the rest of the clans' menfolk had been placed, each seated next to their first wives. Jahana'Denyali, as a Battle Princess, had also received prestigious seating with her own husband.

The platform faced the massive open camp kitchens, which were running full tilt under Kami'Kin's careful direction, turning out food at an industrial scale. To the left, great quantities of an Apuk spirit reserved for celebrations had been laid in, and were being handed out by some of the older women. To the right, and clear away from the many, many rows of tables that housed the members of the families, was the space for various Apuk entertainment and games.

There was what appeared to be a version of cornhole, but instead of a bag of beans you tossed balls of warfire. Then there was a game that Tyler couldn't quite figure out that involved a lot of leaping and was very popular with the younger children.

Then there were the dueling pits.

Because of course there were dueling pits.

Four of them as a matter of fact, and they all seemed to be in constant use with various members of both families squaring off then hopping out and laughing about their bout or discussing what had just occurred while smiling and walking off to fetch drinks.

It was an interesting peek at the more 'normal' side of Apuk martial culture. Tyler had heard about dueling at Apuk parties. Stories about drunken noble daughters fighting each other to a stand still, or noble women dueling whoever was available to assuage their wounded pride for their own stupidity. This just seemed... fun. Like wrestling at family get-togethers with his cousins.

Except for the speed of the duelists, the raw strength of their blows and the propensity to throw armor destroying fire of course. Apuk play fighting was far more dangerous than anything Tyler had ever thought up in childhood tussles. An everything proof shield might be a thing in the wider galaxy, but a pissed off Apuk maiden would still batter it down.

"I'm just glad no one's challenging me. I'm a lot of things, but hand to hand isn't my bag, and that's before people start throwing fireballs."

Tyler observes, and both Miu and Nara snuggle just a bit closer.

"I-I'm not much for fighting either. If that's not. Y'know. Clear." Miu'Kin was not quite timid, but clearly a touch nervous about the dueling going on.

Nara on the other hand does her best to look prim, almost moving to rest a hand on her stomach before withdrawing it. She'd specifically worn a looser dress to somewhat conceal her doming stomach. Only Jahana knew she was gravid so far, and Nara didn't want to spoil anyone letting her tell her mother first and foremost.

"It's dishonorable to duel a gravid woman, but if I need to lay out one of my sisters or cousins to defend your honor I shall surely do so my love. We are not leaving today's event with any extra wives."

Cassie just chuckles from nearby, enjoying some burnt and crispy pieces of the leviathan with the aid of a toothpick.

"Well said Nara, dear. However, I suspect Princess Jahana will gladly take challenges on your behalf."

Jahana, who was walking up behind Cassie, looks up sharply as her name is mentioned.

"I was coming to pay my respects, did someone call me?"

Cassie gives the Princess a regal bow of her head.

"Just suggesting you'd be willing to take challenges on your gravid sister, and gentle sister in law's behalf to help us ensure we only leave with the wives we came with."

Jahana chuckles. "I will of course, but our families are both well situated, the girls aren't nearly as desperate, or nearly as ill mannered to make a spectacle on such a special day. My sister is back from the dead, with a husband, carrying a clutch, and with wonderful new sisters besides! No, there is far too much to celebrate on this day to cause trouble for you Lady Cascade. I would not need to take the challenge, their own mothers would tan their hides for such a breach in decorum. For if an Apuk lady is to be anything, she should be well mannered. Especially with so many gentlemen present."

Tyler sits up a bit. "I thought the Apuk would never miss a chance to fight."

Jahana waves the thought off. "There's fighting and there's fighting Tyler, and there's the different standards of behavior for different levels of society, but also within and without the context of a family. Discord amongst kin is to be avoided, especially over a mate. If anything the courtship in such a case is quite ritualized. To 'seize' a husband or fight for one in many cases would just be disgraceful when asking politely would likely work just as well. Though again, on a day like today... it would just be disappointingly crude."

Kami'Kin walks up to the high table with a bounty of food that had to be seen to be believed, mouthwatering treats of all manner served up. The focus was of course the leviathan, but one of the delicious golden birds that Tyler had so enjoyed at the first meal Kami'Kin had fed them to celebrate their wedding had been roasted and brought along. Meats, cheeses, breads, the occasional grain or sweet, sauces of all description.

"I'm going to really have to up my PT time, or a fifth wife won't be the only thing I'll gain. Skipper will have my head if I can't fit into my g-suit."

Cassie chuckles. "I'll whip you back into shape darling, don't you worry."

"See that just makes me worry more!"

Tyler jokes, grinning as he relaxes a bit again. The Apuk really were just. In your face. In ways that he could barely comprehend, but still for all that, he found himself liking their society.

Jahana takes a vacated seat, and is quickly joined by Zena'Denyali, and Tyler is struck by just how similar both women look to Nara. Strong family resemblance in Zena's blood line to be sure.

Zena herself was a bright, cheery woman who worked in a commercial space port, originally as an air traffic controller, then space flight controller, before working her way into management. Tyler had managed to introduce himself to Zena, but she'd been running around all day taking care of things, that this was the first time he'd seen her not in motion.

"Ah." Zena sighs. "I think everything's taken care of. So I can finally relax with my little flame! Oh Nara, I'm so glad you're home!"

Tyler can see Nara flushing out of the corner of his eye, clearly just a touch embarrassed.

"I ah. Yes, I just... did what I had to do."

Zena's mood drops a touch, and she reaches out and rests a hand on Nara's knee.

"You did, and you did it splendidly, as I had no doubt that you would. You have journeyed into lands seldom seen... and come back to the land of the living as a new woman. I wept for the girl you were, and I rejoice for the woman you've become."

Nara fidgets a bit, staring at her own hands, clearly not entirely sure what to say, before settling on a change of subject.

"Well. There is... one... other thing. Mother."

Tyler pays a bit closer attention as Jahana urges Nara on silently from over Zena's shoulder.

"I uhm. I am. G-Gravid. I was going to send a message but that. It didn't."

Nara bites her lip for a moment.

"I wasn't sure how to send a message after so long away, if you'd even want to hear from me. Or..."

Zena sweeps her daughter up into a hug as only a woman who can theoretically juggle air cars if she wanted to, can.

"Oh Nara, I'm so happy for you! My sweet daughter, I want you to know that wherever you go, whatever you do, you can always come home again and I will always love you. You have your new home you're making, and I'm proud of you for doing that, but in the end... we're still your family, and I will always love you my dear, sweet daughter. Though it seems I might well have to book passage aboard your ship so I can spend some time with my grandbabies!"

Nara sniffles for a moment before embracing her mother all the more tightly. Like Zena’Denyali had just said, sometimes you just couldn’t beat coming home.

Tyler slips out of his seat, leaving mother and daughters to have what is clearly a heart to heart that has been a long time coming. He quickly finds himself being waved over to join his new fathers in law, who were talking while their respective first wives were off somewhere. He'd been introduced to Kav'Kin and Avec'Denyali of course, but he hadn't really had a chance to talk to them, certainly not without their wives immediately on hand. Tyler offers both men a handshake, an uncommon greeting among the Apuk, and takes a seat.

"Gentlemen, hope everyone's having a good time."

Kav'Kin was a man who was very much like Kami'Kin in the sense of just being a general beacon of positivity and good humor. If he was back on Earth, Tyler could see running into him on his way home from fishing, and offering a share of his catch, or at least a beer for the rest of Tyler’s  walk.

"Splendid time really. Haven't had a chance to really get the whole clan together for a little while, and like I was just saying to Avec, a chance to have a conversation with a man who isn't your own father or your own son if you're blessed enough to have one is a true rarity."

Avec'Denyali was a regal looking gentleman, who was a bit more reserved than the cheery Kav'Kin, but even if his smile was a small one, it was in his eyes, and Tyler thought of Nara's father as comparable to one of the dignified old veterans you might run into at the local Legion post.

"Rare enough to even get a chance to talk to one of your own sons-in-law, all the more reason to get the family together to be sure. Did I just overhear some good news by the way?"

Tyler nods. "Nara finally got a chance to tell Zena so Jahana will announce the news properly soon, but no point holding back now. I'm sure she'll come tell you herself too, but Nara's gravid. Clutch of eight looks like."

Avec's face lights up with a grin. "I was wondering why she'd elected for such flowing clothing. Not wanting to spoil the surprise for her mother I'm sure! That's wonderful news my boy, absolutely wonderful! I'm sure Kav'Kin's lovely daughter won't be too far along considering all your other lovely brides are expecting. Still, to think there's a man out there who's not an Apuk, that would seek out not one, but two Apuk brides! Rare enough to see alien men marry Apuk girls in general. Seems humanity's going to make for an interesting addition to the galaxy to be sure."

Kav'Kin scoffs. "Ah, my sweet little ember's hardly the same as marrying a war maiden. She's a delicate creature, always has been. With a strong husband and strong sisters though, I suspect she'll thrive beautifully in her new family."

Tyler just chuckles.

"If you want a human marrying multiple full on Apuk warrior women, I think you're looking for my boss not me. He's the one who's just had a crown stuck on his head after throwing down with a battle princess, and his other Apuk wife, Masha'Nelindra is a beyond talented fighter pilot... who can still toss green warfire around if she feels the need to make a point on the ground. Same man married a Cannidor, Yauya and a Takra."

Both Apuk men exchange a look, before Avec responds;

"Fair point that. Is your Captain out to collect one bride from all of the most dangerous races in the galaxy or is it purely coincidence?"

"I'm sure if you asked the Skipper he'd tell you that he's still confused at how he's ended up with more than one wife, and is simply doing his best to be worthy of them, from the smallest to the largest, from pacifists to warriors. I also know he considers the sheer diversity of views and mentalities in his family to be a great treasure, however, the man himself is downright terrifying in a fight, and that's before he got access to axiom."

That had Avec's attention. "Hmm. That does bring up an interesting point. How does your species wage war or fight without axiom?"

"It's simple really. With just our bodies, and all the tools we can think up to enhance them. A commando like the Skipper, or the other elite soldiers on the ship, trains their bodies to perfection. Reaction time, speed, flexibility, strength, endurance, everything has to be at a fine honed edge... then they start training with weapons. One mind, any weapon, is the motto of a martial arts program from the Skipper's military force back on Earth. Everything from sticks and stones to long range precision rifles and missile launchers."

Kav'Kin takes a slow sip of his drink. "Were you in the same military force as your commander?"

"We fought for the same nation, but different parts of that nation's military. The Marines are a specialist branch of combined arms assault troops. While I was a fighter pilot for our wet navy. So really my job hasn't changed all that much. I flew a machine called a Super Hornet, and then a more advanced model. Not much compared to a lot of galactic weapons systems, but for what they are, they're still impressive considering we can't use axiom as a shortcut."

"A whole military of mostly men. On a world where men being the majority in the armed forces is normal. Will wonders never cease? Certainly brings the appeal of the Undaunted into perspective in a way. It's all my son's been talking about recently." Avec notes, stroking his short beard.

Tyler nods. "Hard to go wrong with that much male companionship in one place for a young man in the galaxy. That's what's always struck me about the galaxy. It just seems... lonely, for a man. Beyond discussions of being trapped in a gilded cage, I can't imagine growing up without my brothers. Or my friends. I know one guy, I met him shortly before we left Centris, he dragged his entire family over! Eighty girls strong. They're an axiom research group predominantly, and he was just... painfully desperate for a chance to be something more than he was."

Avec's eyes linger towards the tree line. It wasn't the Dark Forest, but it certainly was a forest, and Tyler's reminded of something Masha had told him once. That all Apuk men have or had the potential to be sorcerers. All of them have considered making the run to the woods. Those that don't are simply the ones who didn't get pushed hard enough.

"Yes... I suppose I can understand that. The boy's been asking me about joining up actually. It's... a big thing. Telling him to leave home and all that, but he'd be going with his fiancées. Girls his mothers didn't pick for him. Childhood friends you see. The three of them want to run off together and go have a proper adventure, and return a little bit more worldly and accomplished to settle down."

"Well if you want I can put you in touch with the embassy in Nodawk city. They'll be coordinating recruiting on the planet and in Apuk space in general. Seems the Empress doesn't mind sharing some of her more adventurous warriors... though I suspect we'll be taking a decent amount of Imperial troops and Apuk civilians with us when we leave regardless."

Kav'Kin barks with laughter. "Oh? What makes you say that?"

"Well I'm leaving plus one Apuk bride, your lovely daughter obviously Kav, and I arrived with another gorgeous fire breathing beauty."

Tyler nods to Avec, both men smiling at the compliments to their daughters.

"Myself aside though, I know a lot of the Marines and sailors have been downright eager to court Apuk girls. Ever since we learned about the Apuk from Princess Miro'Noir marrying our man Vernon Shay, Apuk have been quite popular in terms of alien women to go looking for. Especially among the Marines. For example, one of my enlisted troops, Staff Sergeant Mark Ayako found out about Apuk and outright ignored any other attempts to court him. Last I saw him he was heading into a Caring Conquests branch with a bachelor party to support him, themselves also looking for an Apuk wife or two. Mark apparently was going to marry every Apuk girl he thought was a good match, whether that was five or fifty."

Avec laughs loudly, smacking his knee. "Knowing Caring Conquests I suspect your man might well bite off more than he can chew, but to think, a group within a species that is eager to put our women up on a pedestal like that! When most species are outright afraid of even the most peaceful Apuk maidens! These human Marines must really be something else!"

"There's no exaggerating about Marines sir, a lot of people jokingly consider them a separate species, and they certainly act the part. I also heard the Marines who attended the Skipper's duel with Princess Aquilar left in the company of the young ladies of the Imperial garrison who attended more often than not. Then there was that reporter who got asked out in the middle of a broadcast..."

Kav chuckles. "I remember that! Hah! That Nyri'Jan gal was just about to start breathing fire. She was so surprised! I know there's a lot of people on your ship, but any news you can share about that? Some of my wives have been wondering."

Tyler considers for a second, remembering. "You can tell them that Nyri'Jan's happily married, as first wife no less. I seem to recall some of the guys were talking about it in the squadron group chat. Infantry Marine, just pinned on Sergeant. Michael Colbert is his name. They call him 'Mister Freeze' because he's ice cold in a fight. In the barracks he's a quiet guy, a real intellectual type who's generally ducked and dodged most attempts to tear him from bachelordom. Apparently it was love at first sight when he saw Nyri'Jan, something about her thawed his heart and that's all she wrote! Though our young Sergeant did bite off a bit more than he can chew, I believe he's ended up married to two of Nyri'Jan's sisters, one of her friends... but second in line, was this Horchka Marine who's had her eye on him for months. Apparently after Nyri 'relaxed him' on the subject of multiple wives he wasn't able to resist anymore."

Avec nods seriously, swirling his drink of choice in his glass before taking a sip. "That's a busy week or two for anyone, and one gutsy Horchka."

"Well, she's a Marine after all. What's amazing is he managed to duck her before. From what my sailors were saying she had it bad. Big into the moody, introspective, serious type it seems. I can't say for sure where his mind was at on her before honestly, but whatever was happening Nyri'Jan being a slice of home town Americana with horns and a tail kicked the afterburner in and hurried him up fast."

Another laugh from Avec. "Remarkable old boy, simply remarkable. Honestly, only five wives and your man is near overwhelmed, your Captain is determined to stop at twenty, and you've only five yourself right Tyler?"

"Yes sir, Miu'Kin's my fifth, and probably last, wife. At least I have no intent of getting further married any time soon. I was fine with just Cascade, but she talked me into a few dates with some of the other girls from her eyrie... and then we met Nara in a rather dramatic manner."

Avec nods. "Yes, I remember something about saving her life?"

"It's a long story, but she was on a ship that was in the process of getting shot up by pirates after they escaped from decapitating the admiral of their fleet. She'd fled in a rather conspicuous way to let a bunch of slaves they'd liberated have a chance to escape. I was flying a patrol for our ship and we rescued the lighter, and called in the cavalry, leading to quite a naval battle. Things were... complicated for a bit, but apparently past some... complexities in her story, Nara more or less fell for me over the comm net, a mix of coming to her rescue, and the way I commanded my squadron in battle it seems. Then she got to know me, and well. Here we are. Nara returned the favor, saved Cassie and I's life, and proposed."

Kav'Kin gets to his feet, walking over to a cooler and returning with a fresh round of drinks. "Hell of a story to tell your kids in a decade or so. Sounds like you and your wife Zena raised a hell of a young lady too Avec, crown or no crown."

The pride on Avec's face is utterly unmistakable as he takes his drink from Kav'Kin. "I always knew we had, it's nice to get proof though. It’s nicer still to have her home after her wandering. Still. Tyler, if I might ask... about your home world. ...What's it like? To live in a place where you're not utterly surrounded by women at all times?"

Tyler stops for a second, considering the question for a moment.

"Well. It's... different, to be sure. There's more solitude, for good or for bad. A man has to be able to stand up for himself, and work hard to provide for a family to be considered worth much by society. No one's going to really fuss over you or clean you up if you're hurt besides your own mother. You've got to be strong, emotionally at least, and take care of business."

Tyler takes a swig of the drink he'd been brought, a white wine approximation that tasted fairly nice... and had both his fathers in law exchanging a look as he downed what was apparently a very strong drink by Apuk standards like it was water.

"Hell, just organizing your life to fit a partner can be hard in some trades. I didn't date much back home because I was a junior officer. I was busy, didn't have a lot of money, and was at sea a lot. Some men in that situation, like Captain Bridger, don't get married even into the start of old age. The human lifespan averages around seventy five years, and he was in his mid fifties when he got a healing coma. Now that situation, I really suspect is just divine intervention. He was destined to come out here and find Sylindra, his first wife, and no woman on Earth could fit him like she does."

A long pull of his drink gives him a chance to breathe and think before he continues.

"For me though, I wanted to get my career to a stable point before I started looking around for a wife. So I put my love life off. I was just about to start looking when the call to man the Dauntless came up. Then I come out here, and instead of... well. Whatever I expected. I find such ready and plentiful love that I was able to find Cascade, then Nara, Elyria, Matroika, and now Miu... in what feels like the blink of an eye. Honestly it's a bit embarrassing almost. Like I'm being greedy to hoard such amazing women to myself. Instead though, I'm actually being quite stingy, with only five wives I'm practically a bachelor."

Tyler takes another slow sip of his drink, looking skyward for a moment.

"It's strange, with everything going on I just wish my folks could be here."

Avec nods, his face softening a bit. "Well I'm sure they're quite proud of you, you've done some rather remarkable things you know, by any species' standards."

"Oh I'm not worried about that, my father would have sent me off to the Dauntless in style, he lived long enough for the beacon to arrive. He encouraged me to apply... but passed away soon after that. It'd be fun to share the adventure with him. Be nice to reconcile a bit with Mom. She was always feet firmly on the ground... and didn't have much time for me after she remarried. Still. It'd be nice, give them a chance to meet the girls. Plus..."

Tyler leans in, a conspiratorial grin on his face.

"I really want to see their reactions when they find out how many grandchildren they have on the way!"

The three men's laughter quickly draws in the wives that are immediately on hand, and explaining the joke leads to another round of laughter... and Nara blushing hard enough that she was nearly breathing fire.

It was a good moment, on a good day for Tyler. A good reminder that, however strange the worlds outside of Cruel Space might seem to him... family was still family, and if you focused on the good things in life, in taking care of the people you loved and who loved you... well you just couldn't go wrong.
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Sir David

It was perhaps one of the oddest situations that David had ever been in, which really was saying something. Not that he was at all complaining mind you, it's just going on a first date to a fine restaurant with a beautiful woman... with your wife on your arm, was a rather fascinating experience for a man from Earth.

All the more amusing that the date was a strange one from the galactic perspective too! A man with only one wife? How odd indeed! 

The thought threatens to pull an inappropriate chuckle from David in the middle of sharing stories from their lives with the girls, and he quickly seals the emotion away.

Miri'Tok had just told them a story about a work incident that was both dire and entertaining. She was happy to share her exploits, and had been very receptive to hearing about some of David's misadventures. She also had been very appreciative of Ariane's one sole combat story where she'd defended the children of the Talasar Spire and Sir David had rescued her.

"That really is something out of a fairy tale! Monstrous child eating horrors and space pirates attacking your starship, fighting them like a heroine out of a myth only to be saved at the last second by a charming knight and his band of elite warriors."

"Well he is my hero after all. After I read a few human books I realized I really was in a Human fairy tale romance! Straight out of a story!"

Miri'Tok's one eye glitters, even as candle light upped the wattage of her smile from bright to dazzling, the two women giggling like old friends at the romantic meeting Ariane had shared with David. Unspoken of course was the far more Apuk friendly fairy tale meeting he'd had with Miri'Tok, but it was there, coloring the conversation further, even left unspoken. Still, Miri'Tok's words jogged something in David's memory, something he just had to comment on.

"You know, there's one thing I appreciate about you Ari, and now about you Miri'Tok. Something I don't think I've commented on before. Neither of you are afraid to read fairy tales." David notes, taking a sip of wine. "An author by the name of C.S. Lewis, a man from my homeland once said something along the lines of; 'When I was ten, I read fairy tales in secret and would have been ashamed if I had been found doing so. Now that I am fifty, I read them openly. When I became a man I put away childish things, including the fear of childishness and the desire to be very grown up.'. I think there's a lot to advocate for in fairy tales... It doesn't hurt that I'm apparently living in a high fantasy novel with laser cannons now. They always have something to teach us. About ourselves, about others... or just a reminder to wonder, and losing one's sense of wonder is deeply tragic, no matter how tempting it is for a jaded individual like myself."

"Oh psh," Ariane scoffs. "You're not nearly as jaded as you like to pretend to be, you old softy."

Miri chuckles along. "Honestly I sometimes can't believe you two only just got married! You seem like you've known each other for ages."

David nods. "It does feel like that really... It's quite... Well. A blessing. Ari just. Fit. I was dragging my feet a bit, but I fell for her the moment I saw her. Everything else was just me being... well. Nervous perhaps. Or shy even. Not emotions I'm used to feeling, but I've been a widower for a long time, it's been nearly twenty years since Mary passed, and every relationship I've attempted since then has failed miserably, until now."

Miri nods, feeling the more serious tone of David's statement. "Tell me about your first wife? You've mentioned her a few times and I... well. I'm not sure, but I feel like I want to... know her. Somehow. If it's not too painful a subject for you."

"Ah. Well. I suppose you deserve that. Ari's heard it all before of course, and it's... well. Less painful now. She was quite the woman, let me tell you. A fierce redhead from a land called Scotland, and she had a temper in inverse proportion to her height, and she was quite short. I might have been a warrior, an officer, a leader of men, but if I tracked mud on her clean floors she was going to let me have it!"

David chuckles, smiling as he remembers a particularly vicious tongue lashing from his not quite so blushing bride.

"She almost sounds like an Apuk!" Miri notes. "I didn't think Human women could be quite so bold, but then I haven't met any either."

"Don't underestimate our women my dear, some of them can match any Apuk maiden for sheer fury if not destructive potential, and if you saw her mad you'd be trying to see if she was hiding dragon horns and a tail! Mary was a lot of things, but she was a rock to me. A constant support. A guide. A counselor. A best friend. A mother beyond compare to our children. She gave so much of herself... and then, seemingly out of nowhere, she was gone, and I... honestly I'm not sure what would have become of me if not for my children."

A memory of cold nights shortly after Mary's death haunts his memory for a moment, nights he was rescued from by the love of his daughters and son.

"It was hard to go on without her, but they needed me. So we persevered as best we could, and did our best to remember the good things about Mary, and the joys she'd shared with us. She always loved stories and tales, so bedtime stories, something that had been her domain, became very important for the children and I when I was home. Being a single father still on active duty was also hard. Without my parents I'm not sure I'd have made it. Still, I raised three exceptional women and a stellar young man, so I can't say I made a complete pig's ear of it."

David looks up to find both women at his table very much leaning in a bit at that, listening very intently.

Ariane recovers herself first, softly clears her throat.

"Ahem. I... didn't you say your son is out here in the wider galaxy with you David?"

"That he is my dear. Jack is running around on Centris, an SAS commando, now a Dauntless commando working for Sir Philip, just like I used to once upon a time, when both Sir Philip and I were much younger men."

David stops for a second and looks down at himself.

"Though I suppose I'm a fair bit younger again as it is. I'll need to see about having Jack come for a visit. He's just married... goodness. I think he's up to ten women now. He got pounced on during training at a place called Defenestration Nation by several women, and he was so impressed with their skill and beauty that he just about proposed on the spot. He's been meeting all sorts of interesting women since and putting the family charm to good use."

David can't help but beam with pride. Jack was a chip off the old block to be certain, and while he wasn't entirely sure how felt about his boy embracing the ways of the galaxy... and therefore embracing the locals, so readily. Still, he was hardly in a position to judge the lad too harshly when he was quite likely to have a second wife in the next week or two, depending on how things went with Miri'Tok.

Miri giggles. "Sounds quite a bit like the other Human commando I know. Oh. I mean you specifically, David. I just met Captain Bridger and he's a commando as well isn't he?"

David nods. "That's right, Jerry's an absolutely stellar commando. We were rivals in a sense early in the Dauntless project. Just to keep each other sharp mind you, no animosity or anything. Hence why he worked very hard to steal me away from Cistern to lead the special operations troops on the Tear. Speaking of which, I'm led to believe I owe sincere thanks to you and your girls, Miri. I certainly appreciate you getting the boss out of trouble for us."

"Think nothing of it, he was self rescuing, I feel like the most we really did beyond neutralize some guards and take out some defenses was give your Captain a ride, he did most of the heavy lifting, followed by Princess Aquilar. That's a smart match if I've ever seen one. She was just about glowing after they got to go into battle together."

"No no, I insist. I'll have a gift for you and the team of commandos, and imperial marines who rescued the Captain when we attend the dining in next month."

Ariane lightly claps her hands together. "Oh my! I'd almost forgotten about that! Though we have the joint training first don't we? I have no idea what's appropriate to wear to a training exercise of all things."

Miri beams. "Oh you're going to attend? How lovely! Something like the dress you wore the day we met is just fine if you're going to be viewing. It's a casual training after all, not a formal event."

David arches an eyebrow. "My dear, half the population of this planet conduct their every day business in what my species, and indeed much of the rest of the galaxy, considers formal wear, so what is and is not formal might be a bit different on Serbow compared to anywhere else."

"Hah! Fair enough." Miri's laugh is infectious, a warm and throaty rumble that manages to be enticing and charming in equal measure.

"Hmmm. You asked me a question... I suppose it's my turn to ask you a question, Miri." David notes.

Miri raises her chin, as if preparing to take a blow. "Hit me with your best shot!"

"...How did you lose your eye? And why have you not had it healed?"

"Ah." Miri blushes. "I ah. Well. I did something very, very stupid fighting a space pirate. It was my first command, I was feeling rather cocky, not confident. I over extended significantly, trying to show my marines the proper way to take out the trash, and a Snict ambushed me and slashed me across the face with an axiom enhanced blade. I managed to finish the fight, but my eye was destroyed. I decided that I should keep the scar as a reminder to do things the right way and not get cocky until my next healing coma."

Her hand drifts to the leather patch and lifts it, revealing the rest of her scar and what appears to be a perfectly normal eye.

"I actually have a synthetic replacement. I turn it on during combat, so as to not weaken myself and potentially fail my liege or blade sisters. Much like how I keep my body larger and bulkier than most Apuk warrior women in my skill band. To voluntarily weaken myself is to shame my oath to the Empress. I must fight at my full strength at all times. I turn the eye off at all other times as penance for my sin of pride."

David strokes his mustache for a moment, considering that. It made sense for a warrior society, without degrading her combat ability in the slightest.

"That's incredibly noble Miri, right out of an old story. Albeit you don't give anything up where it counts, but a public mark of penance like that... I imagine it was quite popular with your troops."

"Oh it was. They know I'm just Apuk like the rest of them, and I've more than made up for it in the years since. I think I'll have the scar cosmetically reapplied after my next healing coma, but I'll be glad to have my actual eye back. Is there anything else you'd like to ask David?"

"...Actually yes, actually you just mentioned something that jogged my memory. About your physique. In the briefing we received on Apuk society it mentioned that the more confident and dangerous an Apuk woman is, the smaller generally speaking she'll be. Yet you, Princess Aquilar, and indeed most of the Imperial troops I've met, the proper soldiers, not the battle princesses at large, have generally been around six feet tall. Did I hear you right that it's part of your military service?"

"Ah of course. Yes, it's a matter of duty, and different oaths. A battle princess eases her size as something of a hindrance. Fighting with an arm behind one's back would be the human idiom I believe. It communicates confidence as you don't need the benefits accorded to you by being a bit taller, or bulkier or having more significant reach."

Miri takes a sip for her drink for a moment.

"For actual members of the active military however, we abstain from that social practice. Some of it's fashion in a sense. A way the Imperial military stands out, and it keeps us uniform as a force, but there is a philosophical underpinning that I hear is spreading to some of the younger 'civilian' battle princesses if there is such a thing. To surrender our physical advantages is to give advantages to the Empress's enemies. Such behavior is fine in our own names, but we are not here to win glory in stunning duels. We are here to defeat the Empress's enemies, and to defend the Apuk people. To do anything less than our absolute best fails our honor far more greatly than any glory we might win from facing a challenge in a diminished state could earn us."

Ariane nods sagely. "Noble once again!" Before breaking out in a conspiratorial grin and leaning in a bit. "I'm sure it's not upsetting the girls in the Imperial garrison that human men tend to like a girl on the 'bigger' side in terms of raw scale. Amazons I believe they call them."

David chuckles. "Yes, Amazons would be the term, and I have no doubt the average Imperial soldier or sailor being a solid six feet tall has helped them in raw physical terms of pursuing men from the battalion or the crew."

The rest of the meal passes in that warm, fuzzy sensation that can be brought on by good food and good company where time simply... slips away, never to be seen again by the people so thoroughly enjoying each other's company.

When they finally leave the restaurant, night has fallen, and the Imperial city has lit up with light sources ranging from signs and street lights to the occasional large fire pit. Outlined by the flames of such a fire pit, a blushing Miri'Tok turns to David and Ariane, and offers David her hand.

"...Would you perhaps be willing to keep company with me for a bit longer? I have something I'd like to show you."

With a beauty on each arm, David can't help but strut just a little as they walk through the city. It was hard to imagine a man wouldn't strut in such a situation, even if he was theoretically being escorted for his own safety. He'd always been a proud man. Proud of his service. Proud of his wife. Proud of their children. Proud of himself and his accomplishments... and now he was proud of having his wife on his arm... and pretty damn pleased with himself for attracting the woman who seemed likely to make that 'wives' in the immediate future.

Miri'Tok leads them through the streets of the Imperial city, eventually coming to a stop at a familiar entrance. She'd brought them to the Imperial war shrine.

"Here to pay our respects to Mira'Tok and Dus'Kvun?" David asks, now very curious as Miri quickly unlocks the entrance to the garden.

"In a sense... yes, but not in the way you might be thinking. I told you both before, the shrine is very special to me, and that includes the garden."

There's a light blue glow coming from the end of the hallway, and as they emerge into the garden proper, David's nearly rocked back on his heels by what he saw. It was just... hard to process. The sky was ink black, with a crescent moon gracefully providing a little light, right onto the statue of Dus'Kvun, rotated forward in place of his wife. That alone was beautiful, and gave the garden an almost mythic air, but what was special was a bit closer to Serbow.

The garden itself, made up of plants lovingly selected by a sorcerer of the Dark Forest, was alive with color, delicate blues and greens making the place seem more like something out of a fairy tale.

"I'm told..." Miri begins, "...That these plants are in fact incredibly rare, that the depths of the Dark Forest are just that. Dark. Still, even in such a hostile place, there is life, and there is beauty, and I find that truly special. The garden at night has charged my imagination since I was a girl, and I often snuck here in the dead of night to 'explore' the garden. I believe that childish laughter, that thirst for adventure, and other positive emotions here in this place would please Mira'Tok, and even Dus'Kvun, though he would be loath to admit it."

Miri leads them down into the grass, in and among the plants, their world now colored by the natural bioluminescence around them, and the gentle caress of the moon above. The sweet song of a night bird's melody from a nearby perch. It all came together to be something that was beyond special. Magical really was the word for it, and David could feel his heart beating faster just being here. It was right out of a fairy tale! It just needed a Fae lord and lady holding court to complete the scene.

Instead there were two of the most beautiful women he'd ever seen, eyes wide, delight and joy on their faces as they shared the moment together. Inspired, he reaches out, and takes Ariane into his arms, and slowly begins to show her how to dance a simple waltz.

"David, there's no music."

"We have all the music we need my dear."

David hums a few bars of a song, letting Ariane catch the rhythm before the clop of her hooves on stone did the work of keeping the beat for them, letting them be lost in each other for a moments longer before David dips his Ariane, and kisses her with all the passion he can muster before pulling her to her feet, stepping back, and gently kissing the back of her hand.

"Thank you for the dance my dear."

"Th- I... need to calm down. Besides, it's Miri's turn next!"

The Agela moves on shaky legs to a nearby bench, seating herself as she fights to contain the blush on her face. David had expected good results from dancing in the garden together spontaneously, but Ariane was clearly gushing over the situation and doing her absolute best to contain herself even as she committed every second of the dance to memory.

Wife cared for, David turns to Miri'Tok, whose eye is just as wide as it can be as David takes her hand.

"Shall we?"

"I... I almost regret wearing casual clothes tonight."

"Nonsense. You'd be gorgeous in a grain sack, and you're gorgeous now."

"Oh. Goodness. I... ah. Yes. Let's, but... shall I lead? I would like to teach you an Apuk dance this time."

"Lead away."

The Apuk dance quickly proved to be somewhere between a foxtrot and a tango, and was danced from a closed embrace with the occasional broad, swinging movement that allowed the female partner to display her physical strength. It was just complex enough that David was very thankful for having learned to dance properly while studying in university, and again while working for Sir Philip. An important skill for a proper gentleman. Especially if that gentleman fancied himself something of an intelligence agent.

His only objective tonight however was already in his arms, so if anything he was just trying to learn more about Miri'Tok from this. About her grace and strength, the smile that communicated just how much she was enjoying herself.

The closed embrace itself led to some intense eye contact, and almost as intense physical contact as they moved together. Once again, the world fell away from David as Miri picked the tempo up. It almost felt like he could hear the music that went with this. Something with heavy drums seemed appropriate.

The thought made him want to ensure he danced with Miri'Tok more, and to make sure they actually had music next time.

Finally as they came towards what appeared to be where a finale would be in the song that wasn't playing... Miri'Tok stops dead, and kisses him like it was the only way to get air in her lungs.

Her slightly spicy flavor as her lips press against his quickly had him feeling intoxicated, drunk on her passion, as their arms wrap around each other in a tight embrace.

Then, just as suddenly, her eye snaps open and she quickly steps back from David.

"Goddess, I'm sorry, I don't know what came over me I-"

Miri's eye focuses more clearly, taking in the big grin on Ariane's face, and the twinkle David was sure was in his eye.

"You have nothing to apologize for my dear... unless you don't intend to kiss me again, in which case I admit I'll feel a bit put out."

"Oh. Goddess."

Miri's cheeks go dusky and David can practically hear the martial beauty's heart racing from here.

"So does this..."

"It makes us whatever we need to be in the end. Let's date for now. No need to rush in a galaxy of agelessness is there? ...Despite my most recent precedent possibly suggesting otherwise."

Ariane giggles. "Might as well enjoy the slow burn Miri, I certainly did. You think David was charming tonight, wait till he gets you alone and really makes you feel appreciated. Human courtship is really something else."

"Oh pish, I just strive to undo some of what I see as a lifetime of neglect inflicted on you darling... and now you too Miri. If you're interested that i-"

Miri cuts David off with another hard, passionate kiss, her arms wrapping around his shoulders.

"Of course I'm interested! I'd be a mad woman if I wasn't!"

David grins as he holds Miri close, stroking the small of her back right over the base of her tail.

“...There’s just one issue. We will leave Serbow eventually. I don’t… I’m not quite as obsessed as my commanding officer about keeping everyone close. I came and went as I needed to, but I feel like even with hyper comm calls and other things, an interstellar long distance relationship would be… hard.”

Miri beams with a very intense smile before planting a slow, gentle smooch on David’s lips.

“Ah, you let me worry about that. I have a surprise for you both, one that’s far more pertinent now due to the… changing nature of our relationship.”

David raises an eyebrow.

"While I’m terribly curious, I suppose I’ll just have to see what you’re up to when it’s time to reveal it. With that settled though… Let's see where the night takes us ladies."

Ariane, still grinning like a maniac, steps in, resting a hand on David’s chest and Miri’s shoulder..

"Well first... I'd like to teach the two of you another dance. Since we have such a lovely venue. It's a dance from my homeworld. I only know it in theory, you see, it's a dance for three."

The implication is clear as crystal, and the little clearing is briefly lit by a small burst of flame from the corner of Miri'Tok's mouth... as she gently joins hands with David and Ariane.

David had seen a lot of things both on and off Earth, but he could already tell tonight was something to remember.
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Jerry

Jerry and Aqi once again find themselves flying over the Imperial City heading towards an engagement after a visit to the Tear in orbit, enjoying a brief moment of quiet, holding hands and stealing kisses from each other in the back of a smaller shuttle than the usual battle wagon. 

Savoring an innocent moment between newly minted lovers… and trying to ignore the pilot who was doing her absolute best to ignore them in turn. Unfortunately the quiet moment is shattered as the blessedly unfamiliar sound of an alert message starts to ring on Jerry's communicator. 

There's no reluctance or sighing, much as he wants more kisses from his princess, this was duty. He quickly activates the device. 

"This is Captain Bridger, authentication Bridger Four Seven Alpha Alpha."

"Authenticated. Captain, this is control, we have a flash point situation."

"Talk to me." 

"Approximately ten minutes ago, a junior Marine NCO on shore leave, Corporal James. G. Garland, triggered an Omega Signal. He had apparently gone alone to find an Apuk wife or two. His friends report suggesting he go to Caring Conquests, but he'd apparently heard that Grab The Horns, a competitor, offered a slightly more... visceral... experience, but also one more akin to traditional dating. Intelligence has had agents in training casing the location as a front for organized crime as an exercise." 

"So what's the hold up?" 

"We're not entirely sure if we have the same kind of freedom to respond that we do on Centris, especially not on sovereign Imperial territory." 

"Give me a second." 

Jerry looks up from his phone at his princess bride. 

"One of my Marines has apparently been taken by unknown parties at a place called Grab The Horns." 

Aqi winces. "Ah that hell hole. It's supposedly a front for a local gang. Mostly just scamming the desperate young ladies who feel like they can't afford better services, but there's been darker rumors about male patrons occasionally going missing..." 

"That's unfortunately what I was expecting. What's my authority to dispense justice on Serbow?" 

Aqi arches an eyebrow at her husband, a coy smile gracing her face. 

"My dear, you are an Imperial Prince. You have the full authority of the Imperial house backing you to dispense justice as you see fit... if you do anything truly egregious of course, Mother will 'deal' with the issue herself, but I'm sure you will wield your authority wisely."

"Sounds excellent." Jerry unmutes his communicator. "Control, I have full legal authority as judge, jury and executioner on Serbow's surface and in Apuk space. Princess Aquilar and I will deal with it. I'll be getting local backup and giving them your frequency for dispatch information if required. I want an ISAR asset in place and I want confirmation that our man is still on site. Get whatever EWAR sailors that aren't on shore leave on it yesterday."

"Aye aye, sir."

Jerry hangs up and leans up into the cockpit proper. 

"Pilot." 

"Yes, Highness?" 

"Change of plans. There's an emergency that needs our direct attention down at the docks, get us there as fast as this thing will physically allow without risking our necks unduly. If you have to break any laws, or if air traffic control tries to clip you, you tell them it's an emergency and they can complain to me." 

The pilot looks back over her shoulder, eyes wide. 

"...Yessir. Hold on tight!" 

The flight is a short one, and Babydoll calls nearly right as the shuttle touches the ground, the familiar custom ring tone of a codec call becoming Babydoll's signature. 

"Like hey boss!" 

"Babydoll, patch the Princess into this call would you?" 

"Already done skipper! The Princess is on the line! Also! Like, oh my god you are so gorgeous ma'am! Welcome to the family!" 

"...Ah a Gravia. Yes I see. Thank you, miss... Babydoll was it?" 

"Yep! Ensign Babydoll, hacker and electronic warfare specialist at your service ma'am!" 

Jerry coughs. "Babydoll. Sitrep." 

"Oops! Right. So I've penetrated the network of Grab The Horns." 

"...Really?" The Princess looks over at Jerry and arches an eyebrow. "I was reading the intelligence dump on this place, they've been trying to crack their encryption for months!" 

"You should really hire a Gravia or three ma'am! No one beats us at encryption or decryption! Anyway, Intel's right. These are some VERY bad girls running this place. It's as the Apuk say, mostly just scamming young girls out of their hard earned credits, or roping them into prostitution rackets occasionally, getting them bonded and making them pay to access their 'husband'. However, enough men and women have gotten enough real marriages out of here that it at least has an air of being on the level. Clever by thug standards. They also occasionally go for kidnapping it seems. Corporal Garland is apparently the latest would-be victim. However... he's already gotten loose. Internal communications are mildly freaking out and the facility is locked down. The Corporal is not equipped with any implants and has been separated from most if not all of his equipment."

Jerry nods. "You said it's locked down. What's that mean?" 

"Like, armored blast doors over every entrance and exit... and all the windows. It wouldn't do anything for, like, you know, orbital strikes, but very resistant to even medium artillery fire. The Apuk like fortified structures as a rule, but this is overkill for any commercial facility that doesn't handle sensitive material like weapons by an order of magnitude."

"Alright, can you get the main doors open?" 

"No sir, they have some sort of mechanical interlock on that one." 

"Guess we'll go in the hard way, stay on the line Babydoll, and give us support via the security systems and the like. If you can start locking up or neutralizing bad girls, you can do so." 

"Okay skipper! There's two confirmed hostiles in the main lobby." 

Jerry nods, forgetting Babydoll can't see him for a moment. 

"Acknowledged. Stand by for breaching." 

Jerry strides forward, cracking his neck and stretching a bit as he approaches the armored blast door that marks the main entrance to Grab The Horns, Aqi following in his wake, eyes firmly on her husband. 

"What are you going to do darling?" 

Jerry looks back at her, no trace of his usual good humor on his face. He was deadly serious, and the women who tried to grab one of his Marines had made a very poor life choice. 

"I'm going to huff, and I'll puff, and I'll blow their damn house down." 

Green flames cover Jerry's hands as he starts to call warfire to him, eyes locked firmly on the door. His target however isn't the door per se, it's the various crevices around the edge, flooding them with green flames to seek out the interlocks that are holding the door firmly to its frame. They were sturdy, they'd hold up to serious weapons fire as Babydoll had said. 

The simple metal rods didn't stand a chance in the face of green warfire. Jerry can hear them melting with his axiom enhanced senses, and once he's satisfied he channels energy into his new kutha reinforced boots. 

The most expensive footwear he'd ever owned, the kutha boots should be able to stand up to ungodly levels of punishment, not unlike the classic Apuk or Cannidor high heel. 

It was time to put them to the test. 

He pulls back and kicks the door hard square in the middle with all the axiom enhanced strength he can gather. The armored door tears free of its weakened supports and slams into the wall behind it... carrying an unfortunate Apuk gangster with it as it goes. 

Jerry charges through the still glowing door frame with its now exposed molten metal and fires a brutal upper cut square into the remaining gangster's gut, knocking the breath from her lungs and the weapon from her hands, dropping her to her knees. Jerry doesn't give her a moment to rest. The Apuk respected, honored and feared strength above all. Criminals were the same. So he would speak a language the Apuk gangster would understand two fold. 

A flick of his fingers slaps an axiom gag across her mouth as he grabs her by the throat and hoists her off the ground, bringing her eyes level with his own.

"Do I have your attention now?" 

There's a slightly muffled, but confused response as the gangster's eyes wander the room, clearly looking for her confederate or Jerry's back up. In response Jerry tightens his grip on the Apuk ganger's throat, lifting her just a bit higher off the ground as he brings his free hand into her field of view and calls green warfire. 

"Miss. Are you listening to me?" 

The woman's eyes go wide and she starts to respond before remembering she's gagged, then starts to nod, very, very enthusiastically. 

"I am going to give you ten seconds from when I remove the axiom gag I shoved in your mouth to allow you to make better choices in your life. A smart choice will be you telling me something like, 'Your highness, I would be utterly delighted to open the security doors on this slovenly rat hole so you don't have to burn it down completely with warfire.' Then doing that after telling me where my goddamn Marine is. Stupid choices will include trying to give further warning to your friends. Or attacking me. In which case I will kill you so thoroughly that your ancestors won't recognize you when you make it to the afterlife. If you're lucky. If you're unlucky, you'll survive long enough for the battle princess I just married to take a turn sending you to your gods the hard way. Nod if you understand."

There's some muffled noises that certainly sound like enthusiastic assent as she nods as vigorously as she can with Jerry's hand clamped around her throat. So he drops her and dispels the gag with a snap of his fingers. 

"P-Please don't kill me." 

"That's going to depend entirely on you." Jerry intones, malice dripping from every syllable. 

A second green light source fills the room as Aqi steps up and calls her own warfire. 

"That's, 'please don't kill me, your merciful highness'. You'll speak politely to my beloved husband, the prince, or I will remind you of your manners. If you're very unlucky you might even survive the lesson."

Jerry sets the woman back on the ground and the gangster immediately collapses to her knees, trembling as her courage fails her completely. 

"Puh-Princess! I'm sorry! Goddess I'm sorry! I'll quit! I'm out! Never again! I'll get a real job I swear, I'll help! Just please don't kill me!" 

Jerry lets his ball of green warfire fade. 

"What's your name girl?"

"Nalka'Ven." 

Jerry stops for a second, her clan name rang a bell for some reason. 

"...Ven... I've heard that clan name recently..." 

It clicks into place. Jari'Ven, aka Miss Blue had been one of the gangsters that had assaulted Sir David and Ariane Forsythe at an Imperial War Shrine. It had been in the after action report he'd gotten from Sir David and the briefing he and Aqi had gotten on the incident from the local police. Jari'Ven had turned the crown's witness and was singing like a songbird. 

As the commander, the Apuk had said 'liege lord', of the wounded party Jerry had been given the choice of punishment for Jari'Ven... and told them to give her a choice. She could join the Apuk Imperial Marines, and hopefully get the stupid beaten out of her with her entire criminal record expunged, or go to prison for what Jerry had been assured would be a very long time.

Jari'Ven had taken the deal. 

"Are you related to Jari'Ven?" 

The gangster goes from scared to confused in a blink. 

"Wh- She... she's my clutch sister! We haven't been able to find her and her communicator's off! Do you know where she is?" 

"I do as a matter of fact. I'll reunite you with her... I'll even get you out of the very serious trouble you're in with the same deal I got your sister. You help me get my man back and I'll show you just how good a friend I can be. What about it Nalka'Ven? We going to be friends?" 
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Nalka'Ven wasn't quite as helpful as Dar'Vok had been a few weeks prior. For one, the woman was clearly terrified instead of just down right fed up, but she had done acceptably well. She'd earned points in Jerry's book when she'd asked to check on her compatriot, who was very unconscious still under the armored blast door Jerry had kicked through its frame.

After dragging the hapless gangster clear and checking her vitals, Nalka'Ven had turned to work with a quickness, disabling any and all defenses in their systems and opening all the secure doors without actually lifting the lockdown to avoid tipping off her boss that something was awry.

"There! There I helped! I don't know what else I can do!"

"That'll be just fine Nalka'Ven. You've earned that deal I'm going to offer you, and a chance to reunite with Jari'Ven."

"Just a chance?" Nalka cocks her head, a bit confused.

"Well you have to take my deal. Otherwise you'll be very hard pressed to reach your sister. She's currently in the process of joining the Imperial military for a standard twenty year term. All crimes expunged, by the crown court itself."

"...So I'd have to... Enlist?"

"That's the idea. You'll pay for your crimes, but by contributing to society and getting the stupid kicked out of you. Not just rotting in a box."

"...They'd actually take me?"

"They took your sister. They'll take you. They know what they're doing."

"I uh. Guess. I'll take the deal then. Especially if it means getting to be with Jari again. I was... really worried when she went missing."

Jerry nods. "I'm sure you'll have a lot to talk about next time you see each other. In the meantime. Recruit!"

Nalka'Ven snaps to something approximating attention, Jerry's sudden command voice literally rebooting her brain.

"Yes, sir?"

"Keep watch and wait for reinforcements, direct them deeper into the facility as needed. You'll be contacted by an electronic warfare specialist. If she asks you for help, do it... and make sure this girl doesn't go anywhere if she gets up."

Jerry hooks a thumb at the unconscious gangster.

"She needs medical treatment after a hit like that. Help should be coming, but if something happens with her condition, call emergency services."

"Okay. I can do that!"

"Good. Carry on, recruit."

Jerry turns on a heel and heads deeper into Grab The Horns, finally unable to contain his grin.

"You enjoyed that." Aqi accuses Jerry, her amusement at her husband's antics leaking into her tone.

"Like sand blasting a soup cracker. Still, good raw material, like her sister. Their drill instructors will have their work cut out for them, but I suspect they'll do just fine as imperial marines. Now... let's go get our missing corporal. Babydoll, got anything for us?"

"Totally working on it skipper! I think you should head to the boss lady's office, it overlooks the main floor of the club. Corporal Garland was being held there when he escaped. It's also where the boss herself is. I figured you might want to have words with her."

Jerry and Aqi rush deeper into the facility, down a hallway and into what appeared to be an almost painfully garish hell that looked a lot like an actual strip club from back on Earth. A series of booths had stripper poles at each of them, but were clearly labeled 'interview booths'.

"Something smells odd..." Aqi notes, warily moving through the room as they check for resistance.

"I think I got it ma'am! Boss." Babydoll pipes up. "Like, the system's off, but they pump a medium strength aphrodisiac into the room when they're in service. It's totally shitty, but apparently pretty effective at getting men worked up. Throw in the interview 'dance' counting as an oath dance if you squint a little and you end up with 'marriages', sometimes with barely a word said. Frequently consummated on the spot, which they of course record and distribute for even more profit on top."

"How do they even get men into this shit sty?" Aqi wonders aloud.

"Oh that's easy!" Babydoll, ignorant of rhetorical questions or simply not caring continues; "Men get lured in two ways. Instead of paying, they can get paid, and their marketing is very male empowering. They sell themselves as a chance for a man to make his own choices in a spouse, and they specifically target younger men who are only just getting on their feet... and are probably getting frustrated with marriage meetings as their mothers try to set them up with their first few wives. Mix it with the sexuality bend, deliberately aimed at hormonal younger people and you have a clever racket."

"Hmm. I suppose that is clever. We'll have to work up counters to make the scam harder to pull off in the future. Partnering with more reputable businesses to offer a special service for lower income women and a process that lets men feel like they've got some degree of separation from a well meaning but possibly overbearing family. I-"

Aqi stops mid sentence and leaps over a booth, landing in front of a door and immediately ripping it off its hinges.

"Well now... what do we have here? Out!"

A small group of Apuk spill out of what appears to be a small supply closet. The girls are dressed... theoretically. Micro bikinis, sling bikinis, skimpy lingerie, and what appeared to be literal tape in one case. A range of clothing that certainly made sense for strippers, but not for anyone else, which would mean these were probably some of the female customers, all looking around rather nervously, like they were expecting to get in trouble for coming out.

"Where did she go? The girl with the green warfire?" One asks, clearly taking the lead for the little group. "And where's James?"

Jerry steps forward. "Well both my wife and I can summon green warfire, but I doubt you mean us. We're here looking for James, he's in trouble. Can you help us, miss?"

The pretty redhead nods. "My name is Mir'Ka, We were having a marriage meeting with James. We’d danced a little for him and with him and were having a lovely conversation over some fire wine when a few of the girls from the club's staff came and took him. They said the lady who runs the place needed to see him about some sort of procedural matter. Like his payment had declined or something."

"Just when it was getting good too!" Another girl pouts. "He'd just kissed Mir'Ka and Ko'Ime, and I know I was next!"

A blonde steps forward, joining Mir'Ka. "Calm down, James seemed rather smitten with all of us, and eager to get to know us properly! I'm sure he'll make good on that... but if a battle princess is here, he must be in a lot of trouble. I’m Ko'Ime."

"Princess Aquilar'Victae, and this is my husband, who is also James' commanding officer, Jeremiah."

That gets a bunch of excited whispers going from the girls till Mir'Ka holds a hand up for quiet.

"We're honored by your presence, highnesses, so how is James in trouble? Did he do something wrong? Or did something bad happen to him?"

Jerry nods. "The latter in point of fact. Sorry to say girls, this entire place and its services are, generally speaking, a scam, and they engage in a little trafficking on the side. They were going to kidnap James, but he escaped and is somewhere in the facility. What happened after the staff took James?"

Mir'Ka taps her chin. "Uh, about... oh. Ten, maybe fifteen minutes later a woman from the staff came and forced us into that side room with a ball of green warfire in her hand, told us we'd stay in there if we knew what was good for us or else."

Ko'Ime raises two fingers. "We've been in there for approximately another fifteen minutes."

Jerry and Aqi exchange a look before the princess takes the lead.

"Alright girls, I want you to get yourselves out of here. Do you have other clothing stashed away that you can get to?"

"Axiom pockets for most of us. Right ladies?"

Ko'Ime asks, getting nods in response from the rest of the girls.

Aqi offers the ladies a reassuring smile. "Wonderful, go to the lobby, get dressed and get out of the building, but don't run off. We need you to make statements to the police... I also assume you girls will want to see Corporal Garland again once he's out of trouble?"

Aqi's question is met with a round of enthusiastic nods, followed by Mir'Ka and Ko'Ime quickly getting the girls rounded up and heading for the door. Some of them clearly wanted to stay and help, but the leaders of what would presumably shortly be the newly minted Garland family knew when they were out of their depth, and with a lot of green warfire being hurled around, Jerry figured there wasn't any shame in that for your average Apuk civilian.

Once the girls are out of ear shot, Jerry draws his field pistol and checks the chamber.

"Once Corporal Garland gets off punishment detail for this cock up, I'm sure they'll all make him a very happy man."

"Mostly blue collar girls too, young, good recruits for the ship's crew, or new tradeswomen to reinforce the civilian crew or shops on the promenade."

"Wonderful, truly, but I'm still going to kick Garland across the room. I knew I should have marked this place as strictly off limits. A discount is usually enough to lure Marines and sailors into a place and keep them out of too much trouble, but some people just have to poke the tiger. Babydoll, where are we going?"

A light over a door nearby that's marked staff flashes green.

"Green light, Cap'n! Up the stairs, that'll get you into the office spaces and heading towards the boss's office. A lot of cameras have been taken out on the second floor, presumably by Corporal Garland, so my vision is limited, but there's bad girls up there for sure. I have located Corporal Garland's communicator, but it's been separated from him. I've been listening to the gangsters a little... I think he might have holed up in the boss's emergency bolt hole and now they're working on trying to get him out without killing him."

Jerry nods. "Smart of him to find somewhere safe and hard to get into, less smart to kill his own mobility, but I suppose he just had to hold out till the cavalry arrived, and we're about to put the boot in so fair enough."

“Ah, and I see their issue.” Aqi says, smacking a fist into her palm. “The bolt hole will be armored. It’ll have significant thermal protection, but if they pump enough warfire into it to override that protection, the room will practically become an oven. Not an issue for an Apuk, but potentially quite lethal for Corporal Garland.”

Jerry can practically hear Babydoll nodding. “Uh huh! Oh! Hey! Friendly reinforcements inbound! That’s convenient, she was really close by!”

Jerry notes the statement, but sets it aside, hopefully it would all be over before help arrived. He reaches out, and offers the princess his hand;

"Speaking of which, shall we darling?"

"Let's."

Hand in hand they sweep up the stairs to the club's administrative rooms like they're making their debut at a ball or some other formal event, not about to hand out as much violence as it takes to secure the safety of one of Jerry's Marines. At the top of the stairs, acting as one they each raise a leg... and kick the door at the top of the stairs so hard that when it goes flying it takes the frame of the door with it!

The couple step into the room to dead silence, regal as can be, hand in hand, smiling as if this was some casual event and they were here to mingle with other guests and not surrounded on all sides by Apuk gangsters.

"I'm going to give you girls one chance to surrender. Save us all some time and you some pain. Anyone want to make the smart choice?"

A nervous looking Apuk ganger nearly chokes, anger overriding her nerves as she winds up and throws a ball of blue warfire at Jerry. For many in the galaxy, this was rather dangerous. Jerry however had warfire's number now, and he grabs the ball of blue flames with his left hand like she'd just tossed him a soft ball.

"Wrong choice."

Jerry imbues the ball of blue warfire with his own flames, the gangster's eyes widening as the flame turns green as the fire ball grows, before Jerry pitches it back with a whip-like snap that sends it hurtling at its target fast enough to scream through the air slightly. The high speed ball of green warfire catches the unfortunate gangster square in the gut and drops her where she stands, flesh sizzling as the green warfire overcomes the Apuk's natural fire resistance with brutal efficiency.

The gangster’s shriek of pain is cut off by Aqi near teleporting forward and knocking the woman unconscious with an absolutely vicious uppercut that took the gangster straight out of her shoes and left her in a crumpled heap on the floor as Aqi flashes back to Jerry's side, the only clear sign that she'd moved at all being the swaying of her skirt.

Jerry takes Aqi's hand again, pulling it up his lips so he could dust her gloved knuckles with a kiss while keeping his eyes on their opponents.

"Beautifully done darling."

"No my love, your setup was absolutely perfect."

A few of the gangsters are looking distinctly nervous now. Fear was their primary weapon, the weapon of any thug or bully. Here however were two opponents who barely regarded them as threats.

The casual, relaxed stances they were in were fit for a ballroom not a battlefield. Even by battle princess standards, this was either extreme confidence or utter batshit insanity, and to anyone with more than half a brain cell, either should be very scary.

Jerry turns his attention to the gangsters with a sharp motion, making one of the allegedly bad girls flinch.

"So. One down. Anyone ready to quit? Or do you maybe want to come forward as a group this time? It won't help, but it might make you feel better."

Finally one of the gangsters speaks.

"H-Hey girls... Didn't that rumor about that Vynn bitch mention an Imperial prince who could use green warfire?"

Another gangster nods.

"Uh huh. Shredded the Vynn guards. Then his wife showed up and really laid out the hate."

"And... didn't a human man fight an Imperial battle princess toe to toe on the Tri Vid the other week? Then marry her?"

"Yep."

"That's a human man... right? With an Apuk maiden?"

"Yep."

"...They're both wearing crowns? Right?"

"Yep."

"That was green warfire?"

"Yep."

Jerry just smiles affably as the group of gangsters seem to do their best to rub a couple brain cells together and create some sort of spark resembling sapient life.

Finally the first gangster breaks and quickly divests herself of her war sword.

"I don't want any of this! I told you girls trying to nab a human was fucking stupid! I told you!"

The apparent leader of the little group whirls on her associate with a snarl. "You fucking candy ass bi- URK!"

The moment of distraction is all Aqi needs, bursting forward in a blink and disabling the senior thug with a punch to where the solar plexus would be on a human, doubling her over and putting her head in perfect position for Aqi to grab the other woman by the horns and deliver a vicious knee to the the unfortunate thug's head that makes everyone else in the room, Jerry included, wince as the unconscious gangster falls to the floor in a limp heap.

Aqi returns to Jerry's side in the blink of an eye again. She makes a show of dusting off her skirts before looking each remaining gangster in the eye.

"Ladies, let me be clear. This can only go two ways for you. Either you will be going into custody on your own two feet, or you will be going into custody on a stretcher. There's an even dozen of you and you are not a match for me alone. With my husband with me, the only way things could be worse for you is either more battle princesses or a sorcerer joining us. So. Shall we do this the easy way? Or the hard way? Throw aside your weapons and tell us where my husband's Marine is and I can promise you fair treatment... which is probably more than slavers deserve."

"We weren't going to enslave him or anything! Just... y'know. Taking a choice guy! Th-hard way. Which he didn't appreciate. At all."

Protests one gangster, who quickly realizes she is not making things better for her and shuts up.

Aqi paces a few steps, her high heels clicking on the tile.

"Sounds like you girls need to learn that no means no. Tragically if you'd just joined the marriage meeting you'd already set up I imagine you'd have had good odds of success. However, I asked a question ladies. Shall we do this the easy way? Or the hard way? You have ten seconds to decide."

The tone of her voice is almost as icy as her warfire is hot, Jerry swears the temperature of the room drops a few degrees as the color bleeds out of most of the gangster's faces as they realize just how deeply in trouble they actually were. There's a babbling torrent as the women throw down their weapons and all but eagerly surrender, clearly not wanting a piece of a battle princess grade ass beating.

"I'm so pleased you're making the smart choice. Now. Where is my husband's Marine?"

There's another torrent of speech as the remaining gangsters all try to get out something approximating a panic room in the boss's office while all the other girls are talking at the same time.

Jerry silences them with an axiom enhanced snap of his fingers that generates a supersonic crack, instantly getting everyone's attention.

"Good, now what you girls are going to do, is you are going to take your injured friends. You are going to go to the lobby and await law enforcement to take you into custody, or medical care where appropriate. If you try to run, I will not chase you. What I will do is give your name and face to the sorcerers of this world, and promise a reward for your capture... dead or alive. I hear Brin'Char likes to make sport of hunting traffickers. I wonder if dead or alive would be worse if he was the one to track you down?"

Jerry's bluffing of course, bad girls these might be, but Orega girls they were not. The wave of fear that spreads through the gangsters is rewarding all the same, and breaks the last hint of resistance any of them had left.

He had made himself perfectly clear.

Running meant dying tired.

"I uh." One girl raises a hand. "There's two leg breakers in with the boss. The boss and one of her girls can use green warfire. I just... thought you should know."

"Veka you idiot! Get a deal first at least."

Jerry shakes his head. "I don't do deals that way. You're either helpful, or not. If you're helpful, I will return that courtesy. Veka is being helpful. So when the time comes I will be considerably more inclined to be helpful or lenient to her. That's the only deal I'll offer. Does anyone else feel like being helpful?"

When the last of the gangsters have filed down the stairs under the careful electronic eye of Babydoll, Jerry and Aqi casually walk through the halls to the head office. It's protected by another of the heavy blast doors, the couple exchange a brief look and a mischievous smile. They had to make an appropriate entrance after all.

"Together?"

"Together."

A twin gout of brilliant green warfire slams into the door like a meteor from hell, the reinforced metal door gamely resisting for a few moments before glowing red, then yellow, then white and melting away into a puddle of slag. It was a strong door, but green warfire could destroy entire warships with the same amount of effort. It was nothing before the royal flame, and left a ragged hole in the wall where the door and its frame used to be, exposing the office within.

Three shocked Apuk look on as Jerry and Aqi casually stride through the hole they'd just burned into the room, again, utterly and completely unconcerned, their indifferent attitudes far more intimidating than pure rage.

"You're holding one of my Marines. You'll give him back. If you comply promptly, I'll let you live." Jerry says, his tone as mild as if he was suggesting drinks in the garden as opposed to threatening the lives of the three gangsters in the room.

Shock quickly turns to rage on the Apuk gang queen's face. It was a shame really, she had the potential to be quite beautiful, as did every woman in the galaxy it seemed, but she'd messed herself up with terribly ugly tattoos and what were clearly cosmetic scars that made her look less like a hard ass and more like something off of a movie set about biker zombies from Mars or some shit.

"No deal!"

She shouts, conjuring her own green warfire and aiming it at a wall where a panel had pulled away to reveal an armored door.

"Either we walk out, or I burn your man alive. He's useless to me dead, but he's useless to you dead too!"

The woman begins to rant slightly, as her leg breakers begin to spread out.

"Boss, less than a minute to the cavalry arriving, I've given her your beacon." Babydoll's voice echoes in Jerry's head and he tries to puzzle it out for a second. He'd forgotten she'd mentioned reinforcements earlier.

"Babydoll, who's coming-"

"She's here!"

With an earth shattering roar, Nezbet tears through the wall of the building with her massive claws swinging. She turns stone and metal into gravel and shards with every mighty swipe of her powerful paws. Pushing off on some of the rubble, the Takra warrior barrels square into the Apuk crime boss. She hits her like a freight train, literally running her over before grabbing her by the legs and using the woman as an improvised bludgeon to start smashing furniture with like the décor of the room had done something to upset her personally.

The leg breakers watch in shock as the massive desk their boss usually held court from is smashed into kindling as Nezbet slams the woman against anything and everything to hand. A set of shelves is next. A statue. A massive dent is put into the stone wall as Nezbet continues to vent her fury with mighty, soul shaking battle cries. Roars that felt like they could be heard in orbit as she batters her enemy with the raw power of a Takra war form.

Someone who was coherent could resist. Takra were hardly invincible, even in their war forms, but much like the Cannidor once you were caught in their momentum it was incredibly difficult if not nearly impossible to seize the initiative back from them. Outside help could assist of course, but when they were standing dumbfounded for precious seconds as a massive feline alien shapeshifter pounded on their boss like she was a stress ball and Nezbet had been having a rough day at the office. Which left them open to be neutralized in turn by Nezbet's outside help.

Jerry drops the first with an axiom nerve pinch, right as Nezbet tires of mangling the boss and hurls her bodily into the second thug, sending them both careening into a set of stone shelves, which collapse on them in a crash of stone and cloud of dust. There's a twitch, one woman lifting an arm as if trying to get up. Then she seems to think better of it and lets herself collapse with a pained groan as Nezbet prowls the room.

Nezbet secures the area once, twice, then moves to Jerry, pushing her broad head against him and nuzzling him like an oversized house cat. Oversized in this case being 'makes a full grown Siberian tiger look like a kitten'.

"You know, it's easier to give you affection if you shift out of your war form."

Jerry murmurs, rubbing the soft fur of Nezbet's muzzle and forehead. It really did remind him of giving a big cat pats. Albeit a big cat on a scale that was almost hard to comprehend.

Slowly, Nezbet shifts back to her natural state, fur disappearing in favor of bronzed skin and her usual white hair in its long, flowing braid.

"Nyaaaaahahahah! Truly a glorious victory for Nezbet. Apuk did not even see what hit her! Was dangerous yes? Threatening? Nezbet's war form could hear through wall. Thought she was threatening to kill husband, so only extreme force would do to deal with bandit trash!"

Jerry chuckles and rewards his 'rescuer' with a kiss.

"No, she was threatening to kill Corporal Garland specifically, not me, but well done anyway gorgeous. I suppose I'll have to reward you for dealing with the situation so decisively."

"Oh! Nezbet wishes for date! Even lunch would be fine. Have been working so hard recently, need husband's love to soothe wrinkled brow!"

Nezebet dramatically languishes herself into Jerry's arms before leaning up to give him an impish peck on the lips, then popping back to her feet, her tail waving primly behind her.

"How did you get here so quickly anyway, sister?"

Asks Aqi, clearly highly amused by everything that had just happened.

"Nezbet was negotiating planetary freight hauling contract with nearby company at star port. Had just finished up meeting when Omega signal came through. Started this way immediately. Then Babydoll calls Nezbet and says Hubby and the Princess are going in and situation looks dangerous. So Nezbet shifts to war form and comes as fast as she can!"

Jerry nods slowly. "Well Babydoll was probably being a bit dramatic there..."

"Nu uh! I was just like! Totally worried about you both! Sir!"

The Gravia hacker responds over the still open comm line.

"Have you worked out a way to communicate to Corporal Garland? By the way?" Jerry asks, getting Babydoll back on task.

"No, no dice. The whole thing is electronically isolated. Might even have something like a faraday cage in addition to some trytite masking. It's a very good bolt hole. There should be a security access point with a camera though. If you trigger it, he should be able to see you."

Jerry steps over to the heavy duty armored door and quickly finds the keypad. A red emergency call button triggering a one way connection.

"Garland, it's the skipper. You can come out, it's secure."

There's a pause for a moment before the other side of the line connects.

"How do I know you're actually the Skipper?"

"Ask me something only I'd know."

"Who won the 1969 world series?"

"Firstly, nice. Secondly, do you even know that? Because I sure as fuck don't."

"Nah I figured if they actually had an answer they were pulling it off a database or something. Good to hear your voice, sir. One sec, I'll get this damn box open..."

The door slides up, revealing Corporal Garland in his civilian attire, covering himself with his pistol, but looking very sheepish as he holsters his P320.

"Sorry about this skipper. I think they drugged me with something, I was just out of it enough that when they tried to black bag me they'd already nabbed a lot of my gear. I just barely managed to trigger an omega signal before I had to dodge a set of binders! I practically staggered into that security bolt hole by accident."

Jerry nods. "Well, Garland, let me be clear. You shouldn't have been here to start with, and you certainly shouldn't have been here without backup. We'll deal with that in a minute however. Right now there's about ten young Apuk women who are extremely worried about you downstairs."

Garland's face lights up. "Mir'Ka, Ko'Ime and the rest are still here? And they're okay?"

"Fine, last I saw them."

"They were threatening to hurt them if I didn't comply in an office nearby. When the big boss came in I pulled a hold out flash bang and slid between her legs. I tried to run for the stairs but went right into the big boss's office instead. Fired a couple rounds at the people pursuing me, then staggered into this security bolt hole when I backed against a statue that acted as the switch for the secret wall."

Jerry resists facepalming.

"Setting aside you apparently keeping a hold out flash bang grenade on your person. Really? A statue that triggers a secret wall leading to a secret panic room? That's so damn cheesy it hurts."

"I swear Skipper you can try it yourself! That was right around when the place went into lock down. Not sure if they were trying to sell me off or keep me… I think the boss was flirting but… Jesus, I like a girl with ink, but you saw her sir! Yikes."

Jerry chuckles. "Mir’Ka and the others were still plenty interested when we got them out of the storage closet they'd been shoved into. I had to gently convince them to stand down and let the professionals handle the rescue. So. Corporal. How would you say you feel about those girls?"

"Well I was just starting to hand out kisses because they were really wonderful. I'd like to get to know them a bit more before getting married or whatever but... yeah. I like'em quite a bit Skipper."

"Good. Here's what I am telling you to do. You are going to go reclaim your communicator from the wreck of this office, along with any other equipment you can find. You will go find Mir'Ka and the others. You will make some appropriate gesture of affection for each of them, to thank them for being willing to stay in a dangerous situation out of concern for you. You will exchange communicator information with them, and you will then march your happy ass to the medics for a full look over."

Garland nods, relaxing just a hair, clearly thinking he'd avoided serious punishment.

"Starting tomorrow, you're confined to the ship for two weeks for your lapse of judgment. You're an NCO Garland, I have to hold you to a higher standard."

The younger man's face falls and he clearly considers protesting before thinking better of it.

"Aye aye, sir. Permission to be dismissed?"

"Dismissed. Oh... and James? Just because you can't leave the ship doesn't mean you can't have visitors. Who knows, maybe you'll be lining up a honeymoon vacation before we leave port once you're off confinement."

"Yes sir!"

Looking significantly more perky, James quickly scrambles through the rubble of the mob boss's desk and heads out the door right as Apuk police officers rush into the room and quickly start binding unconscious and badly beaten gangsters.

"Seems that situation has been resolved to the favor of everyone involved." Aqi notes, taking Jerry's arm lovingly.

"Except perhaps to Corporal Garland, though I'm sure Mir'Ka and the others will find a way to make spending time aboard the Tear seem like all sorts of fun."

Nezbet takes Jerry's other arm, head back, chest out, clearly extremely pleased with herself.

"Secured good contract. Got to show off in combat to husband again! Truly a glorious day for a warrior of the Takra'takra Empire!"

"Sounds like we need to have steaks for dinner to really round things out eh, Nezbet?" Jerry asks.

"Oh! Beef'Steak! Husband spoils Nezbet greatly. Then date tomorrow yes?"

Jerry considers his schedule and nods. "Sure, we'll go have lunch somewhere in the capital, then you'll be my date with Aqi for the commando exercise tomorrow afternoon."

"Oooh! Morning with hubby followed by gladiatorial blood sports! Truly husband is romantic beyond compare!"

Nezbet pumps a fist in the air, clearly fired up by tomorrow's itinerary.

"Come on girls, let's go talk to the senior police officer and get out of this dump."
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One benefit of the might makes right attitude of the Apuk, and the Capital being an Imperial city is that it made self defense cases, or the defense of others, rather simple, and that's before royalty got involved. Talking things out with the senior Apuk cop present confirmed what Aqi had told Jerry. He had full authority, and indeed a duty to enforce the Empress's laws on Serbow, and in Apuk space. Fucking that duty up would be indeed be dealt with by Her Majesty personally.

Keeping the potential annoyance of his mother in law firmly in mind, Jerry deferred the offer to render summary judgment on the majority of gangsters, turning them over to the crown for processing and prosecution. As a soldier under arms was involved, Jerry would be consulted on punishments, not as prince, but as commanding officer of the would-be victim. 

Again, he deferred on all but bit a few, intervening in the case of Nalka'Ven and holding up his end of the bargain. She would turn the crown's witness, and would trade twenty years of Imperial service with her sister to have her crimes expunged. Veka and the other girls who'd been 'helpful', would get similar offers, or reduced sentences if they chose to sweat their time. 

Fair was fair after all. 

The Apuk justice system tended to think blood was the appropriate way to get stains out. Jerry was hoping to start encouraging the crown justice system to start actively considering that sweat can be just as effective a cleanser... that requires a lot less death. Galactic populations being what they were, Jerry could at least understand the somewhat casual attitude towards the death penalty in many galactic societies, and he wasn't against it himself. 

He'd handed down a death sentence in a court martial after all, and carried out the sentence himself, but it just seemed like a waste when most of these misguided girls needed a smack upside the head and a little basic discipline, maybe some education, instead of a bullet to the brain.

"Husband!"

Nezbet calls out from slightly up the trail, and Jerry picks up his case, catching up to the smiling beauty.

What a beauty she was too! Nezbet had learned what a human style sun dress is from Sharon and had one made for her by Mama-san back on the Tear. The end result was absolutely jaw dropping. The loose, breezy material certainly did a stellar job of highlighting her figure and the cool white of the fabric contrasted beautifully with her caramel skin and her own more cream white hair. It didn't hurt that Nezbet had well and truly started to show, and her growing belly only looked even bigger as the rest of her body slimmed down just a touch.

To Jerry's eye at least, Nezbet looked more like a model, out for a picture perfect photo shoot as the breeze ruffled her long braid of hair, than a wife out on a date for her husband. The cherry on top being the bright, toothy smile she gave him as he got closer that lit up the little copse of woods they were walking through almost as brightly as the star Serbow orbited.

"Sorry darling, got lost in thought for a moment."

She simply grins at Jerry, then grabs him by the collar and pulls him in for a big, wet smooch.

"Apology accepted. Now come, Nezebet wishes to enjoy this walk with you... nice to know that there's normal forests on this planet, so close to the capital too! Perfect excuse to enjoy some natural air. Natural gravity. Nezbet enjoys ship. Loves family. Misses planetside much, some things cannot be replicated in the terrarium, nice as it is, yes? Besides, Nezbet can enjoy incredible luxury. Having husband entirely to herself. No other wives. No security. No gawkers or random passers by. Just us."

"Mhmm."

Jerry reaches out, resting his hand on Nezbet's stomach and giving it a fond stroke, ever the proud father.

"You're right darling, I think getting back to nature and spending some time alone, just the four of us, is a wonderful way to spend the day before we go see how Sir David and his people do against Miri'Tok's commandos. Did Doctor McCoy give the twins a clean bill of health after yesterday?"

"Husband worries too much."

Nezbet brushes off his concern with a smile that said she appreciated it all the same.

"War form evolved in times of yore as last ditch protection for Takra. Became more common, more used, in old old times, we walked more in our war forms than on two legs some say. The war form first and foremost protects the womb of an expecting mother. This makes good sense to Nezbet as the predators on our homeworld liked to target pregnant females specifically, but in the end Takra'Takra females were just as fast, just as fierce, with their litter safe and sound!"

"Tell me more about your home world? You don't talk about it very often."

Nezbet takes Jerry's hand as her ear twitches in thought. Save for the long, fuzzy ears, and the tail that was slowly wrapping around his waist, she really did look human. Not uncommon for the aliens of the galaxy, but for the Takra they could easily just be golden skinned human women who liked to work out and cosplay.

"Hmmm. Well Nezbet was speaking of homeworld of all Takra just now. Nezbet's actual home world is name of Tralc, one of the Takra core worlds and the seat of the Arli'Shet clan. Is very large clan husband, one of reasons Nezbet happy to break off. Advancing up hierarchy... complicated, at such a scale. Is one of many reasons Nezbet left."

Nezbet stretches a little before giving up on Jerry's hand and wrapping both her arms around his left arm, snuggling up close and giving his left shoulder an affectionate nuzzle.

"Tralc is a beautiful world... in places in Nezbet's opinion. Cities... Nezbet does not like cities much. The megalopolises of Tralc rival Centris itself, if not exceed them in some areas, but much of the world has been left as nature deserves. It is a land of large continents, many land masses and no large oceans. The biomes are very stable compared to Earth. Still have seasons and such unlike some of those silly video games you had Nezbet play."

"Hey now, some of those are classics."

"Yes, and still much fun, but classically wrong about other worlds in the green zone for habitation! Tralc has beautiful rolling plains, and near untouched beautiful forests. This was by design, yes? One of the first worlds colonized. Home world has been repaired, cared for, but Takra did much damage to our mother world as we were born into the universe. Tralc and our other colonies, we determined we wanted to keep these worlds beautiful and natural... though this sometimes means we are... far too concentrated for Nezbet's preference."

"Sounds really gorgeous though. Shall we add Tralc to our list of destinations? I'm sure Cistern wouldn't mind, even if the Takra empire hasn't formally requested the Undaunted send an embassy yet."

Nezbet's ears twitch.

"Oh. Ah. Nezbet would... prefer husband not visit her homeworld. Not seat of Arli'Shet."

Jerry stops and looks down at the now somewhat shy looking Nezbet.

"...Why? Is it something about me? Or-"

"No! No nothing about husband. I would just prefer you not. Nor will Nezbet travel to the clan's stronghold with her kittens. Tradition for one, especially after a clan break. Thankfully Nezbet's mother, Ayisha Arli'Shet, can come visit us. Even if our clans were feuding, none would deny the mother of a Takra woman the right to see her child and grandchildren."

"Really? Even during an open feud?"

"Even during war between clans. Takra very serious about the bond between mother and children. Is a core part of our native religious faith. Not making babies or having many like Gravids, but the special bond between a mother and her kittens itself, yes?"

"Hmmm. I see, well we should send Ayisha an invitation to come visit. We already have one mother in law living with us, not like we don't have space somewhere on the Tear for a guest."

"Nezbet has sent her mother formal messages and tidings about our marriage and Nezbet's pregnancy. Along with calling of course. Called many times since leaving deep space. She is most pleased with our marriage, and with these two little ones."

Nezbet chuckles as she gives her stomach a fond pat.

"Mother said, 'Ah, now daughter you shall be repaid a thousand fold for all the trouble you inflicted on me when you were a kitten!'. A common saying of mothers, but Nezbet still hears it in her head now and then and laughs."

"I notice you're still avoiding telling me why you don't want to visit Tralc."

"Ah."

Nezbet's ears fold.

"Not so much... avoiding as. Embarrassed perhaps? Is. Nezbet does not want to go to Tralc with husband because she likely would have to injure or kill many, many from Arli'Shet clan. Nezbet does not relish the idea of having to hurt or kill kinswomen for husband's sake."

Jerry's eyes open wide and he can feel his mouth hanging open slightly. Just when he thought the galaxy couldn't shock him anymore.

"What? Why would you have to do that?"

"Husband's limit is twenty wives. Even if that number one day moves, to accommodate another worthy woman to join us, in a Takra clan the husband's word on such matters is law, you only wish for twenty wives, then Nezbet will fight, and if need be, die, to ensure that none violate your will... and Takra'Takra courtship can be very... enthusiastic."

"Yeah I did have to rabbit punch you in the temple to keep you from attacking me."

The cat girl alien gives Jerry a look like he's not understanding her.

"Husband not quite following Nezbet's full meaning. Yes, had to punch Nezbet. Nezbet is considered extremely calm and is known to be very cerebral Takra warrior. Makes much more measured responses to things such as meeting potential husband compared to many."

Jerry considers that for a second, and his eyes widen again slightly.

"...Huh. Yeah the bloodshed makes sense now."

"Nezbet is glad husband can understand why she is not eager to visit. Don't like cousins that much, but prefer to keep claws clean of family blood. Bad luck. Let us speak of sunnier things though, there's been enough blood yesterday, though Nezbet did enjoy work out!"

A question flashes to mind, something he's been meaning to ask his sometimes rather mysterious spouse.

"Actually I have a question, Nezbet. Why do you speak using the third person? You only very rarely use words like 'I'."

Nezbet blushes and looks away for a second, ears fluttering just a touch.

"Ah. Oh. That. Yes. It... Nezbet... or rather I. It's something of an accent I suppose. It's a bit affected. It was... trendy in the Takra language to speak that way when I was attending my primary schooling, and when I entered the martial academy to become a warrior. It is... different in the Takra language compared to Galactic Trade. It's complicated to explain but it's... you know how when Takra join words together for emphasis? Human'man for example, the word 'man' emphasizes the male part of your species. Switching to speaking in the third person does a similar thing, but instead of emphasizing a word or concept, you emphasize yourself. It's a very grand and impressive way of speaking traditionally in Takra society. The method of speech of great heroines and mighty matriarchs, that all might know who exactly is speaking, and by what right they command the attention of those around them."

Jerry nods slowly. "Right, that makes sense. So it was a trend when you were younger? Why not just stop then?"

Nezbet blushes and breaks eye contact again, very clearly embarrassed.

"Eh he... it is more complicated than that husband. Unfortunately for Nezbet this phase was when Nezbet was learning galactic trade."

Nezbet stops and visibly corrects herself mentally.

"I do not speak like that in my native tongue anymore. Well. Not all the time anyway. When I am boasting or telling of my deeds to others, then I use the third person. In Galactic Trade however, to use personal pronouns I actually need to think about it, as opposed to speaking in the third person, which comes more naturally because of how I was speaking my native language at a very formative time in learning Galactic Trade. I was never corrected because in Takra space those who would speak in the third person can and shall do so in either our mother tongue, or in Galactic Trade as the situation dictates."

Nezbet shakes her head a bit and works her jaw, clearly sounding things out for a second in her head.

"Is very strange for Nezbet. We hope you will forgive us this little foible of ours... it is a bit of silliness Nezbet has never taken the time to fix."

Jerry considers it for a second. He thought it was cute if he was honest, but Nezbet was clearly a bit sensitive about it... how to perk her up...

The thought comes to him like a lightning bolt.

"Well, rather than train out of it... how about we just get you to the standing where you should be talking in the third person anyway? You're already a heroine who has slain many evil doers and criminals..."

Jerry's hand slips around Nezbet's back and waist, pulling her closer before coming to rest on her domed stomach.

"...We've got a decent start on the whole matriarch thing too. Then your business accomplishments first as an independent merc, and now as Syl's capable right hand with the family conglomerate. There isn't a field I've seen you not excel in, or a challenge I've seen you back down from. Surely you can't be that far off from the point where you should be speaking in the third person in Takra too."

The blush racing over Nezbet's face isn't embarrassment this time, and after a beat to process that, Nezbet wraps her arms around Jerry's neck and leaps into his arms!

"Husband always knows just what to say to make Nezbet's heart race."

"That's my job. Make your heart race and leave not a trace of doubt in your heart that I love and adore you."

"Husband is such a romantic, and Nezbet is very lucky."

"I feel like I say this a lot, but I'm the lucky one."

"Husband does say that a lot. Mostly while doing or saying things that make other women very jealous of your wives."

Jerry thinks about that for a second, and does his best to shrug with his arms full of wife.

"At least I'm consistent?"

"Carry Nezbet somewhere quiet and cozy, and Nezbet will remind you of some other things you're consistent about while we eat the lunch Nezbet has prepared."

Jerry looks down at Nezbet. She hadn't brought a picnic basket or something had she?

"You don't have a basket."

Nezbet leans up and gives Jerry a peck on the cheek.

"Nezbet does in fact have a basket. Axiom pocket. It'd be a shame to have hands full of anything but my man, yes?"

"...Fair enough. Guess we're off to find a quiet spot for lunch!"

"Onward brave steed!"
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Three hours sees a slightly more ruffled Nezbet and Jerry boarding an imperial shuttle already occupied by Aqi. The second they're strapped in the pilot lifts and they're enroute to the Imperial Marine Corps Proving Grounds. 

Aqi gives Nezbet and Jerry a small 'I know what you were doing' smile, but cleans them both up with a wave of her finger and a touch of axiom instead of teasing them.

"Thanks for the ride, gorgeous."

Aqi leans over and kisses Jerry's cheek. 

"Wouldn't do to have you leap all the way to the proving grounds, though I'm sure you could. Nezbet might even enjoy being carried for the trip, but a shuttle is slightly more dignified." 

Nezbet tilts her head, exaggerating a thinking pose. 

"Hmmm... Spend entire trip in husband's arms. Yes this is pleasing to Nezbet. Hurtling through air at shuttle speeds without shuttle? Significantly less so. Nezbet prefers to ride." 

"So to speak." 

Jerry intones mildly, and is rewarded by one of the shuttle pilots nearly choking as she tries to keep a laugh in before her copilot quietly seals the hatch to the cockpit.

"Hah. Got her." 

Aqi teasingly smacks Jerry's shoulder. 

"That was a touch cruel wasn't it?" 

"Nah, can't let the wing wipers get too complacent about their bearing. These are supposed to be the best of the best after all."

"Nezbet thinks such games are more pleasing for pilots than anything. Makes royals more approachable, as husband wishes to be to his people. That aside, Aqi'Aqi, how long is this flight?"

Aqi thinks for a minute, tapping a finger against her chin. 

"Hmmm. Maybe fifteen minutes or so? We're flying to what used to be my family's holdings before ascending to the crown. They're still ours in reality of course, but a loyal vassal was elevated to maintain the fief for us, and to keep up a legal fiction required by treaties hold the Imperial household to fairly limited territory on the surface of Serbow itself, in exchange for our ability to tax, and our concentration of military power and the other benefits of being the Imperial house. On paper the Turvoks graciously lease some of their land to provide on planet training for the imperial military."

"Nezbet thinks enough time for a drink then! Got any fruit juice in this thing?" 

"Knowing the handmaidens I suspect so." Aqi chuckles.

The princess reaches out and caresses a panel and it slides back and into the wall, revealing a small refrigeration unit. It's got a few chilled beverages inside, to include straight up water, a few alcoholic beverages and a decent sized bottle of Nezbet's favorite fruit juice, which she eagerly takes from Aqi.

"Heh. Nezbet might not so much enjoy the trappings of royalty, but the service is truly excellent! Good company, prescient service. The Serbow imperial house knows how to live well."

Aqi chuckles. "It is nice, especially after growing up... well not with hardship or deprivation, but many of the luxuries of the house are denied to young princesses till they come of age. I didn't even get a chance to enjoy the lifestyle of a full member of the house till I was well over a century old and home visiting from a deployment with the military. I went straight into the service as soon as it was legal to do so."

Aqi pours a glass of what Jerry knew was called 'pyre breath', a 'strong' Apuk beverage much beloved of the imperial marines in particular that was approximately equivalent to a slightly dry white wine by human standards and tastes. 

"Can I tempt you, love?" Aqi asks, offering the flute she'd just poured to him.

"Hmmm. Well we're not fighting or flying today so I don't see why not. Though I must say day drinking still feels rather decadent."

"All the more reason to enjoy it. You're off duty after all. Once you're back aboard ship you're truly on call twenty four seven. With the Tear at anchor, defended by the Imperial Navy as  if she was their own, you can relax in ways you can't underway." 

Jerry accepts the glass from Aqi and takes a slow sip. 

"Good point love, a very good point." 

Jerry swirls his glass again, letting the drink settle before finally bringing up a subject that had been in the back of his mind ever since the Grab the Horns incident.

"Girls, you were both at the attempted kidnapping of Corporal Garland, Aqi you were present for my fun filled adventure to the county of Vynn, and Nezbet you're quite knowledgeable about just about everything and a superb operational planner. Considering my recent promise to not unduly risk myself... did I fuck up again? Like I want to say that situation was different, entirely so, but I suppose I'm second guessing myself to a degree. Syl didn't seem upset, but I don't actually enjoy hurting my wives, so I worry." 

Nezbet cocks her head. "Well, for the first incident, Nezbet was with Lady Syl the whole time... Husband only saw anger, and serenity next morning. Nezbet saw the fear. Husband hurt Sylindra with his act by endangering himself. The fear tore at her like a wild animal and she could not be comforted till she heard your voice. Yes. Husband was fine. Yes Husband almost certainly would be fine... but what if Husband got surprised? Ambushed and overwhelmed alone? Husband is strong, but all are mortal. Not knowing hurt Lady Sylindra's heart greatly, along with many of the other non-combatant wives. Is much different than sending Husband out to battle yes?"

Aqi leans in a bit. "I suppose I've been thinking about it a bit too. As I didn't initially see the issue... but I was in on the plan. Even then I was... a little worried. I was more angry than worried, perhaps that hardened my heart a bit. It was a dangerous situation if I consider it logically. Consider then, when Sylindra sends you to war, or even yesterday if you're the nearest to an emergency... you're not alone. You're not without your equipment. You're not cut off from friendly support. You didn't even have Ms. Babydoll tied into your net watching your back from the cameras at the Vynn estate. Yesterday we responded to a crisis as the nearest capable parties. Even then, we went in together, with further support tied into our net and back up on the way. At the Vynn estate you went out deep behind enemy lines into an unknown situation. I think that's the difference." 

Jerry nods slowly. "That's more or less what I was thinking. I'm just concerned my judgment was compromised by de-aging more than I expected... more than I noticed. Now I'm not entirely sure what's reasonable for me to be doing. Yes at my rank and age most people give up field operations and combat on Earth, but biologically I'm twenty five. I am literally back in my prime. Hanging up my power armor seems like a bit of a waste." 

"Nezbet thinks this would be great waste..." The Takra warrior woman scrunches up her nose a bit. "However... Nezbet thinks Jerry must surrender some things. Your body is young, you are a warrior. So you will fight. Syl and the others understand this. However, you are married man. Man with a great many children. While none of your wives would seek to cage you... perhaps it is time to hang up high risk missions. As Nezbet hears from sword sworn and has seen, you are elite power armored combatant. At this time, ship's company cannot replace in infantry combat if needed. This is well and good. Dangerous, but fair, and Husband never walks alone, assuaging fears of Syl and others." 

Nezbet quiets down for a second. 

"In the end husband, you are talented in many fields. Can you really say you're the most talented commando or undercover agent we have anymore? Are not Sir David and his people your peers? Or in some cases superior in skill? You have specialists husband, as a leader it is imperative you let them do their jobs. Nezbet rejoices in your conquest over the Vynn woman... but surely it would have been better to send forth Diana Lawson's intelligence operatives, yes? Perhaps even with Imperial Intelligence Service counterparts. Joint operation could grow strength and partnership between Apuk and Undaunted, give chance for spies to learn from each other... and still destroy the Vynn woman just as thoroughly as if you'd killed her yourself. You are the master and commander of a strong ship, and have a legion of warriors at your disposal. Husband delegates well... husband simply should delegate more. Doing this will ease burden on the hearts of the civilian wives considerably." '

Jerry nods. "No you're right. Though thankfully I don't do stupid shit nearly as frequently as some of the branches of the Undaunted... I swear some of the reports that cross my desk from one group of lunatics or another that the Admiral's turned loose on the galaxy make me want to reach for a pain killer or a scotch. Still. That. That was helpful. I think I'm at peace, thank you Nezbet, Aqi. The Vynn estate was a lapse in judgment... but my other choices have been reasonable. I had a moment of desire and will overwrite my reason, of letting my cocky twenty five year old brain forget I'm a grown ass man in my mid fifties who's far too experienced to let myself get cocky. It won't be repeated. Especially not after it hurt any of you girls…”

Jerry gets still a moment, solemn almost as he speaks in a slightly lower tone than before.

“One day I will hang up my guns. I can't campaign forever after all. Even in a galaxy of agelessness. What I'll do with myself then... I don't know, but I'll do it hand in hand with all of you. Along with our many friends and companions. I am blessed. Risking all that for a personal victory over a particularly detestable pustule who matters not one iota in the grand scheme of things is unworthy of all of that."

Aqi leans over and gently kisses Jerry's cheek as her arms wrap around his shoulders, draping him in her warm, loving embrace. 

"Goddess you really do speak like a romance novel at times. Come though my love, dear sister, let us speak of lighter subjects to improve our mood before we arrive. Though I have something to bring up that’s related... I have some scandalous gossip to share."

Nezbet arches a delicate white eyebrow. "Nezbet did not think Aqi was one for gossip." 

"I'm not normally, but this concerns the heiress of the late countess of Vynn."

Jerry nods. "Did they finally find someone to take over?"

Aqi chuckles. "Oh they did better than that. A Vynn woman, a niece of the late countess, who is still actively in the line of succession joined the Imperial military. She's a junior officer. Or perhaps I should say she was. She arrived on Serbow yesterday to take control of the family’s holdings and be named the Countess Vynn by the Empress. The rest of the family has been 'encouraged' to leave control to her, and to the dowager count. Apparently the old gentleman would like to thank you for killing the witch. She'd more or less imprisoned him. His grand niece is taking far better care of him. However, that is not the gossip."

Aqi sits back and takes a drink of her wine, her mischievous smile downright infectious until Jerry finally caves and says; 

"Well don't leave us in suspense darling, what's this gossip?"

"Mother arranged for the new Countess of Vynn, Lady Marik'Vynn, to meet with a delegation from the Undaunted embassy. We were specifically not to be told or involved for propriety’s sake. Though it seems  Marik'Vynn wasn't particularly fond of her aunt... considering it's quite likely she had Marik'Vynn's mother killed it's not surprising there's little love lost there. Marik'Vynn it seems, has love to spare however. She fell stone dead in love with one of the men in the Undaunted delegation."

Jerry can't help but chuckle. Aqi hadn't been kidding, the irony was thick. 

"One of the diplomats?"

Aqi shakes her head. "No, I don't have the full details, but it seems the new Count of Vynn will be an Undaunted Marine Corps Sergeant. Marik'Vynn is even his first wife. All the better."

"...An enlisted man, eh? That really is better! The late countess would be outraged at a peasant sitting on the throne of Vynn I'm sure."

"Oh yes. That's why I had to share. It's beautiful. A cute story on its own, but with the context. Truly amusing."

Nezbet joins in the laughter with a cackle. 

"Nyahahaha. Truly justice was served then! A fair new ruler hopefully for the people of Vynn... and the former countess shall lie, unmourned, and forgotten. As such creatures only deserve! A poetic victory indeed, husband!"

Jerry takes another sip of his wine as he considers the situation a bit more. 

"We should send a wedding gift to the new couple... and some sort of token to make it clear we hold no grudge."

"Nar'Salis is already handling it. There's no ill will from Marik'Vynn, if anything she's made it rather clear she'd like to meet you and apologize formally."

"Hmmm." 

Jerry thinks for a minute. 

"Invite her and her husband to the dining in. Nice casual setting, perfect for a meeting that won't be too serious."

"A wonderful idea. I'll have Nar'Salis message the junior officer in charge of the dining in." 

The rest of the flight is spent in exactly as Nezbet had said, in good company, a relaxing moment of comforting familiarity and intimacy as Aqi continues to slowly integrate into the family she'd married into. 

Before long however they're settling at a landing pad on a fairly large military facility, directly across from a building with a sign in cinder tongue that Jerry couldn't read. He'd been studying the language, but the written form was elusive. Even to someone who'd studied kanji and kana till his eyes had bled. 

Aqi gestures to the building and she leads Jerry and Nezbet forward. 

"This is the Princess Vana'Kesh Commando Training Center. Vana'Kesh was the first Apuk commando and founded the program. Until recently the program didn't get terribly much attention. Interest however has increased considerably recently, partially thanks to some of our cross talk with the Undaunted and reports of human commando performance in the field. Our commandos are mostly just elite boarding specialists with some extra tactical tools the regular marines don't usually fuss with, that are hoped to have them handle more... delicate situations. It's my ambition to train our commandos to be in the same vein as human commandos. Not just superlative fighters, but full spectrum warriors of impeccable skills in every endeavor from training allies, to infiltration, to raids, to planting intelligence gathering equipment, or any other mission they might need to undertake in the name of the Crown and its subjects."

Aqi pauses a step, waiting for Jerry to catch up so she can take his left arm properly. As the date for the day, Nezbet got the right arm, something Jerry knew Aqi would have also offered her as the pregnant wife present.

"Sounds ambitious... and like a lot of change for the Imperial military."

Aqi nods.

"It is, but Mother approves and I have many allies in my endeavors at all levels of the force, including Admiral Vak'Lorish. Who doesn't know yet, but she will shortly be pinning on a fleet admiral's royal seal and taking command of the entire fleet. She's been making some waves and has pleased my mother greatly, and the current Fleet Admiral, Kar'Koris, is due to retire to her new holdings on one of the colony worlds. A faithful and effective servant, but a changing galaxy means new blood sometimes." 

Jerry nods as they start up the broad stairs. 

"Makes perfect sense to me. I should put you in touch with the grand huntsmistress of the lodge Eymali and I are registered with. I think you'd rather like Grand Huntsmistress Mariale."

"I'm sure I would, but, let us go inside. I don't want to miss today's event!"
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The Vana Kesh training center was utterly unlike any Apuk structure Jerry had been in. For the Apuk even civilian structures generally had what a human would classify as a medieval look to them, especially in the capital where great pains were taken to preserve the city's aesthetic sense as the years passed on. The visual style was adhered to even if the scale of many of those structures that resembled castles and the like were still damn skyscrapers. It was a sight to see to be sure.

In comparison the Vana'Kesh center's main training hall was completely and utterly modern by human aesthetic tastes. It was a beautiful building, but very utilitarian, with the decoration mainly coming from exceptional, but subtle stone work, and long martial banners that were just a little taste of Apuk tradition in the wide halls and tall ceilings of the center. Apparently Princess Vana'Kesh had designed the place herself, and had partially funded it out of her own pocket.

Discrete teleportation pads throughout the facility quickly get people from one place to another by opening a brief axiom rift with a mix of quantum entanglement and other physics concepts that made Jerry want to hold up his liberal arts master's degree or dumb grunt status as some sort of shield.

Beat the shit out of the popular method of ripping people apart at the cellular level from human science fiction though.

The main training hall was much like the main building in style, but crossed with a coliseum and the Lodge of the Shadowed Blade's own training hall. The glass to view into the training center proper was presently opaque so Jerry couldn't get a look at the terrain.

"Some sort of pre show going on?" Jerry asks, hooking a finger at the glass.

Aqi shakes her head.

"Ah no. Tradition, following Vana'Kesh's methods for force on force training the arena is shrouded from all, so none may guess at what special surprises and complications lay within. Vana'Kesh had a great many tricks built into this place. She even liaised with a sorcerer and enlisted his aid for some of it. All of it however, is supposed to be very confronting to an Apuk warrior. To challenge her assumptions and standard modes of behavior. We frequently send squads of young would-be commandos into the arena against each other... usually the arena itself wins."

Jerry arches an eyebrow. "The arena itself wins... that's... interesting. Not lethally I hope?"

"No, of course not. That would be beyond wasteful. Nezbet would you like to take the lift to the observation deck? You are pregnant and the stairs are significant..."

"Nezbet has nothing to fear from a little physical exercise sister. Beat Apuk gangster near to death using body like club the other day, some stairs are nothing."

Aqi chuckles. "...You know, that's an excellent point. Excuse me. I should have thought better."

Aqi hadn't been asking lightly however, the stairs up to the observation deck were a hell of a hike, but there was quite the crowd waiting for them when they finally made it to the top.

A variety of Apuk and Undaunted personnel from various groups mingled throughout the observation deck. On the right side of the room, the majority of Aqi's clutch sisters were quite literally holding court as they'd suggested they would the other week during their garden party.

To the left, surprising Jerry just a bit, Ariane Forsythe and a small group of the wives of JSOC's operators have taken over the other far end of the observation deck, with Ariane herself more or less holding court, leading, as the spouse of a human unit's commanding officer should. Not something Jerry would have expected from the somewhat timid Agela woman.

The JSOC spouses were keeping company with a selection of Apuk officers, mostly younger women… and from what Jerry could hear without using axiom to sharpen focus his hearing to listen in, the topic of discussion was more to do about the adventures the Crimson Tear and her crew had been on, as opposed to asking for advice on how to catch a commando of their own, which Jerry found rather refreshing.

Jerry and the girls make the rounds quickly, greeting Aqi’s sisters one at the time with hugs all around before the Imperial princesses went back to metaphorically pinning down the dignitaries to spare Aqi and Jerry having to deal with them.

They rotate through the room, shaking hands and making brief small talk, something Jerry found himself getting used to, to his immense horror, before finally making it to Admiral Vak'Lorish, who offers Aqi a respectful bow and Jerry a fist bump.

"Been adapting some human culture I see, Admiral."

"Yeah I like it. Neat idea. The damn fighter pilots are already doing it like they thought of the idea themselves and I've seen some of the enlisted sailors aping them. I'd be shocked if fist bumps haven’t made it to the marines too. We’re all about our knightly salutes, courtly bows, curtsies and the like as a culture… and keeping our distance to show respect. So actually pressing flesh with someone. Yeah. It’s nice. There’s limits of course, but I think it’ll end up pretty popular as a greeting among the full time professional head kickers and the wannabes in the noble’s household troops.”

"Any expectations about the 'show'?" Jerry asks, genuinely curious at the Admiral's opinion.

"Well last time I made a prediction about a human entering combat with an Apuk I undershot the mark so completely I was nearly beside myself. Go figure I wind up finding out I sent a future prince of my world into harm's way but a few short weeks before his wedding. So that's my career dead."

The sarcasm is thick in Vak'Lorish's tone, and the amused smile suggests she's highly pleased by the outcome of recent events.

A surprise fifth member joins their small group, someone that Jerry certainly hadn't been expecting to see. Sergeant Major Gurung is nonetheless wearing a service dress uniform and his usual big smile as he salutes the officers present and offers a bow of the head to Aquilar.

"Rājakumārī Aquilar, thank you for taking such wonderful care of my wayward son. Though it is strange to marry a son off for the twentieth time, with such fine wives as yourself and lady Nezbet, my heart knows only joy.”

Aquilar's eyes glance between Jerry and Sergeant Major Gurung for a moment, momentarily confused before Jerry steps in to explain;

"Sergeant Major Gurung adopts all of the men he trains as his sons."

Gurung nods, still smiling.

"Oh yes, I am blessed with many fine sons. Including the three born to me by my wife back on Earth. One has just become a Gurkha, and my second eldest has decided he too shall follow in my footsteps. Truly I am blessed beyond measure."

Jerry turns to the legendary commando and exchanges a handshake with the man.

"Not that I'm complaining Sergeant Major, I admit I'm surprised to see you here, I expected you to be taking the field today."

Gurung shakes his head.

"Ah, no, I decided that I wish to observe my fine sons at their work. Today is a day for training and learning after all, and I must observe the fruits of their efforts to be able to properly prepare for further training... or if need be, remedial training."

No one. Not Nezbet on Jerry's arm, not Aqi to his side, not Jaruna who had just walked up to join them, not any of his sisters-in-law, no one, besides maybe Admiral Vak'Lorish, caught the slight edge to Sergeant Major Gurung's words when he said 'remedial training'. No one, save Jerry himself. The edge didn't make it past Sergeant Major Gurung's big smile... but it was in his eyes for just a second.

They'd worked together long enough that Jerry knew in that instant that if the commandos selected for the cross training didn't make a good showing of themselves, there wouldn't be hell to pay. Hell was significantly more lenient on the terms of its deals than Gaje Gurung was by a long shot. No they'd be in debt to the Sergeant Major, and only blood and sweat would make that debt go away. No souls to sell, no bribes were possible. Sergeant Major would be owed his pound of flesh and quart of blood for disgracing the unit and he would take his due.

An aide in an imperial marine uniform comes into the room and pulls what appears to be an Apuk equivalent to a bosun's whistle, from her tunic, playing a sharp series of notes for attention before bowing slightly.

"Honored highnesses, gentlemen, ladies. If you could please take your seats, the team leaders have signaled their readiness to begin."

It's only once they're seated that Jerry thinks to ask a question.

"So how do you record hits and the like in Apuk training?

"Similarly to most races, especially for the imperial military, we have a system that takes input and can determine lethal damage. Of course we train with live weapons a lot more than humans do. We've modified the equipment to register kinetic rounds, I believe Miri'Tok said they're called simunitions and the computer system will determine if the shot would be incapacitating or lethal. It should be sensitive enough to determine if the warrior's reinforcement and armor would be enough to 'defeat' the round."

"Sounds complicated."

"Extremely, but it'll only get better as we continue to use and refine the model. In the meantime they can go almost as hard as they please."

Suddenly the windows turn clear, and there's murmurs among the watching group as they find themselves looking at a large maze made of dark green leafy plants that were absolutely bursting with life. For as healthy as they were though, Jerry couldn’t help but think there was something a touch ominous about them.

"Oh dear." Aqi murmurs.

"Dare Nezbet ask why this maze is so bad?"

Jaruna chuckles. "Just a buncha plants. Can't be that weird."

"Oh no. These aren't mere plants. This maze was made with a sorcerer's aid as I said. It has plants from the dark forest inside it in different concentrations. It's actually a favorite for training new commando hopefuls, and we've started rotating regular marines through. The idea is you need to constantly be observing your environment and any potential opponents, and be as precise as possible with your warfire. Messing up can end with the vines restraining you which counts as a 'kill'. This is the most common battleground for the arena itself to defeat both teams. It's very challenging terrain."

"Hmm." Jerry notes, considering for a second. "I'm almost worried my men are being coddled here. None of my commandos are warfire users. They have a distinct advantage over Miri'Tok's warriors."

Aqi shakes her head. "Miri'Tok's girls know the score here. A later stage training involves things like hostage rescue in the maze. Demanding even more precision. One doesn't become a commando without being able to fully clear the maze with all hostages alive in sufficient time. We've recently started adding more tasks and sending full teams in. Puzzles like a bomb to disarm. Or a high value target to find, then apprehend. However if Sir David's commandos are smart they will be able to negate warfire quite rapidly."

Jaruna nods slowly. "If they know about the plants."

"It'll be in the briefing they just got. Normally the briefing includes objectives, but this is force on force and the only objective is defeating the opposing team and... oh! Here we go!"

Aqi quiets immediately as a red light blinks to green, indicating the start of the match.
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There's a cheer from the JSOC wives as the human commandos rush out of their preparation area and into the arena.

Sir David makes a hand signal and barks an order, leaving Ariane Forsythe absolutely glowing with pride as he leads the charge. 

Immediately the men are spreading out into the maze, mostly moving in pairs. A few men dive right into the brush at various points, vanishing from sight even as another man with a sniper rifle goes high, then disappears completely under a Yauya cloaking field.

Literal invisibility was a new skill JSOC had been perfecting courtesy of the new Huntsmistresses among their numbers. The plants that make up the wall the man is moving across the top of aren't the biggest fan of the invisible sniper, but don't go hostile. The commandos who vanished into the walls the 'old fashioned way' on the other hand are devoid of axiom completely... and therefore are tolerated, if not outright welcomed into the embrace of the plants.

Meanwhile Miri'Tok's own eight commandos, two teams to go against Sir David's two six man sections for one full team of Commandos, are moving into the maze... and Jerry can already see a problem. They're moving more or less individually. There's some coordination, more coordination than he's seen with most other higher level Apuk warriors, but his initial impression, what he knew the Apuk imperial forces were fighting tooth and nail to change, was that this was not a unit. This was a group of individuals who happened to be wearing the same outfit and had the same boss.

An army of individual heroes and heroines wasn't much of an army in the end. Admittedly, when your individuals were as potent as a well trained and seasoned Apuk war maiden or battle princess, you could get away with it. Could even get away with some semblance of honorable and knightly combat. Against a skilled team of warriors, warriors who were trained to work together so intimately that they could practically read each other's minds? Well. That only got more and more difficult. Because instead of fighting one, you were fighting twelve. Or twenty. Or however many the enemy brought to the fight.

Fighting Jerry, Ghorza, Jaruna, or Nikita alone was scary. Fighting the entire Power Armored Force of the Crimson Tear was the equivalent of an entire building made of pain being dropped on you, because they could all fight together as one. 

Fingers come together and make a fist. Would you rather be poked or punched?

Jerry tracks the sniper, doing his best to not give away the man's position by staring. Half the fun of observing this sort of thing was the surprises that popped out after all, and the challenge of trying to unravel what the individuals involved were up to. This was force on force, no holds barred training with defeating the enemy being the only actual objective. 

That left the humans free to get very, very creative. The sniper raises his rifle and sights in, just barely visible to Jerry's now well trained eye. For the rest of the people watching, the ultra-high velocity 'Princess' round erupts out of nowhere. The sim round hurtles across the arena and buries itself square an Apuk woman's center of mass. Immediately the light on her armor goes red and locks up, leaving her on the ground 'dead'.

"First blood, Undaunted."

Jerry says with a smile, making a note to get the team's sniper a bottle of something nice on him. He might be an Apuk prince now, but those were his commandos fighting in there, and it was the honor of not just JSOC, but the whole damn ship on the line to put in a good showing!

The sniper doesn't get a chance for a second shot however, a ball of warfire is lobbed like an artillery shell and lands near the man... but it hadn't been aimed at the man. It had been aimed at the dark forest hedge he was standing on! The vines, already not particularly pleased with the sniper's axiom field immediately bundle the man up, and the light on his armor goes red. One for one. However one of the Apuk warriors was worth more than one of their human counterparts, so the scoreboard was still looking good for humanity and the Undaunted.

It was a balanced team set up. If not outrageously in the favor of the Apuk in terms of numbers. In an open fight the commandos would have been meat before eight Princess grade Apuk warriors.

Which is why the last thing the men would do is give the women an open fight.

There's an explosion far to the left, and another Apuk warrior goes down, having walked into a simulated booby trap. A few dozen meters of hedge from there, and two of the human commandos appeared to be in trouble, working hard to hold off one of the Apuk with their kukris as she swung the short heavy duty version of the traditional Apuk war sword that the Apuk commandos preferred for the 'close in' nature of their work. To no avail however. 

She could have easily taken them both out if they were alone... but the men weren't alone. One man's guard fails and he goes down hard, right as two other men round the corner, and riddle the Apuk warrior with simulated high velocity armor piercing ammunition, leaving her on the deck next to the human commando she'd taken out. The three men join up, and rush away, already off on their next plan of attack.

Whatever they were planning wasn't to be. They're greeted by two Apuk commandos who'd decided to stick together, and while one of the women is eliminated, the three commandos go down in a torrent of green warfire that locks their armor up stiff as a board. Another two commandos round the corner and are taken out in turn, before Sir David himself drops in behind the talented warrior and eliminates her with his axiom enhanced kukri blade before vanishing into the brush again.

"A solid reminder of just how dangerous green warfire is, thermal protection or not. Who was that last Apuk to go down?" Jerry asks Aqi.

"Ah, Princess Captain Nediri'Kav, she's Miri'Tok's second in command and is up for promotion to commander... should Miri'Tok move on for some reason."

"So Miri'Tok isn't coming with us? Because I can't imagine you'd be leaving her."

Aqi playfully shoves her husband's shoulder.

"Let me have my little surprises and intrigues you insightful bastard."

Jerry chuckles. "Still, seems like a fairly even match so far. I-" He stops mid sentence as another booby trap drops one of the remaining Apuk commandos.

Speed was one of an Apuk's great strengths, and the humans had correctly deduced that training in this place would have them responding to... more natural threats than some barely visible trip wire connected to a concussion grenade simulating something far nastier, an appropriate amount of axiom enhanced explosives at strength sufficient to drop even an Apuk battle princess.

"Seven to six so far, call it 60% and 75% casualties respectively. I can't say there's clear signs of a victor ye-"

Miri'Tok herself leaps clear of the maze for a moment, clearly using the higher vantage point to survey before she lobs a ball of warfire down on a commando, repeating what was apparently her trick of letting the plants do the work for her, leaving the man entangled and out of the fight as she soars through the air. 

There had been two Apuk commandos left, and Miri'Tok calls out, both via her comm unit, and her voice itself for the other remaining Apuk warrior... but she doesn't respond. Jerry hadn't even seen her get taken out, but she's on the ground, armor locked up in a somewhat hard to see part of the maze. Clearly she'd been ambushed somehow. A mystery that only the after action debrief and report could possibly solve.

Being alone doesn't deter Miri'Tok one bit though. She comes down almost daintily into the maze, casually 'disarming' a booby trap with a ball of warfire, then eliminating a commando with a second ball of brilliant green flames before leaping away to stay clear of the aggravated plants, leaving them as something of a booby trap of her own, as well as a convenient barrier. It was admittedly an impressive display to all watching as Miri'Tok races though the maze, using the terrain to lock off possible access points of routes of advance, doing everything she could to control the battle space on her own terms.

It wouldn't help. The remaining human commandos were on the hunt now, and they could safely move through unagitated terrain that would be immediately hostile to Miri'Tok herself. The three commandos that the watching audience can see stay hot on Miri'Tok's heels. Using whatever tricks they can, from axiom leaps to a grappling hook and rope to just straight up climbing like a madman to keep her in sight... and moving like they wanted her to.

It all snaps into place for Jerry. They were herding her. Right to the center of the maze, where a decent sized gap formed what Jerry figured amounted to a thunderdome. As good a place as any for a final confrontation... but what did they have in mind? Get her in the open then shoot her till she drops? Conventional. Reliable. Completely lacking in flair. This was a demonstration for an ally, so flair seemed like something that would be on Sir David and his team's mind.

As Jerry expected, the commandos immediately start to back off as Miri’Tok is flushed into the open area. The men were covering the entrances to the thunderdome, leaving Miri'Tok looking for cover in the middle of the maze, clearly not happy with her current situation as she brings up a light axiom shield, clearly determining she likely wouldn't get the first shot off and settling into a more defensive posture to at least try and endure whatever the commandos had planned for her so she could react.

One of the blocking commandos shuffles a bit too close to one of the more verdant patches of the vines and Miri'Tok instantly drops her shield and pitches a high speed ball of warfire, triggering the plants and both taking out the human commando, and closing off that route without climbing or leaping like an Apuk.

There's a pause. A brief silence as the commandos melt back a bit further, still there but harder to see. Likely preparing booby traps if she tries to move in their direction. Then, Sir David steps out of literal nowhere behind Miri'Tok.

The two warriors exchange brief words, nothing anyone can make out, or anything to be recorded for posterity, just a conversation between the leaders of two bands of elite warriors. Then just as quickly as it began, the moment of calm ends, and the final battle begins.

There might be other humans still on the field, but if Miri'Tok defeated Sir David it would clearly be a defeat in many ways. However, as fast as Sir David is moving, defeat is far from inevitable in a one on one with an Apuk battle princess.

Jerry can't quite pick out what David's up to, but he's getting in close, seemingly striking random spots on Miri'Tok's body with the pommel of his kukri before dashing clear of retaliation like something out of a video game, occasionally warding off a blow or lunge with a shot from his Neo Le Mat revolver. 

It was a new way to fight an Apuk battle princess, entirely different to the techniques Jerry had studied from the hand of Brin'Char, but developing new tactics was one of the many things commandos were great at.




If he had to guess, Jerry suspected that David was attempting pressure point fighting. Making precise strikes at certain areas to, in this case, disrupt the flow of axiom through out Miri'Tok's body. An inheritance from Chinese martial arts where the goal was to disrupt the flow of chi, spiritual energy, through the body... and of course smack a bunch of weak spots and nerve bundles while you were there. That one could actually do that with the flow of axiom in someone’s body made complete sense to Jerry.

It was a bold strategy if it worked, and a near suicidal one if it didn't. It required getting in close to the hand to hand monster that was an Apuk battle princess after all, and that required no small amount of skill to survive, never mind thrive and make pinpoint precise attacks.

Sir David fires his sixth shot and uses axiom acceleration to dash clear, just slowly enough for Miri'Tok to leap after him, then dashing back once she's committed, turning on a dime in a way that made Jerry's ankles ache in sympathy. Sir David's brass tumbles to the floor and he dodges a pair of fireballs from Miri'Tok as he gets the speed loader into place then snaps the cylinder shut on six fresh .454 Magnum rounds.

His follow up shot however is a burst of plasma from the pistol's under-barrel plasma launcher, aimed squarely at Miri'Tok's face. She had nothing to fear from the lesser flame, but it was bright, distracting, and likely difficult to see through. 

Even as she tries to ward it away, David's already back inside her guard, putting the revolver literally in contact with the armor over her stomach and pulling the trigger twice.

There's a breath. Two breaths. Then the light on Miri'Tok's armor goes red and David throws himself clear to avoid catching several hundred pounds of Dragonic amazon and armor. He does however ensure Miri'Tok's head doesn't hit the ground. He's a gentleman after all.

A bell sounds and a voice in cinder tongue, then galactic basic announces the end of the exercise, ordering all the participants to get cleaned up and report to briefing room one for the post match debrief. 

The lights on the armor of the various downed warriors go green, and groundskeepers start heading out to free various warriors from the tight embrace of the vines.

At the center of the maze, David offers Miri'Tok a hand to her feet, which she takes, before immediately pulling him into a deep, passionate kiss! 

Sir David's face goes bright red... but he wraps his arms around her and gamely kisses back, only to be taken off his feet by Miri'Tok as she wraps her arms around him and pulls him in tighter.

Sergeant Major Gurung, looking very pleased from his perch near his skipper's family grins. "Ah, another of my fine sons safely married off. For the second time this time. Another smart match too. Truly this is a blessed day."

There's some cat calls from the JSOC wives before Ariane reminds them they're at an event with royalty and they quickly start doing their best to act more dignified instead of being as rowdy as their husbands in many cases. That they were catcalling Ariane's husband didn't change anything so far as she was concerned. They had social obligations to meet!

As the rest of the dignitaries and guests organize themselves Jerry turns inward, he had the commanding officer of the women his troops had been facing right here after all.

"So thoughts on the match, Aqi?"

The raven haired warrior princess nods slowly, clearly thoughtful.

"It ended about as I expected honestly, perhaps a bit more showmanship than I foresaw, but the result was what I anticipated. It also confirmed my plan. We will be bringing Apuk troops aboard the Tear, as you know. The composition is yet to be decided, but I will be bringing at least Miri'Tok and an eight woman commando team. This match confirmed for me that we have a long way to go in lateral thinking and adaptability as commandos. Fighting smarter, not harder. The latter is of course Apuk tradition, but commandos are meant to buck tradition and blaze new trails. Miri and her girls have all the skills of an Apuk warrior. Training with JSOC they will become more versatile than perhaps any Apuk war maiden to ever live."

Jerry nods. "That all checks out for me. So Miri is coming aboard the Tear. Interesting. Does she know?"

Aqi leans over and kisses Jerry's cheek. "I told her the other day. She was getting a touch upset. She's quite smitten with Sir David, as we just saw... and the thought of losing him when she's just found him, hurt her romantic heart. The commandos assigned to the Tear will rotate over time, to ensure trained girls can come home and train others, but Miri will stay so long as Sir David stays. She has long been a loyal and faithful servant, mother agrees she deserves this reward. Especially when the reward will further her own goals of reshaping the Apuk commandos into something more than just exceptional warriors."

"Heh. Good. Glad to hear it." Jaruna rumbles. "David's a nice guy. His first wife's a cutie too, another refined beauty to keep him out of trouble's a solid bet for a guy like that. Especially now that he's de-aged a bit."

"David hadn't addressed it with me yet..." Jerry begins, "...But I suspect he was going to soon. He's not showing it. Well he wasn't till just now, but I know he rather likes Miri'Tok. Ariane likes her too from what I hear on the grape vine. A smart match for all involved."

Nezbet flicks an ear. "Heh. Now race is on to see who can present first borns, though from scent of her, Nezbet suspects Mrs. Ariane is already pregnant. May not know it yet though."

"Hmmm... You really think so?" Jerry strokes his chin. "I'll have to have someone pass an anonymous recommendation to David to scan Ariane then. I'm sure the three of them will be excited to get the news. All of the news. That reminds me. Do you think David knows yet Aqi?"

The Princess shakes her head. "No, I suspect not. I do know the three of them have a date tonight... Miri was more nervous about the date than the bout, so I believe it's going to be a rather important one. I think she'll likely propose."

Jerry chuckles. "Good for her, and for them. Well ladies, Sergeant Major, let's go police up Admiral Vak'Lorish and see if we can't get in on that debrief. I want to congratulate both teams for a fine performance and I'm sure you have performance feedback for them Sergeant Major."

"Oh yes. I have much to discuss with my fine sons and new daughters."

"Let's not keep them waiting then."
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Sir David

Peeling Miri'Tok off of him after the match had taken a surprising amount of effort. The woman was well and truly smitten in that special way that made David's ego purr like a content tiger that had just been eating its favorite choice cuts of meat. Or a house cat that had found the perfect sun beam. He basked in her open affection and let it strengthen him, savoring it till she finally remembered herself and they parted ways with a promise to meet up together with Ariane for their date just as soon as the debriefing was done.

Easily said. In reality however, the debriefing felt like it was dragging on for hours.

David could only compare to the kind of excruciating slowness of a boring lesson with a boring teacher on a beautiful summer afternoon that a young lad could think of approximately ten million better uses for than discussing the War of the Roses for the fiftieth time. 

He kept glancing at Miri'Tok out of the corner of his eye, again much like a school age David had glanced at the lass he'd fancied... of course that had been his Mary, and he had, as he had promised he would, married that girl. Now he was glancing at Miri with a similar level of distraction it certainly suggested that he ought to marry her.

It had worked out the first time. He hadn't been nearly as subtle with Ariane. Their courtship had been slowed... in theory. Only in theory. If he was honest looking back he had more or less run right into her minotaur like alien's passionate embrace, and after twenty very lonely years, he figured the only one who'd blame him would be Mary herself, chastising him from the afterlife about not pulling his head out of his ass sooner. As his wild Scottish rose would have put it in one of her less delicate moments.

He suppresses a laugh as he remembers the good times with Mary again. Time didn't heal all wounds, the wound on his heart from losing Mary so early... hurt. It still hurts. Time and distance had numbed the pain somewhat, and now he found himself thinking more about the good, the joy that Mary brought to his life, and not the sorrow of that wonderful period of his life ending so suddenly. 

He wasn't entirely sure what Mary would have thought of polygamy... but he knew she'd have been fast friends with Miri'Tok just as quickly as she'd have been friends with Ariane. It was fascinating just how well both women complimented his deceased wife. Like she really was still walking by his side.

Fate? Perhaps. Or David was the kind of man who attracted a certain kind of woman. He certainly didn't see himself as attracting, in the more traditional way, women in the sheer variety that Jerry Bridger had managed just as an example. The man boasted of the sheer bounty of different, unique viewpoints in his life. Was happy to call it true treasure to anyone who vaguely brought the subject up... but David valued a little more cohesion and harmony than the mild chaos that seemed to be part and parcel of life within The Den for the Bridgers.

Even before the Bridger girls had actually started delivering their many, many children.

"Sir David? Would you be so kind?"

David smiles and stands on cue and moves to the front, automatically dispensing his observations, compliments and critiques to both units. He was still somewhat distracted, but that was no excuse for doing his job poorly. There was plenty to discuss for both sides just to start. The lack of team play by the Apuk was his major focus. 

The one time two of the girls had properly grouped up they'd caused nearly fifty percent casualties for their human counterparts. He also pointed out that his commandos could have done a better job of things, but tempered that with the acknowledgement that the 'prey' in today's little hunting expedition was some of the most lethal in the galaxy and without a sorcerer among their number, casualties were more or less a fact of life.

The compliment certainly had the Apuk warriors smiling. They'd been a bit down after their admittedly narrow defeat, save for Miri'Tok herself, who was in good spirits. Losing or winning wasn't the point however. Learning was, and everyone being clear minded and on the bounce instead of licking their wounds was critical to a healthy learning process.

David cedes the floor to Miri'Tok, who repeats the process from her end... and then comes the main event. Sergeant Major Gurung has somehow located a white board. dry erase markers and had a swagger stick with which to gesture to the diagrams he'd been working out on his board.

"My fine sons and lovely new daughters, as I am told some of you shall be joining us, and all who come under my care are my sons and daughters, we have much to discuss about today's training session... but overall I am pleased with your efforts for where you presently are in your training my dear daughters. My fine sons also performed well, but could have done better. We shall discuss how. We will conduct a few joint training missions before and after the Royal Wedding of our commanding officers, but most of this information is for after we break orbit and those of us who are not training our new recruits that are presently attending Marine Corps boot camp, will begin working on a training regime, that we might ever improve ourselves. Rejoice my beloved children, for we have all eternity to perfect our skills. A gift once thought only to belong to the gods."

The look in Sergeant Major's eyes suggested that he'd gladly spend that eternity to get the performance he wanted out of them if that's what it took.

The debrief went another hour and a half after Sergeant Major took over and he had their deficiencies, and their points of merit down to what felt like a microscopic level. He went over the various anti-battle princess techniques the commandos had developed. Then handed the discussion over to get input from their Apuk counterparts for further refinement.

The pressure point fighting Sir David had defeated Miri'Tok with was discussed in detail, to the point of making a few demonstrations so the Apuk warriors could experience the strikes for themselves. It was generally concluded that the technique was potentially potent, especially considering no Apuk warrior, and especially no battle princess, would expect someone closing to close quarters with them voluntarily. 

The potential flat was that it would be something that could be countered once the warrior it was being used on figured out what was happening. Sergeant Major shelved the discussion for post orbit once the discussion turned to potentially using bullets steered like something out of a movie to make 'long range' pressure point strikes.

Finally though, after one of the longest and most informative debriefs David's ever been through, they're released. Most of the commandos, including Sergeant Major are off to visit the Vana'Kesh training center's base bar for a more casual meeting of the two forces. David and Miri'Tok on the other hand split off more or less immediately... and might just have been holding hands as they went.

Neither commando leader noticed any exchange of coins from bets that had taken place, they were far too eager to pick up Ariane where she was waiting with some of the other JSOC wives, themselves now heading to join their husbands at the base's bar, and get to their date.

It's not until the trio is comfortably aboard Miri'Tok's personal air car and safely en route back to the capital that Miri'Tok herself actually manages to speak in anything but the most clipped professional tone.

"...Oh goddess I can't believe I did that. I have no idea how I kept a straight face during the debriefing."

David reaches over and gently pats the blushing warrior woman's shoulder.

"It was certainly a bold way to announce our relationship publicly darling, but I'd consider it a welcome surprise all up."

Ariane for her part is looking quite smug in the back seat when David looks over his shoulder, reaching back to give his wife's knee an affectionate stroke.

"I figured she wouldn't be able to resist if you managed to best her David. For one I'm sure she was experiencing some withdrawal... It's been a week or two since we last saw you from our third date after all Miri. I know I'd go mad without at least a kiss or two in a span of time like that."

"I am an Apuk warrior... such weakness is..."

"Perfectly natural, my dear sister."

Miri blushes again.

"I am not your sister yet."

"Do you really intend to let David escape without your hand in his?"

"I ah... please. Just... wait a bit longer. I intend to discuss this with you both, but... in the right place."

David chuckles. "Ease up on Miri, Ari. She's got something cooking I'm sure."

"It's more... something I want to tell you both. I just... let's wait till we get to the restaurant I picked out for tonight, okay? I promise you're in for a treat!"

The rest of the flight was far more light hearted, with a perfect arrival just as the sun was starting to set. As was most things on Serbow, David noted to himself, the sunsets here were straight out of a fairy tale too. All blazing beautiful colors like a particularly vivid painter had decided to go even brighter than normal for this particular piece.

A quick walk from the landing pad brings them to their dining destination for the evening, a picturesque little bistro near a river that instantly had Ariane's ears fluttering with delight.

"Oh it's gorgeous, Miri!"

Miri'Tok smiles back at them. "I do love this little place. It's quiet, intimate. There's a few families that rent the entire place out for a quiet meal with just the wives and their husband. Thankfully they were available tonight."

Their reserved table was as lovely as the place itself, right on the river, letting them enjoy the running water and the cool evening breeze as some local wine was brought to them, with Ariane opting for a fruit juice. Miri ordered an appetizer to share that was more or less bruschetta to David's eye.

A fresh, vibrant cheese in thick slices that was not at all unlike mozzarella on a bit of toast, but in keeping with the Apuk being the Apuk, was prepared with small fried eggs with a silky, runny yolk instead of slices of tomato and basil. A light dusting of Apuk favorite spices made for a rich treat like most Apuk cuisine, but a balsamic like condiment made from the much loved Nanak berry added the cut of sweetness that the dish so desperately needed. A proper balsamic vinegar would have been even better, the proper stuff, not cheap supermarket imitations, but it was still one of the more delightful things David had eaten on Serbow that wasn't pure meat.

Meals ordered, then delivered, and a few more rounds of drinks fetched and some light conversation, and Miri'Tok clears her throat delicately, finally ready to bring forth her business.

"I... want to tell you both something. Something important. I have... or I was, at something of an impasse of what to do about my... feelings. For David of course, but for you as well Ariane. I've come to treasure my time with both of you... and I ah... my it's a bit warm all of the sudden."

Miri blushes, and David reaches out to take her hand lightly.

"Easy does it lass. Take your time."

"No it's. I just. I... was upset. Shortly after our first meeting. I complained. A bit. To my dear blade sister. She... resolved the situation. I didn't want to... say anything at the time, which is why I deferred discussing it a month or so ago on our first date. I didn't want to put pressure on... any of us, but it did take the pressure off of me. A... fear. Not an emotion I'm used to having in general. I felt I had found something that I thought had the potential to be very special, something I know now is very special, and I was scared of losing it. I couldn't just... go with you when you left, nor could I ask you to stay.”

Miri’Tok tucks some of her hair behind her ear, nervous perhaps in spite of herself.

“The Princess... Aquilar'Victae if that's not clear. She told me I'll be coming with her when she leaves. I'm to be the second in command of the unit the Empress is forming to go aboard the Crimson Tear, and I'll be leading both the field commandos, and the commando training team. We'll be rotating groups of commandos through the ship to do joint training with the Undaunted! So I... can stay as long as I like. The Empress herself has ordained I'll only leave the Tear of my own will, or if I’m ordered off by the ship’s commanding officer. Even if that means I must be released from my oaths. To be given such freedom as a reward for my centuries of service is... a deep honor."

Miri studies her lap for a moment, catching her breath.

"So... I ah. I suppose what I'm trying to say is we shan't be parted by any force on Serbow, save the goddess of death's blade. So with that concern laid to rest... I want to..." Miri'Tok steadies herself for a second. "I'd like to ask you to marry me."

"Yes."

"I understand if you need to thin-" Miri'Tok stops short. "Wait. Yes? Like. Yes, yes?"

"Yes." David leans over and kisses Miri hard on the lips, something she eagerly responds to as Ariane applauds lightly.

"Oh, that was sweet enough I don't even need dessert!"

Miri blushes at Ariane's words as she finally breaks her kiss with David, a brilliant smile slowly spreading across her face as she flushes just a bit more..

"Goddess's shell I swear I could breathe the white warflame with how I'm feeling right about now."

David sits back in his chair with a chuckle. "I would say I feel the same... but if anything I'm feeling very... humble. I suppose I understand Jerry a bit more now. He does his best to be humble regarding his family. To be grateful to his gods for the special connections he's made. That so many wonderful women, crown jewels in any man's crown back on Earth, have come together with him. Now, with a second, or rather a third, truly unique and wonderful woman joining my family, I at last understand just what he meant in terms of being humbled and honored to have such astonishing ladies in my life. I'm not sure today could get better!"

Ariane gives David a smile of her own. The sweet, yet devious kind of smile that could set a man's heart on fire from his lover. She reaches over to take his free hand and gives him a little squeeze.

"I think I might be able to make it better. Not to upstage my dearest sister, but I have news I want to share with both of you. I found out this morning..." Ariane's left hand drops to her stomach. "I'm pregnant. With twins."

Miri's out of her chair and giving Ariane a hug in a blink.

"Oh how wonderful, Ari! Though I suppose it is a touch odd to remember such small pregnancies by Apuk standards are normal for species with live births."

Ari grins. "That's right, Apuk lay eggs. In fairly large clutches too, right?"

"Eight is fairly normal. Less than six calls into question the health of the mother... or her biological age, and more than eight speaks to... abundant blessings from the goddess shall we say."

Ariane nods. "Well I suppose we'll be finding out just how abundant those blessings get for our family soon won't we?"

A little flame escapes the corner of Miri's mouth.

"I ah. Goddess."

David lets the girls talk, content to squeeze Ariane's hand and beam with pride. He was happy. Damn happy. Two beautiful wives, two children on the way and almost certainly more soon and he- David stops dead.

A thought had suddenly occurred to him.

An important thought.

A very, very important thought.

"...Blast. I've made a horrible mistake, girls. Not about either of you. Not about any children we're to have. Be they twins or a clutch of eight."

David sits back in his chair a bit.

"I've written to my children, a few months ago now, about deaging, something my hand was forced on before I could get a response from anyone save my son. In that same message I asked their thoughts about my possibly remarrying, which I suspected would happen sooner or later, especially once I deaged. Then I completely futzed that up and met Ari before I deaged!"

David chuckles, relaxing a bit.

"Still, I haven't told my children about Ari. They don't know I've remarried. Twice now, and that they have half siblings on the way, with presumably more to follow... unless you intend to wait, Miri?"

Another lick of flame escapes the corner of Miri's mouth and she quietly plays with her fingers for a second or two, fidgeting.

"I uh. Have waited over two centuries to find a man worthy of giving my love to, and having sire my children. I ah... suppose I see no reason to wait now that I've found you."

"So definitely more to follow." David sighs. "Well that won't do at all. We'll need to... record a video I think. The three of us. Together. Yes. That will be best. I'll introduce you all. I can't imagine my daughters will respond that differently to Jack, who gave me his enthusiastic blessing. Told me he wanted me to be happy, and that Mary would have wanted that too."

"Well we could record something quick now if you really feel it's urgent." Ariane points out.

"No. No that won't do. It's not that much of a rush to get messages home just to start, it’s still a six month process at its fastest, and you girls deserve proper fanfare and ceremony. Not just dashing off a video on one of our communicators like some ghastly social media post."

Miri moves back around the table and takes her seat again, drumming her fingers on the table for a moment.

"I know. Let's wait. As you say this isn't something we need to rush. The dining in is soon, and the Princess's wedding to Captain Bridger is soon after that. I'll be free to move my personal goods aboard ship shortly after that. So we can get moved into our new family accommodations, which I'm led to understand is the way of your vessel?"

David nods. "It is indeed. Bit of a shame since we just moved into our current rooms, but with twins on the way we'd already need to be moving as it is. As a unit commander I rate a fairly significant allowance for potential habitation space which I've not been using nearly at all. So might as well put in for a decent suite of rooms, maybe see about bribing the Chief Engineer to get some luxuries added. I hear the Bridgers have a Japanese style bath hidden away in the Den."

Ariane claps her hands. "Oooh. Our own personal little bath house or onsen sounds truly delightful. It's a particular type of hot springs bath Miri, you'd love it."

Miri nods. "Well. It sounds like we have a plan then... shall we adjourn for the night to my apartment? I have some dessert prepared."
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Jerry

The dining in was held at the same Old Garrison that Jerry and Aqi had their climactic duel at. The little fortified structure had been lit up beautifully with large bowls of colored flame in place of powerful lights like humans might have done.

Apuk martial banners had been hung from the battlements again. There were three variants this time around, the garrison's standard, an Apuk style banner that had been designed on the Marine battalion's behalf by their hosts, and instead of Aqi's banner alone, her crest was placed next to a household crest for the Bridgers that Syl had taken great pains to design.

There was a literal red carpet lining the walkways from the parking area and landing pads, and quite the crowd was making their way inside from where Jerry stood watching the proceedings.

Two things stood out immediately to Jerry as a casual observer.

One, uniforms were near non-existent on the Apuk side of proceedings. Most of the women had elected for Apuk gowns in Imperial black with different accent colors to indicate specialization, and the rank sashes that Jerry had been introduced to finished the ensemble.

Next there was one stark difference compared to an American dining in. Dining ins were formal events for a unit, but also very specifically, spouses were invited. It was meant to be a lovely evening out for the adult members of the unit, and that very much meant the wives and husbands of the unit's members too. Here though, even with what Jerry would have figured would be a fairly prestigious unit, he could count on one hand the number of men who were present that weren't in an Undaunted uniform.

"You look confused by something darling."

Aqi looked resplendent in a scarlet dress with black accents that made her white rank sash stand out like a supernova. She looked incredible. Not that she ever looked bad in anything. Jerry frequently said that even the plainest woman in the galaxy could make a potato sack look like thousand credit lingerie, and Aqi could make that same potato sack look like ten thousand credit lingerie at least.

Then again, Jerry would say that about all of his wives.

"I was just thinking there's not a lot of spouses here on the garrison's side."

Aqi nods.

"Ah yes, I see. Spouses are invited, but in some cases they simply aren't interested in attending such relatively martial rituals. For the majority of our garrison though, most of the girls are in their first term of service. Still quite young, and liable to be on a 'sea tour' as the Undaunted sailors all seem to call it in the immediate future. Courtship for Apuk Imperial military usually occurs after the first twenty year term at least."

Jerry nods. "I still can't believe a standard term of service is twenty damn years. Admiral Cistern had better update our own terms of service or we're basically letting people get away with murder."

"Five years plus job training isn't so bad darling. It is a bit short, but depending on how one defines job training that can go for quite some time, and I know the standard term is frequently amended for more involved or highly prized trades. Now, shall we walk the grounds a bit? I think Jaruna and Evie were over by the dueling grounds."

"Yes, let's, Evie's my official date for the night since you have duties to attend to as the garrison's commanding officer, and Jaruna's my escort... besides Vera and the girls obviously."

Vera, Sheryen, Vilka and Meela stiffen up a bit, still clearly extremely pleased with themselves in their smart uniforms and with their royal charges. Those charges being more than capable of protecting themselves was besides the point.

A quick walk around the surprisingly expansive gardens outside the old defense facility led them to the dueling grounds proper. This being an Apuk event they were of course open to friendly spars, regulated by the garrison's senior NCOs, with Sergeant Major Gurung joining them as a guest referee. There was a match just finishing up as as they approached, Zraloc Stone was throwing a red haired Apuk woman around as her husband, Jericho 'BULL' Stone, called out color commentary.

"Oh! And she drops a suplex right into the stone! She might be Apuk but I bet she wishes that was a mat instead!"

Evie and Jaruna are ring side with drinks. Jaruna looking positively maternal with her still growing stomach was stunning in one of her preferred qipao style Cannidor dresses. Evie, tail swishing, eyes bright, was as pretty as a picture in her dress whites, fully recovered from delivering her twins. Both women were cheering on the fighters, with Evie apparently having taken the Apuk warrior woman's side in the name of fairness since Jaruna was obviously cheering on Zraloc.

"Come on, hit her like you're actually hefting a pair Zraloc! You a Crimsonhewer or a crimson sewer?"

"Don't let her see you sweat Cori'Acea! Rally back and show her what an Apuk warmaiden is made of!"

The Apuk, Cori'Acea apparently, kips up off the ground and dashes inwards, battering Zraloc back with a couple heavy blows before Zraloc jumps back, opening up the range then grabs Cori'Acea and flips her up just to slam her down again with a brutal power bomb followed by an elbow drop that puts the bright eyed young Apuk warrior down for good in a shower of stone shards and dust. Zraloc wraps Cori'Acea up like a pretzel just to make sure the fight is finished and an Apuk judge calls the march with a high intensity shriek of flame.

Laughing, Zraloc rises and pulls Cori'Acea to her feet before dusting herself off.

"Hey. Cori."

The Apuk looks over at the gruff Cannidor warrior woman.

"Yes?"

"You single?"

Cori'Acea flushes.

"I... uh. Yes."

"I like your style. Do you want to not be single?"

Zraloc hooks a thumb over at Bull.

"He's got a couple of Cannidor wives and he keeps us damn happy, so I'm sure a blushing Apuk gal like you won't be hard to 'accommodate'... if you follow me."

Cori'Acea blushes as bright as Jerry's ever seen in an Apuk, and flames briefly erupt from both corners of her mouth as she glances shyly over at Bull.

"I uh... let's... talk about it... over drinks?"

"Sounds like a plan. Hey Hubby, put the moves on this one!"

The trio start to walk back towards the hall, flush with victory or... other assorted emotions as Jerry and Aqi join Jaruna and Evie ring side.

"Heh." Jaruna rumbles with laughter. "Gotta say I didn't expect Zraloc to drop the heaviest hit of the fight after the match had already been called."

Evie nods. "Do you think she was planning that from the start?"

Jaruna shakes her head, her own long flowing red hair shimmering in the light from the various fiery light sources.

"Nah. Zraloc went into it intending to fight for fun. Not shop for another wife for her hubby. Cori'Acea straight up managed to impress her. Not bad for a kid her age too. She's so new her uniforms still smell like whatever depot stamps that stuff out... and she is wearing a uniform instead of one of them ball gowns the Apuk like, so she's gotta be real junior."

Aqi delicately coughs into her glove.

"As a matter of fact Cori'Acea is one of the youngest members of the garrison. Not the most junior, she joined right when she came of age from a... unfortunate background, but still very young for all that. She must be in shock from Zraloc asking her to join their family. Poor girl will probably fully realize what's happening when they make it to the hall itself I suspect."

Jaruna nods before turning and pulling Jerry in for a kiss.

"Gotta say this shindig is all sorts of fun so far! Seen a couple decent brawls before Zraloc decided to climb into the ring. I'd say something about the tits on her but her rack's ridiculous and everyone knows it. I'm pretty stacked but that girl could cause an eclipse if she was standing on a balcony with the right angle!"

Jaruna lets out another bark of laughter as Evie takes Jerry's arm, eagerly snuggling up to his left side.

"Are we heading inside for dinner now darling?"

Jerry shakes his head. "Not just yet, we're not even a quarter into the social hour, but we need to make the rounds... It's been awhile since we had a lot of the senior staff in one place. I'm actually interested in seeing how everyone's been doing while I've been off learning how to eat with what fork when."

The group sets off up to the main room of the garrison, and Jerry realizes he specifically has an entourage. Evie on his arm, Aqi a respectable distance to his right so they can both return salutes where need be. Jaruna looming behind them, and behind her the quartet of bodyguards wearing his family colors and bearing the same newly designed crest on their sleeves. 

It was enough to give a man a bit of an ego... if the crown on his head and the beauty on his arm wasn't enough to do that to start. It was the same kind of ego that had led to his misadventure in the county of Vynn and Jerry was on it like a wolf on a lame deer.

Not again.

Pride was a sin in many faiths after all, and what a crown really was, was responsibility. Even a mostly ceremonial crown like the one he'd received for marrying well. For the twentieth time.

Which admittedly was one thing Jerry would give himself credit for beyond his hard earned skills.

Marrying well twenty times in a row probably was a feat worthy of some degree of pride to be certain. That Jerry felt the least of his wives was just as important, just as worthy as the literal princess was another subject entirely.

That too was a far more personal responsibility, to his family and no other.

The Bridger's party doesn't even make it in the door before running into Undaunted personnel coming out. Petty Officer Kopish was snuggled up to Gunnery Sergeant 'Willie' Westbrook, hanging off his right arm. On his left arm, there was a gorgeous Apuk woman in a clearly civilian dress. She stood out even for the Apuk. With her dusky skin, long chestnut brown hair and her piercing blue eyes she was unique in the sea of redheads and blondes. The rosy blush across her cheeks suggested both that she was having a wonderful time and had likely had a drink or three.

Kopish quickly stiffens up and salutes for the trio, which Jerry and Aqi dutifully return.

"Ladies, Gunnery Sergeant." Jerry nods.

Kopish bows her head a bit. "Good evening ladies, sir."

"We're off duty Kopish, it's just skipper. Even if we are all running around in uniform. Not that I'm technically in uniform for the Undaunted."

Jerry had selected the same Apuk style uniform that he was set to be married in a few days from now, though this was the less formal version, distinguished by having about a pound less in gold trim.

Kopish nods. "Aye aye, skipper."

"Excellent, now... is it Mrs. Westbrook now Kopish? Or has Willie not popped the question yet?"

Willie blushes, and Kopish manages to look embarrassed or do something approximating a blush. Somehow. A challenge to be sure when must of her face is a black carapace. Finally Kopish collects herself and responds, her tone almost shy;

"I ah... Yes sir. We got married last week. We're... very happy to say the least."

"Supremely, sir. Can't say I ever thought I'd meet a girl quite like Kopish, but I'm damn pleased."

Aqi gestures to the Apuk girl.

"We are most pleased for you both, who then is this lovely young lady?"

Willie blushes again. "Ah. She ah. Is my new fiancée. This is Lursa'Tor, she's the daughter of Bey'Tor, she's the woman who arranged for the ship's discount at Caring Conquests, the matchmaking service that seems to be conspiring to make the population of the ship half Apuk."

Lursa quickly offers Jerry and Aqi a curtsy.

"Your highnesses. It's a pleasure to meet you at last. Captain, thank you for the Undaunted's patronage at my mother's business. We've made so many people happy over the last few months!"

Jerry returns the bow, the court manners he'd been studying coming back quickly.

"So are the three of you satisfied customers as well? Ladies? Willie?"

Willie chuckles. "Well that's the funny bit, skipper. We actually met Lursa while we were out and about! We'd not been planning on looking for a second wife for awhile, but then we found out Kopish is pregnant and Lursa... more or less literally fell into my arms."

"Very literally." Notes Kopish, positively glowing as she snuggles a bit closer to Willie. "She timed a leap wrong and Willie leapt up to 'rescue' her."

"I would have been fine but it was so gallant and lovely of him!" 

Lursa gushes, clearly almost as enamored of Willie Westbrook as Kopish herself, and with the raw love the Dzedin woman was radiating that was really saying something.

"Well congratulations on both your nuptials, your pending nuptials, and of course your pregnancy Kopish."

Kopish starts to steer her growing family off. "Thank you sir! We're just off to get some air, so please excuse us!"

With that, the trio disappears off the way the Bridger party had come, likely heading towards the gardens past the dueling grounds.

Jerry looks over at Evie and Aqi, then back to Jaruna.

"Would one of you remind me to find out the name of the lunatic who worked out how to fit an Undaunted naval uniform to a six armed insectoid alien with a scimitar at the end of their incredibly long tail and put them up for a medal?"

Aqi and the girls chuckle, and Evie leans over and kisses Jerry's cheek.

"I'll be sure to remind you, love. Now. Shall we actually go in? I could stand a drink."
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Entering the hall itself reveals a beautifully appointed room that had clearly once been a central hall of a mighty fortress, that had since been renovated into an absolutely gorgeous event hall. With a buffet on the far side, the high table on an elevated platform to the left as seemed popular with alien martial cultures, and the rest of the tables floating around a small dance floor... and another dueling pit.

"Really? Another dueling pit?" Jerry asks.

"That one's for challenges and 'balancing accounts'. If a woman's found to have committed some sort of offense against the unit, or discredited herself in some way, she can be challenged, either by the injured party, or by a representative of the unit whose duty it is to adjudicate such things and sent into the pit where the unit's champion will tan their hide. Win or lose once they hop out of the pit their honor is restored and the stain cleansed."

"Ah I see." Jerry nods with a grin, remembering similar practices on Earth. "We have something similar. Instead of a beat down the usual punishment is having to take a drink of the grog."

Evie looks over. "What in the world is 'grog'? That's an English word?"

"It's a word from a dialect of English spoken mostly by Marines, sailors and similar flotsam and jetsam. In this context however it refers to a ceremonial 'beverage' that's made to be as disgusting as possible."

"Where does the word come from? Evie asks.

"It's purportedly the nickname of an old British Admiral of their royal navy. This being the age of sail for humans, when we moved wooden ships around via wind power. Each man was due a rum ration every day, rum being a strong spirit brewed from sugar cane. This Admiral, known as Lord Grog after a particular type of cloak he was infamous for wearing, instituted that the men would receive their ration as what would come to be called grog. It's a rum mixed with water with some lime juice and sugar, both to ward off a disease called scurvy and for flavoring. The dilution kept the men from getting too drunk, which was a problem at the time, but still let them take the edge off and keep their morale up."

Jerry stretches his neck a bit as they start to move into the hall proper.

"The Grog. Proper noun for dining ins on the other hand, is a mix of horrible things that miscreants and those who have offended 'the mess' in some way have to drink by way of punishment. The exact recipe is sometimes determined by tradition, but is mostly determined by someone being 'creative'. Hot sauce just to start along with a lot of other things you generally don't want to drink. Usually served out of a special toilet bowl that's kept by the unit just for dining ins. It used to be insanely alcoholic even by human standards but modernly it's just made nastier still so people who don't drink spirits aren't forced to."

The three Bridger wives all give their husband an incredulous look in unison.

"...That sounds awful but I'm sure Jaruna and Evie will join me in not understanding." Aqi notes, clearly not liking the sound of that at all.

Jaruna chuckles. "I think I'd rather get my ass beat. That's how Cannidor handle that sort of thing too. Minor failings in honor or in combat or just fucking up enough that it gets attention at a clan meal means you get a couple lumps and laughed at for your trouble to encourage you to unfuck yourselves."

Evie stops right before responding. "Pardon me husband, ladies... but is that Doctor McCoy ahead of us?"

Sure enough everyone looks forward to see none other than Doctor Joanna McCoy standing there with the Tear's lead helmsman, Lieutenant Ian Kearny on her arm. For all her severe features, the woman proved to all who might be looking that she cleaned up well. Her evening gown was far more form fitting than any Apuk design and showcased her long legs and freshly restored youth in a way that clearly had Ian beaming with pride at the woman he was attending with.

The white dress had dark red accents in a style that invoked medical services in Apuk formal society, though by dressing in white she managed to make herself stand out from her Apuk counterparts. Curiously however she had adopted an Apuk style rank sash, the standard imperial red running from her right shoulder to her left hip, pinned with a caduceus and displaying her rank along with her Undaunted and US Navy awards and decorations.

Three women stood just behind her in Imperial black with red accents, each with a matching golden caduceus on their breast that suggested just where that particular influence might have come from. The five were clearly together, but Jerry hadn't even known Doctor McCoy was married! Never mind apparently recruiting aliens to her marriage. She hadn't struck him as the type to marry period, and if she did, to allow for polygamy.

"Bones, splendid to see you tonight... and Lieutenant Kearny. A surprise, to be sure, but a pleasant one"

Ian blushes. "Actually it's ah, Lieutenant McCoy now sir. Now that Joanna and I are going public with our marriage I decided to take her last name. I always wanted to be the real McCoy I suppose."

Bad joke aside Ian was clearly thrilled about his relationship... and for as cold as she could be, the looks Bones was giving him suggested she was pretty damn pleased too.

"So you've been together for a while?"

Joanna nods. "Quite some time. We uh. Met... unexpectedly during the zero g portion of the trip. There was some difference in rank, but we figured it was a one way trip and struck up a friendship... that friendship quickly became something more."

"I see, well congratulations on going public with your marriage. Be sure to talk to the quartermaster about getting appropriate quarters... possibly rather large ones. Who are your new friends, Bones? Ian?"

It's Joanna's turn to blush a little this time.

"Ah. I suppose that... would be something to... explain. Ladies."

Joanna steps to the side and gestures the women forward.

"Please introduce yourselves to Captain Bridger, you've already met his first wife, Director Sylindra."

The first woman, a blonde with pale skin and green eyes who could possibly be Doctor McCoy's sister if Bones had horns and a tail, steps forward and curtsies.

"Your Highness, or rather Captain. Doctor Nier'Sha, late of the Imperial Medical Service, and now joining your ship's hospital staff. I'm a fully qualified trauma surgeon but mostly work as a general practitioner by human terms. I previously did sixty years of service as a Navy medic before being sponsored to medical school by the crown."

Next up is a pale redhead with striking blue eyes and what appears to be a dueling scar under her left eye, she too offers a deep curtsy. "Reev'Esii, I'm a pure civilian pharmacist and surgical nurse, now formerly of the Imperial household's medical service like Nier'Sha. I'm also a mistress of the Apuk sword arts. As with my sister wives, I am joining your ship's hospital and will be offering my services both as a medical practitioner and as sword mistress to anyone who wants to learn."

Finally, the last one has a sharper face than McCoy herself, a tan skinned redhead with piercing gray eyes, a rare color among the Apuk, her hair drawn up in a high ponytail. She steps forward and salutes sharply, which Jerry returns on behalf of the group.

"Captain, I am Tria'Siata, or rather Tria'McCoy now, I'm a eighty year veteran of the Imperial navy where I had the honor to serve as a combat medic for my first term, then as a nurse practitioner. I recently left the service with an honorable discharge. I had been intending to join the Imperial medical service at the recommendation of my cousin by marriage, Nier'Sha. I just happened to be touring the Imperial medical wing when the three of us met Doctor McCoy. I am honored to serve you, even if it'll be in a civilian capacity."

Jerry nods slowly. "Wonderful to meet you all ladies. Did I hear you say you met Doctor McCoy in the palace?"

Nier'Sha raises two fingers, effortlessly taking the lead for the other two Apuk women, like you'd expect from an experienced surgeon.

"Yes, Doctor McCoy was in the palace to see to your wellbeing, and that of her highness after your thrilling bout... she ah. Swept us up in her wake it seemed."

McCoy chuckles. "We actually got on quite well after I performed my exams and I decided to buy them lunch. I learned more about the Apuk, and that I rather liked their culture, as well as these three specifically. They'd also be a boon to my hospital, so I decided to introduce them to Ian and see if there were any sparks... I knew Ian could be a charmer. He did charm me after all, but I must admit I was impressed. I was expecting one 'sister' in the galactic sense, but to charm all three? Well suffice to say I was impressed with my dear husband."

It was the most Jerry had ever heard McCoy speak at once about a subject that wasn't medical in nature and what's more she sounded... happy? Proud even! ...A consequence of her deaging perhaps? Something to consider, but definitely not something to broach with McCoy herself if one wanted to live a long and fulfilled life.

The wise man does not provoke a woman unduly. Doubly so when that woman's your doctor.

Jerry instead smiles and nods. "Well that sounds splendid, and I'm certainly glad to have more capable staff joining my ship. I assume Syl worked out your contracts already?"

Nier'Sha takes the lead again.

"We've all negotiated for very competitive rates for deep space medicine with Director Sylindra, who I am led to understand is then leasing our services to the Undaunted. I must say it's wonderful to get paid for doing what I love, on top of going on an adventure and getting married! Honestly I feel like I should be paying you!"

The look on Nier'Sha's face suggests she's entirely in earnest, a bright smile that speaks worlds about the Apuk desire for adventure and challenging their limits... and more than a little bit about her growing affection for one Ian McCoy.

"Well I'm sure Sylindra won't complain about donations if you want to make them girls. Bones, do you have quarters worked out for your whole family?"

McCoy nods. "Yes sir. We've made the appropriate applications for quarters near the hospital. Ian should still be able to make it to the bridge in short order, and the four of us will be minutes from the hospital in the event of an emergency... I've also been... convinced to ensure we applied for appropriate rooms for child care within our quarters. I ah. Wouldn't deny anyone else the chance to... have children."

McCoy blindly reaches for a flask tucked away in an axiom pocket and takes a deep swig before glancing up and away, looking imperious... but Jerry had taken acting lessons and studied human interrogation, so he figured the doctor was more than a touch embarrassed.

A glance over at Reev'Esii and the toothy shit-eating grin plastered across her face suggests that Joanna McCoy hadn't been terribly hard to convince to have nesting provisions in their home.

"Well Doctors, Ladies, Lieutenant, here's to your continued good health and happiness."

Jerry toasts the little group with his own flask of whiskey. He knew for a fact that Bones was swigging a bourbon or something similar. Ian on the other hand was a rum man. The McCoys respond in kind, with toasts or curtsies and start to move on towards their assigned table.

"Let's see who else is around shall we?"
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Jerry and the girls rotate through the room slowly, taking the time to shake a whole hell of a lot of hands, or more likely, exchange bows and curtsies with a member of the imperial garrison before moving on. Not everyone that Jerry recognized was easily reachable. He could see Nyri'Jan across the hall on the arm of her new husband, Sergeant Colbert, but there appeared to be a Horchka Marine with them, a lance corporal Jerry thought he recognized, likely from reviewing from her training records or something, and three more Apuk.

Sir David was perched with Ariane and Miri'Tok up at the high table, holding court and speaking with some of the other senior officers as Sergeant Major Gurung did likewise with the senior NCOs of the battalion and the garrison.

Near them Isabella and Johnny Ramos were present with their entire Marine Corps uniformed family... except for an Apuk girl in civilian attire without a rank sash on Johnny's left arm. A new addition who'd impressed Isabella without being military? Interesting in her own right to be sure.

Further down the hall, Tyler Sarkin and his wives were standing with Aleksej Savić, and the unmistakable profiles of Shalla and Nikea Savić were nearby. They appeared to be talking with a small group of Apuk aviators, and were shortly joined by Masha, who had split off from Jerry to go track down old friends in the garrison without dragging Jerry around with her.

Everywhere he looked he found Apuk and Undaunted mingling freely and seemingly having a grand time while doing it. Perfect. Exactly what this sort of thing was for! It was all going splendidly... until there was a delicate cough from behind him.

"My lord..." Vilka began, clearly a bit... uncomfortable. "You uh. Have a guest."

Jerry turns to find a woman who could not possibly be anyone other than Countess Marik'Vynn, the heiress of the not terribly lamented Adryn'Vynn, in a wine red dress with a blue rank sash indicating she held the rank of Lieutenant in the imperial marines. 

She had a Japanese man in Undaunted Marine Corps dress blues on her arm, the powerfully built Sergeant Jake Honda, a bodybuilder and wrestler who had initially been assigned to the Undaunted embassy to the Apuk, but had recently been assigned to loose leash protocols on being elevated to the spouse of alien nobility.

Jerry takes a slow breath before offering a genteel bow to the Countess.

"Countess Vynn, I presume."

The young countess offers a deep curtsy in return.

"Your highnesses, Lady Evelyn, Lady Jaruna. It's a pleasure to meet you at last... could we perhaps have a talk? Somewhere more... private?"

Aqi nods. "I know just the place. Come with me."

The princess leads them out of the main hall, deeper into the ancient fortress. It was lovingly maintained for its advanced years, and clearly had been deep cleaned to prepare for the event. Aqi leads them into a side room that contains a few artifacts of the Capital City's garrison troops under glass.

"This should be private enough for any discussion... unless you have something truly serious to discuss Countess Vynn in which case we can..."

Countess Vynn curtsies again.

"No, your highness, thank you. I think this will do just fine. It's... a serious enough topic but everyone in this building is no doubt aware of... recent events."

Marik'Vynn focuses completely on Jerry now, her body oriented on him, her eyes boring into his before she curtsies again, as deeply as she can.

"Your highness, I must apologize to you for the actions of my predecessor. My aunt was... cruel on the best of days, and I hold as much fondness for her in my heart as she held for my dearly departed mother, but I cannot believe she would stoop to such low behavior... and yet, it is entirely within her character. Her actions have stained my family's honor for centuries and now I fear it has damaged our relationship with the Imperial house, and the house of Bridger. I wish to rectify these breaches in good manners, never mind honor as quickly as I can."

Jerry nods for a moment, taking that on board. It was exactly what he'd expected, and also not quite what he wanted to hear. It was a well rehearsed speech... but he needed more.

"I'll ask but one thing from you Marik'Vynn. One thing and we'll let the past be past... I want you to tell me that again... without the script."

"My lord?"

"It was a beautiful speech, perfectly done to convey everything you needed to briefly and efficiently. However... it drained the emotion from your voice. I don't actually need you to feel apologetic towards me or anything, but I'd like to hear your actual feelings behind these events. For as much as the injury was mine... in redressing that injury I have spilt the blood of your kin, and of your vassals. I would know your actual heart on this subject, Countess Vynn."

"...You would forgive me and my clan simply for being as honest as possible?"

"That's all I ask of you."

A brief look of thoughtfulness crosses Marik'Vynn's face, as her husband gives her hand a firm squeeze.

"Just tell the skipper the truth. All of it darling. Everything you told me. It'll be alright."

Marik'Vynn sighs. "I suppose I was hoping to get through this without speaking ill of the dead, or without airing some of my clan's dirty laundry, but... rank off?"

Jerry nods. "Rank off. Hold nothing back."

"...To be perfectly frank then I'm glad you killed the wicked old bitch, and while dying to the fangs of a beast is appropriately humiliating, I can't help but wish in my heart of hearts that it had lasted longer, and that it had hurt."

Jerry raises an eyebrow. He'd heard from Aqi there was no love lost there, but it seems there was even more animosity between the two women than anyone had guessed.

"...Care to elaborate on that a bit?"

"Well. A little I suppose. Thirty years ago now my mother was suddenly taken ill. She wasted away over the next month, a steep, agonizing decline that resulted in a painful death. The 'disease' as we thought of it directly targeted her DNA, by the time she was showing symptoms it had ravaged her body extensively. Enough to disrupt a healing coma if it was attempted. We were preparing a form of gene therapy for my mother, but on the day we were going to place her in stasis to prepare enough genetic material for a healing coma to be attempted again, she was found dead in her room. A sudden intensification of the disease, the doctors said."

Marik'Vynn shudders.

"She died in agony. In too much pain to even scream, as her very cells tore themselves apart. Long have I harbored suspicion that this strange disease that befuddled the brightest medical minds on my home world and on Serbow was actually a very advanced and specially developed poison. I'd even managed to commission quiet research to that effect, tracking a possible source... I also suspected I knew the one who had ordered my mother's assassination. My aunt, you see, was a spiteful, vindictive bitch. This is well known. What's not well known is that she killed two of her sisters in 'duels', the legitimacy of which were entirely questionable. This drove her other sisters, including my mother, off Serbow. A few decades later when I was but a girl, one of my other aunts died under mysterious circumstances, and then my mother was murdered."

Marik'Vynn stops, taking a breath and gathering herself.

"I say murdered, because in addition to delivering me the head of my mother's murderer, you delivered me all the proof I need to prove it. It was all in the late Countess's journals. Her delight in the poison when it was successfully developed. Her satisfaction that her own sister would die in incredible pain merely to sate her own paranoia." Marik'Vynn's fists clench, her knuckles going white. "That is why I wish Adryn'Vynn had died in agony, and not just humiliation. My mother was a good woman. She had no quarrel with her sister, and she died at that same sister's hand in the most abhorrent way and it-"

Marik'Vynn cuts off abruptly as tears well up in her eyes, and Jake passes her a silk handkerchief to dab her eyes.

"Please forgive my outburst, highnesses."

"There's nothing to forgive Marik'Vynn. I did ask for your complete and total honesty."

Jerry considers everything Marik'Vynn has just said before he finally speaks.

"I am sorry, for the death of your mother, your aunts and I am glad that we delivered justice to their murderer, even if it was unintentional. Do you have the source for the poison that murdered your mother as well?"

Marik'Vynn grins vindictively, tears briefly being replaced with pure rage. Rage that was familiar to Jerry because Marik'Vynn's eyes, for all the heat of her fury... were as cold as an ice planet and twice as hostile.

"Yes. A criminal organization mother controlled in the County of Vynn... former allies of the Orega girls I believe. I am looking to prove that. If I can prove that, then I shall set to work. Once I have the full details about the poison I intend to pass it on to Imperial intelligence, so an antidote and treatment protocol can be developed instead of killing them all myself I intend to deliver them to the Bonechewer…” 

There’s a blood thirsty echo to Marik’s voice as she proclaims the sentence. To the most brutal and bloody death likely imaginable in Apuk space. Brin’Char, the sorcerer whose teachings had let Jerry draw with Aqi, was not a good man to be on the wrong end of, and had inspired centuries of Apuk horror movies. 

Marik’Vynn continues; “If they are not allies of the Orega girls enough to tempt the Bonechewer to action, then I'll simply kill them all to a woman. Myself if need be. Save getting out of the way of a sorcerer's revenge, I will not stoop to torture as my aunt liked to indulge in. My guards will simply move in, capture them all... and they will be tried and executed on the next dawn. Every. Last. One of them."

Jerry nods. "I wish you luck. Please let me know if Undaunted or Imperial intelligence can assist in some way. It certainly sounds like a stain that needs to be burned out entirely."

"Thank you highness, but my people can handle it, especially now that I've got a competent captain of my guards... and a few new officers. Most of the girls were fine, but the leadership didn't have the moral character the goddess gave to a space pirate. That does lead me to a question I have for you... I would like to know what has happened to one of my guards. A woman named Dar'Vok. She disappeared the night of the attack. Her apartment was emptied and her lease suspended before anyone could go check on her. The Vok clan is an ancient vassal that was once much beloved of our clan. I suspect that Dar'Vok defected. Which is another crime my aunt has committed. Driving someone from a once deeply loyal vassal clan away is a deep mark of shame on a liege lady."

"Dar'Vok did indeed defect. She is now in my family's service." Jerry says simply.

Marik'Vynn nods. "I see, both excellent and unfortunate. Thankfully there are other branches of the Vok clan, and I can begin making restitution with them. Losing such a vital vassal family entirely would be a deep tragedy. Please inform Dar'Vok that she is welcome to return home to Vynn whenever she pleases... and considering she's likely training with the Undaunted now, I will be happy to promise her near whatever position in my forces she desires should she be willing to return to the service of my family... when or if the time comes that she wishes to return to Vynn at all."

"I'll pass that message along for you countess."

"Thank you. I suppose that concludes-"

Jake Honda shakes his head and gives his new wife's hand another squeeze.

"Mari. You know you have to ask about it."

"Goddess, Jake, we talked about this I can't just-"

"You have to do this right darling, they'll understand."

Marik'Vynn is instantly, clearly uncomfortable. Whatever her husband had just reminded her of she didn't like it. Not in the slightest.

"...I. It. By the traditions of most of Serbow's nobility, honor demands I ask for something approximating restitution, for a 'somewhat untoward death'... even if the death was entirely the deceased's own doing."

Marik'Vynn clearly wants to just leave. Hating every word of that sentence. Lucky for her however that the person she's speaking to is not a hide bound member of Serbow's nobility.

"Hmm. Well restitution for a death should be commensurate with the value of the life should it not?"

Marik'Vynn nods, a curious look growing on her face as she clearly wonders where Jerry's going with this.

"How about I buy you both a stiff drink? That seems like about what Adryn'Vynn was worth to me."

Marik'Vynn's jaw drops for a second as she processes that before blossoming into a bright smile as she lets out a bark of laughter.

"Actually as it's two drinks, it's double what that old hag was worth. I accept your offer, your highness."

"Well bargained and done. Let's get back to the event and get those drinks."

Marik'Vynn, looking significantly happier, takes Jake's arm again with a nod.

"Let's. Perhaps I could monopolize your time a bit further? I'd like to ask a few questions about your Undaunted."

"By all means Countess, but let's return to the main hall shall we?"

The group moves out of the room, with the paladins snapping to formally and getting an appreciative look from Marik'Vynn.

"I must compliment your guards, highness, they are extremely well disciplined."

Vera and Sheryen manage to keep smiles off their tusky faces, but Jerry knew both women enjoyed the compliments, as did Vilka and Meela who were behind the group.

"The paladins are the best of the best. I've said before and I'll say again, I'm deeply honored to have their services."

Jake nods. "The uniforms are pretty damn sharp too. I like the cloaks. Very techno-barbarian."

Jaruna chuckles. "Heh. You should see hubby's cloak. Black predator fur, Horchka runes. The works!"

The newly minted noble couple exchange a look before Marik'Vynn speaks.

"I might need to order some cloned furs for my own guards. Something. Anything. As I'm sure you saw my late aunt's taste in uniforms for Vynn's household troops was..." Marik'Vynn shudders. "Archaic at best. That hat alone! I've become much beloved of my new soldiers simply by mandating the damn things be burned."

Jerry joins in the laughter before readdressing the topic Marik'Vynn had raised a minute ago.

"You were saying you wanted to grow closer to the Undaunted though Countess. What did you have in mind?"

"I'd like to request trainers to assist my troops... as said they need strong moral instruction and I'm led to understand that Undaunted drill instructors are excellent at their task... My dear Count has also influenced me in this regard. I'd like to open up diplomatic and trade negotiations as well. I would be closer with my husband's people. I'm also aware of how... limited... the vision of Serbow's nobility can be. I know better coming from the colonies. Partnering with a growing stellar power is only a positive for the people I am now responsible for."

That gets nods all around, finally after a few more moments of thinking, Jerry speaks.

"That's all perfectly reasonable Countess, I'll speak with the ambassador on your behalf and the embassy will take it from there. I think you should take the opportunity to develop ties with the Tier barony, our host on the planet... not just because my family and the Undaunted are investing there, but I think you'd rather like Baroness Uth'Tier. Serbow can be... exciting. The sane among the nobility need to band together or join the lunatics."

As the group returns to the main hall, any further discussion is ended by the sound of a horn as an Apuk in a full dress uniform with some ceremonial extras on it that makes her look like an old school Terran toy soldier come to life walks out to the middle of the room, and announces;

"Highnesses, Gentlemen, ladies, honored members and esteemed guests. If you could please move to your seats, we shall begin our program and shortly begin our dinner service."
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The Bridgers quickly move up to the seats reserved for them at the high table as the sword sworn girls join their assigned companions from the garrison for the evening at their own table on the floor. Still excellent visibility and fairly close to their charges if they needed to react... though considering the hall was filled with Apuk warriors and an even dozen battle princesses at least, attacking Jerry or one of the Bridger girls here of all places would be even more suicidal than it normally was.

With a touch of axiom Jerry genteelly pulls out three chairs for three wives, handling Evie's by hand as his date for the evening, drawing a gentle giggle from the eldest of the Volpiri Bridger wives.

"No that's wrong, I'm supposed to get your chair!"

Jerry shakes his head. "I absolutely refuse. The three of you, and your other sisters, deserve all the special treatment I can lavish on you."

Evie clearly thinks about arguing, but instead guides Jerry down for a kiss as he seats himself.

"You humans are crazy, but when it's you, I like crazy."

Jaruna takes a swig of the water that had been waiting on the table and laughs. "That's called acclimatization. You've been dealing with our Hubby's brand of crazy so damn long you think it's normal!"

Junior officers begin to file through the room with trays of glasses. Jerry immediately picks them out as having different tints, red and blue specifically. Most of the guests received red glasses, but occasionally blue glasses were handed out. Finally the young lieutenant selected to serve the high table arrives at their end.

"Would his highness prefer alcoholic or non-alcoholic beverages tonight?"

"Alcoholic, please."

Jerry promptly has a red glass set before him, and the color coding suddenly makes sense. Aqi and Evie both receive red glasses, Masha receives a blue glass, and Jaruna receives a Cannidor sized blue tankard. She goes to take a drink but Aqi waves her off.

"Wait till the toasting begins. This part's all rather ritualized."

The same officer who'd sent everyone to their seats walks to the middle of the room and a horn plays again.

"Highnesses, gentlemen, ladies, please rise for the presentation of the Imperial standard and the unit colors!"

The whole hall is on its feet in a flash, and in short order an honor guard is marching the Imperial war banner and the unit's colors, a bright crimson flag festooned with battle honors and what Jerry assumed were campaign markings. They come to a stop by the mistress of ceremonies, and Miri'Tok, acting as the president of the mess, hoists her cup high.

"Gentlemen, Ladies, to the Empress!"

The hall is filled with hoisted glasses and a mass chorus cries back "To the Empress!" in one mighty voice.

Everyone remains on their feet as the Imperial standard and the unit colors are marched to a position of honor near the center of the hall, where all could see them.

The Mistress of Ceremonies has an assistant come forward with a silk bag that Jerry recognizes as probably containing an Apuk war sword. With broad flourishes the MC strips the silk bag off the sword and passes the bag to the assistant, before drawing the weathered, ancient blade from its sheath. She then marches smartly to a small table before the high table and reverently holds the sword high.

"We hereby post the sword of one of our fallen sisters in arms, that she, and all of the garrison's dead might walk among us during this special time as a unit, and that we might receive their blessing in death, as we received their companionship and strength in life."

Miri'Tok lifts her glass again, and far more solemnly toasts; "To our fallen, wherever they may walk, may they walk with their sisters with courage."

The rippled response of "To the fallen" across the hall is far more subdued than the toast to the Empress.

A jeweled goblet is added to the table with the sword, and filled with what Jerry would guess is a particularly strong spirit, then a place setting is laid out. Not too unlike the POW/MIA table in American military dining facilities and at American formal dining events. Different symbols, different processes, same result and meaning.

Still the hall remains on their feet, waiting until the assistant walks away and the MC moves back to the center of the hall.

"Would anyone care to propose a toast?"

It turned out quite a few people had a toast or two in mind. Jerry was toasted as guest of honor. Aqi was toasted as the overall garrison commander, and Miri'Tok was toasted as president of the mess. Each guest was toasted at least once, with someone finding time to toast Jerry again while they were at it. Jerry himself offered a toast to the garrison, for being such excellent hostesses, which was met with roaring approval from the Apuk warrior women. 

The Undaunted were toasted as a whole. One cheeky woman toasted all the recently married women of the garrison, which got a solid chuckle from the room. It went on like that for a while, and by the time everyone was settling into their seats completely again, the glasses had been refilled at least once in most cases and everyone was clearly feeling a pleasant buzz from the Apuk beverage referred to as pyrebreath.

Pyrebreath was considered very strong by Apuk terms, and thus was a favorite of their various armed forces and anyone who thought she was tough. In reality of course it was basically a low alcohol content but particularly dry white wine. While Jerry preferred his whites a touch on the sweet side, more of a Riesling man than anything else, it was nonetheless a very enjoyable beverage to drink.

Dinner was similarly enjoyable, the Apuk propensity towards beautiful meat dishes and lots of them was on full display. Thankfully for the humans present, this particular style of Apuk dining included a bowl of the grain the humans of the Crimson Tear called turtle rice. Nominally to soak up the juices from the meat. 

More of the pork like leviathan, hot and cold broths. A red meat with an herbed butter that had to be tasted to truly understand how rich it was. Some roasted bird that was quite literally finger licking good. All delectable... and yet Jerry would kill for salad to go with it all. Some sort of vegetable besides the ubiquitous nanak berries. Still that was the nature of carnivore dining. At the very least the meal was far tastier than the bland food humanity had to deal with in the rest of the galaxy.

Still needed a little salt at the very least, but that too was a human exclusive problem in a galaxy that primarily knew sodium chloride as a tool for torture and not a favored seasoning.

Finally the meal comes to an end, and the evening's remaining festivities are cleared to begin, but before they leave their seats, Sergeant Major Gurung rises, and reports sharply to Sir David, who rises in return and dons his beret to return Sergeant Major Gurung's salute.

"Sergeant Major, deliver the honors."

"Aye aye, sir. Detail! Deliver the honors!"

Seventeen Apuk warriors had gone into battle to 'rescue' Jerry, and sixteen Commandos counting Sergeant Major Gurung stand forward and move to deliver a Kukri and war belt to each woman, with Sir David himself turning to deliver Miri'Tok's weapon to her. It's a quiet ceremony, save for the initial orders given as the weapons are handed over and each woman receives a personal statement of thanks from her human counterparts. Some get more personal thanks than others, with Miri'Tok and Sir David covertly giving each other's hand a squeeze under the weapons before resuming their seats.

Finally the mistress of ceremonies returns to the floor. 

"Highnesses, gentlemen, ladies, we thank you for your attendance this fine evening. This concludes our dinner service and the formal part of our dining in. The bar will remain open for two hours. We invite you to socialize, dance and enjoy the rest of your evening."

Evie immediately turns to Jerry with a foxy smile on her face. "Care to dance handsome?"

"Of course. I assume everyone will want at least one trip around the floor, we don't exactly get a lot of opportunities to dance properly aboard the ship."

"Hmmm. Maybe we should look into rectifying it."

"Well we have to have the first Marine Corps and Navy Balls in around half a year."

"Good point."

Evie leads Jerry out on the floor, her tight uniform skirt limiting her movement just a hair as she starts to guide him through a dance he'd learned from Syl that was a Volpiri favorite and just so happened to fit the tempo of the song the band was playing.

"Mhmmm."

Evie sighs as she moves into a close hold, nuzzling in against Jerry and holding him just as close as she can while still leaving them actually able to move.

"Having a good time, Evie?"

"I can't even begin to tell you how much fun I'm having. Getting to show you off in front of some of the most dangerous women in the galaxy? To point out that even before their princess, I won your heart before her? To have you show me off like I'm the prize. The pride you take in me. In us. Jerry I can't tell you what all that means to me..." Evie's voice drops to a low, smokey, purr. "I can promise I'm going to show you just as soon as I can though."

"Well I can certainly say I'm looking forward to that, though it hurts my heart that just treating you with basic dignity can mean so much to you."

"I'm easy to please in the end, love. You've said it before, as have many other human men about their wives I'm sure. You're making up for what amounts to a lifetime of neglect. Multiple lifetimes even. I'm not too far off from two hundred years old, just a few decades. It took me a long time to find you. Not as long as Aqi, but that's a long time to be single. I was... I wasn't too far from giving up hope. From settling. Then you showed up out of nowhere. You made my little sister the happiest woman in the galaxy... then you made me just like her. Made all my dreams come true with that damn crooked smile of yours."

Evie chuckles, kissing Jerry's neck gently.

"Then, after all that, you tell me it's not enough. That you haven't done enough for me. Worked hard enough. When you've given me so much, so readily, so easily. Still you offer me more and more because you love me..." Evie lets out a little sniffle. "You're amazing. I know it's easy to forget how special you are to us in the context of Earth relationships, but really. You're too much sometimes."

"Heh. Fair enough. It is easy to forget myself sometimes, and fail to understand your perspectives. On the plus side however, when everyone is getting the best possible deal from their perspective, can we really complain too much?"

"No, not at all. Thank you for making my life an adventure, love."

Evie and Jerry dance through the next song in an intimate silence. No words needed to be spoken, they had communicated perfectly, and Evie's eyes were still glimmering as she passes him off to Masha.

"Hello, gorgeous. Come here often?"

"Once upon a time I suppose. Now? Just tonight. Just with you."

Masha leads Jerry into the more appropriate dance for this kind of music, proving herself an able dancer and an able instructor.

"Didn't know you were this talented a dancer, Masha."

"I had to go to charm school like every other Imperial officer and warrior. I hated it at the time, but I'm glad I finally found a use for it."

They dance through a bit longer in a comfortable, intimate silence before Masha finally speaks.

"I have to know though, what did you do to the new Countess of Vynn? I spoke briefly with Marik'Vynn while waiting to dance with you as she was on her way out the door, and she told me how I have a truly 'wise and generous husband'. She was practically gushing over you. I thought she might ask you to adopt her or some such silliness!"

“It was just a matter of giving her some options and beyond what the Serbow nobility would normally have. Someone, or rather two someones in authority telling her steering her fief the way she wanted to was okay. A confidence boost, call it."

"A confidence boost that consists of allying herself with the Undaunted?"

"It doesn’t have to go like that, but if she wants to clean house, reform her fief and make her holdings a better place for all I'd say that's another able ally on and off Serbow. Apparently the off Serbow part of the Vynn clan isn't nearly as rotten as Adryn'Vynn. We'll have to check that of course, but I'm convinced Marik'Vynn wants to make right for her people... marrying Sergeant Honda doesn't hurt either."

Masha chuckles. "A born diplomat."

"Not really, it's a long practiced and honed skill in the end. Starting with managing my own people, then managing others."

"Mhmm. That's fair. I forget how industrious humans are sometimes. Especially now that you've deaged it's easy to forget you've lived a lifetime's worth of work and experience already."

"That's a consequence of trying to keep my attitude light and cheery in the end. Not that that's hard. I have everything in the galaxy to be happy about after all, and well. I'm young again. I feel... better. Then I spend time with one of you girls, or spend time with some of the babies and I'm just... happy. Overjoyed even. I am beyond blessed to the point that it just... well. I'm glad I joined that suicide mission on Earth. I'm glad everything panned out, and if I'm nothing else, I'm honored beyond words to be husband to you girls, and father to our children."

Masha lets out a deep, satisfied sigh.

"You really can't just say things like that."

"Watch me, gorgeous."

"You're prepared to face the consequences? Once we're on vacation after Aqi's honeymoon of course."

"Work out if it's going to be a tag team with Evie or if you want to take turns."

"I think we can share. More than enough husband to go around after all. Hell I might even lay my clutch soon so I can stop feeling like a blimp."

"You're gorgeous gravid you know."

"Shut it. You're already getting your hips bruised, you don't need to butter me up more."

"You're my wife and soon to be the mother of more of my children, that's every reason to butter you up."

Another few rounds of dancing sees Masha stepping off to go sit down and drink some water, and Jerry offers his arm to Jaruna.

"Care to join me?"

Jaruna leans down and plants a deep kiss on Jerry's lips.

"These fancy little gals ain't ready for Cannidor style dancing. Music's a touch slow any way. Maybe we can give it a shot during the family vacation. Sides... Aqi's waiting and it's her big night tomorrow. May as well get started on the 'festivities'."

Jerry nods. "Still a bit strange to have the wedding after the marriage."

"Not that strange, we're just having the celebration of the event after the event itself, it's only weird before the event."

"Fair enough."

Another kiss, and Jerry moves to take Aqi's hand, leading the raven haired beauty out onto the floor, her crowns glinting in the soft light between her black horns.

"Sorry about the wait, love."

Aqi leans in and steals a kiss of her own, giving Jerry a warm, loving smile that makes his heart flutter just a bit.

"I forgive you... pending a few more kisses of course, and cuddles tonight."

"Mhmm. Your wish is my command."

They dance in silence for a few minutes, Aqi taking the time to teach Jerry a new Apuk style dance as the tempo changes to something even slower still.

"One more night till our wedding." 

Jerry broaches the subject of the wedding. They'd been waiting for what felt like ages, and at last it was finally here.

Aqi gives Jerry an almost shy smile as her emotions bubble up and color her cheeks.

"I know. Oh goddess I don't know if I'm going to be able to sleep tonight! Never mind tomorrow night! I know it's silly, I'm already your wife after all, but there's just... it's special. I want to announce our love to the entire Empire, to boast to the galaxy of the special treasure I've found with you and the other girls."

"We get to spring our surprise on the rest of the girls too, and that'll be a lot of fun."

Aqi nods. "I can't wait to see their faces when they receive their torches. Then there's..." Aqi blushes again. "Goodness. You uh. Know what comes next."

"High impact baby making sex following a romantic and passionate deflowering?"

Aqi's eyes go wide. "...Romantic and... oh goddess you've been reading one of my books haven't you?"

"Guilty as charged. I'm really enjoying it too. Exceptional men and exceptional women going out and kicking ass is a lot of fun. Plus the smut's pretty damn spicy. Here's hoping you get as creative as you write once we're all warmed up."

"I... oh goddess." Aqi gets control of herself and leans in for a kiss. "I promise you Jeremiah. I'll show you just how creative I can get..."

"Mhmm. Gotta make our first clutch together after all, might as well have fun while we're doing it."

"For tonight though... dance with me a bit longer?"

"We can dance as long as you want darling."
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Far from being separated like before a human wedding, Jerry and Aqi found themselves waiting together with Syl in an antechamber just off the palace's gardens. It gave Jerry a proper chance to admire Aqi's dress under proper lighting. 

The ceremony itself would take place at dusk and not give him much of a chance to enjoy how the stark silk like material with its strange blueish highlight made Aqi look like a proper fairy tale princess for her wedding. Entirely appropriate and enough to give Jerry a cheesy smile on his face.

A quick glance out the window though reminds him of something a bit more... anxiety inducing. There's three massive celebrations going on tonight, all related to their wedding.

The first is the wedding proper, for immediate family only in the gardens. The guest list was still quite large, but more akin to a normal human wedding than anything insane. There'd also be a detail from the Tear to represent the ship's crew on the planet.

The second event is for the Imperial household, and select guests, which is taking place across the palace itself. This was a few thousand people, if not tens of thousands throughout the gargantuan palace and all the staff were on hand either to work or to celebrate with their lieges. 

The working staff didn't mind. Aqi had ensured that everyone working the night of their wedding would receive three days of free leave in compensation, a generous compensation that had seen quite a few volunteers to work instead of celebrate.

The third celebration is alive in the streets of the Capital. It was the Imperial city after all and that meant the Imperial coffers had been opened up to celebrate an Imperial wedding. If Aqi had still been in the line of succession the full on Imperially sponsored celebration would have been planet wide, but for a princess out of the succession it was considered that feeding a few million people and declaring an Imperial mandated bank holiday was sufficient commemoration. That food and drink for literal millions was considered 'small time', by the Imperial Household Agency was something that had put Jerry mildly in shock.

The Battle Princesses had been out hunting Leviathans the entire day prior, carrying in their massive carcasses where they vanished into the Imperial kitchens, to reappear as delights of all kinds, all fit for the Empress's own table, and being sent out among the people. Food was also being sent to the Tear in orbit, that the crew on duty or not planet side might also celebrate their boss's twentieth marriage with appropriate fanfare.

One small favor that set the proceedings apart from human royal weddings though, was there wouldn't be any garish filming of every moment. There would be a photographer, and photos would be released to the press, but no live tri-d coverage or anything similar. No, everyone would know the time to celebrate when the bonfire that looked more like a Freyja damned building out on one of the palace's stone landing pads erupted in Jerry and Aqi's joined flames.

That was the name for this particular marriage rite in the Apuk language after all, the joining of flame, or the forging of flame depending on how one might want to translate it into galactic trade.

Syl for her part is there as Jerry's escort, but is doing her best to keep Aqi's jitters calm. She'd have to go out first, to await her groom, but the whole atmosphere was getting to her. Not fear, or worry for the most part but giggling joy... and a little anxiety about ensuring she got her vows right. It was all a little bit complicated and just fiddly enough to make the most confident person a touch nervous.

It was getting to Jerry too, just a touch, and he took comfort in both Syl and Aqi's presence. He'd been married before. Had weddings before. This however... was something else. Tyler had mentioned in passing during a visit back aboard ship that a few thousand people coming out to celebrate his marriage to Nara'Sarkin and Miu'Kin had been a trip and a half. Well Jerry had an entire city in the streets to celebrate the marriage of one of their Empress's daughters to one of the strange warrior men from the depths of Cruel Space.

Finally, Syl breaks the silence. "Tell us a bit about this ceremony, Aqi?"

"Oh! Uh." Aqi stops for a minute, clearly trying to remember. "Let's see... wedding bonfires and the joining of flame in particular is probably our oldest marital tradition. It's fallen out of fashion in the last two centuries, mostly due to galactic influence, but I think mother is hoping we'll spark something of a return to tradition. The bonfires themselves are frequently quite large, Our own is nearly five stories tall just as an example. The largest in history would be the hundred bride wedding ceremony of the sorcerer Nkar'Osk, about a thousand years ago. Ours will be one of the largest since then I believe, and it should burn for a few days."

Aqi blushes, peering down at her lap for a second before continuing.

"Tradition says that when the bonfire finally stops burning, the happy couple, or more if it's a group wedding, is due to emerge from their post wedding seclusion. There are stories about the fire going out on its own once the... 'deed' is done shall we say."

Syl shoots Jerry a wink before leaning in, a teasing smile on her face. "You can say 'after the bride is impregnated', Aqi dear. We're all adults here."

"I know I just. Goddess it's hard enough to concentrate as it is and I want to enjoy all of this. Every minute. Not just sprint towards the room I've prepared our marriage bed in."

Syl pats Aqi's knee. "I'm sorry dear, forgive me for teasing you."

"No, no it's fine. I'm just... excited."

"As you should be. This is a special day after all. I know my wedding was and is very special to me... and we didn't have half of Centris turn out to wish us well!"

The two women chuckle until the sound of a horn playing a specific melody cuts them off. Aqi rises and settles her skirts, leaning over to steal one last kiss from Jerry.

"That's my cue. I suppose I'll see you in a few minutes."

With that, she's gone, leaving Jerry alone with his first among equals.

Jerry leans over and kisses Syl's cheek, which she quickly turns into a proper kiss. The Volpiri beauty looked phenomenal in her own white dress. The layered silk robes were in a different shade of white than Aqi, and different from the Apuk style dresses most of the rest of the Bridger women were wearing tonight. The ensemble made Aqi resemble a shinto bride without the hood almost, and was utterly breathtaking on her.

"It's a bit odd to be the one being 'given away' by human standards, and by my wife no less."

"Yes it is a bit silly from a human marital perspective isn't it? But in the wider galaxy it's proof of my approval of the marriage. This is also me receiving my due in the end, and I am most pleased the Imperial Household Agency is giving me proper respect after their previous... indiscretion."

"As they damn well better. Not long till we're far away from the whims of the Imperial Household Agency though."

"Indeed, I'm looking forward to our family vacation of course, but I'm also looking forward to breaking orbit."

Another horn melody sounds, and Jerry and Syl rise together, walking arm and arm to the door.

Jerry leans over and kisses Syl slowly.

"To our next adventure, my love."

"To our next adventure, my beloved husband. Now let's go get you married to this princess of yours!"

Together, as one they step through the door and onto the carpet laid out to the bonfire, where Aqi waited for them. He'd just seen her minutes ago, but she looked entirely different somehow. No longer nervous, but radiant and beautiful as the rest of the Bridger wives fan out to their assigned positions. They encircled the bonfire perfectly, in order of precedence going clockwise, with Syl splitting off to take her place to Jerry and Aqi's left, as he joins his twentieth bride at approximately the six o'clock position. Hand in hand, they begin the ceremony.

It's wordless, something Jerry was thankful for. No speeches, no direct invocation of the goddess. Nothing was to be said until they lit the bonfire, and then they would exchange their vows, vows that would only be heard by them, the flames, and the goddess. No further witnesses were required. Such things were sacred to the ways of the old Apuk, and the joining of flame showed that beautifully. To start however, they had a human ritual to go through.

It was a mix of human traditions, one of the more obvious being the Japanese sakazuki, a ritual exchange of sake that was both common to many parts of Japanese life, but was modernly, most often performed as part of the Shinto wedding service. There were Norse rites that included a ritual exchange of cups of mead. Christian services that included similar behavior in some regions. A ritual exchange of cups was just that common, whether the beverage was alcohol or water. 

Jerry and Aqi kneel and a black clad woman reverently brings them the cups and a earthenware bottle of human mead, its alcohol content reduced to galaxy safe and then some. This was a ritual after all, not an excuse to get the bride trashed.

They take turns bringing the cups to each other's lips, letting the other drink, then repeat the process, going back the other way around, until the cups are finally drained and the small table is taken away.

It was time.

The main event.

Twenty one attendants march out, carrying unlit torches, passing one to each of the Bridger wives and Jerry himself with a bow. Jerry immediately lights his torch with a breath of green warfire, then turns on a heel and walks to Syl, lighting her flame with a torch and giving her a kiss before moving on to the next wife, all the way back around to Aqi. She lights her own torch with a burst of purest white warfire, and they exchange a kiss as they raise their torches high, causing a brief ripple as the rest of the Bridger wives follow their lead.

In a blink, twenty one torches are tossed in the bonfire, and it roars into a raging inferno. The city below erupts in cheers and celebration, this was the signal they'd been waiting for after all, but Jerry and the Bridgers couldn't hear it. They were drowned out by the roar of the flames as he and Aqi exchange their vows.

Then, one by one, starting with Syl again, he returns to each wife... and they renew their vows to each other. With no witnesses save themselves, the flames and the goddess. It was a slow, intimate process, but it left their hearts warmed by more than just the heat of the fire.

When Jerry finally gets back around to Aqi and takes her hand, he knows he'd be sweating bullets if not for the brand on his shoulder blade, but it would have been worth it. It was worth the time.

Every second.

Finally, Jerry and Aqi exchange rings. Not unknown on Serbow, but a must for humans. Jerry’s wedding band was brand new, and like the ceremony itself, did not only honor Aqi, but all his wives, a band of silver gold with knotwork and other designs inspired by his mixed heritage. The band was gorgeous in its own right, but it also contained twenty evenly spaced sunflame gems, a gem that could only be made with warfire. They’d been forged by Aqi herself and transformed the ring into something else entirely than mere jewelry.

As jewelry it would have perhaps been too much. The gems certainly drew the eye, but for its purpose? As a testament to love and the bonds between those who loved each other? To Jerry’s eye it was absolutely perfect.

With a passionate kiss, Jerry takes Aqi's hand and they slowly begin the march out to the sound of a sweeping orchestral piece Jerry didn’t recognize, with the rest of the family falling in behind them, as they're pelted with what seemed to be a downright blizzard of flower petals. They stop only to bow to the Empress, Jerry's mother-in-law blessing their marriage with a ceremonial gesture.

Nothing more needed to be said, save what they had said to each other.

The antechamber Jerry, Syl and Aqi had waited in was full to bursting now, filled with the family that made the galaxy so damn special to Jerry. The low chatter and quiet contentment among his wives makes his heart race a little as Syl approaches where he's standing with Aqi.

"I suppose this was your idea my dear husband?"

Jerry chuckles. "Aqi and I came up with it together actually. We wanted to include all of you. Have a proper ceremony for and with all of you. Because we're all in this together. You said it yourself in the letter you left on my nightstand after the duel, love. This is about our family, first and foremost... besides, it was as good a time as any to renew our vows wasn't it?"

"Normally you do that every century or so, it hasn't even been a full year yet!" Syl points out, smiling over at her husband.

"So? I don't think we can ever take enough moments to reaffirm our mutual love, affection, desire and oaths to each other. We love each other after all, and sharing that love, keeping the fire of that love strong and healthy... I'd give all the axiom ride in the galaxy for that."

Syl sighs softly. "Goddess if only I'd known what I was in for when you walked into my little facility back on Centris. I wouldn't have done a damn thing different, but it would have been nice to have a hint that this was going to happen."

That got a full on laugh from Jerry as he pulls Syl in for a kiss. "Hell I wish I'd known what I was in for too! I certainly didn't anticipate any of this."

With another gentle kiss, Syl reluctantly pulls away. "I think it's time you gave out good night kisses dear husband... I believe you and the princess have somewhere to be, and the rest of us have a celebration to attend in the gardens."

Her foxy smile is mischievous, and draws a solid blush from Aqi and Jerry as they share a look.

They knew exactly what Syl meant of course. The wedding's public portion was over.

All that was left was to consummate.
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On some level, Jerry was very excited to see what exactly Aqi had cooked up for their wedding night, almost as much as he was excited to find out what lingerie she'd picked out to wear under her dress weeks ago in the Sun Room. For the night itself, the venue, everything. 

Aqi had been planning and plotting since the day they actually had a date firmed up for the wedding ceremony. She had spent a lot of time working with Nar'Salis on a project he wasn't allowed anywhere near, which he figured had to be their wedding night and post-wedding 'seclusion', however long that took.

He knew Aqi was determined to make tonight something special. She'd waited a very long time for him... and that haunting little conviction of hers that this was decided long ago. That some goddess had in fact set their marriage in the stars, and she'd had prescient dreams about him as a girl... well. Jerry didn't feel like he was going out on a limb to imagine that she was going all out.




Aqi was a woman who had spent multiple lifetimes writing about love and romance. A proud, passionate warrior and confident leader of soldiers too... but the Erana'Aterna personality was just as much part of Aqi as the warrior and the princess. She had written hundreds of wedding night scenes. Read countless more over her long years of life. 

Jerry couldn't begin to guess exactly what he was in for, but he was expecting something extraordinary when they stepped on the teleport pad that Aqi had led him to. He noted it was a portable, point-to-point model, meaning Nar'Salis was no doubt waiting to scoop the device up once the brief shift, in reality, left them at their destination.

In the blink of an eye Jerry felt his ears pop just a bit from the sudden altitude change. Looking around, the curve of the stone walls suggests they're at the peak of one of the palace's towers. A suitable place to bed a princess for the first time in Jerry's book.

Aqi gives Jerry an almost shy look over her shoulder as she leads him forward. Clearly this meant a lot to her. Not just the act. Not just that the plan of the evening, and indeed the next couple days, was to impregnate Aqi come hell or high water. No the actual location, what she prepared, everything that was about to come... that mattered to her too. 

She wanted it all to go perfectly, and the flutter in her stomach that left her a bit shy before the large double doors made Jerry determined to give her everything her heart desired.

After all, they already had something of a fairy tale romance, so why not finish this first chapter strong?

Jerry squeezes Aqi's hand.

"I can't wait to see what you've worked up for us, love."

Aqi gives him another slightly nervous smile.

"I ah... might have gone a bit too... far. So I hope you like it."

Hand in hand, they slowly push the doors to their honeymoon suite open together and reveal a scene that is quite literally right out of a romance novel.

The room was well appointed, and luxurious in some ways, but everything seemed set to inspire 'intimate' thoughts. Moonlight streamed in through the open doors to the balcony, a hint of a breeze urging them to snuggle up nice and tight and share their warmth like proper lovers. 

A particularly strong gust of wind stirs numerous petals of a local red flower that were scattered throughout the room, leading Jerry by eye first to a table with a selection of refreshments, sweets, and some cured meat—drinks from water to broth in warming or cooling flasks to alcohol. The centerpiece of the table was a bottle of Aqi's favorite wine chilling in ice with two freshly poured glasses set before it.

Nar'Salis had clearly been working hard to fulfill her mistress's dreams.

Deeper in the room were beautiful tapestries, all worked with blessings for marriage and fertility and invoking the goddess, and included the centerpiece, which featured some surprisingly lovely depictions of Jerry and Aqi. Not quite photorealistic, but the hand-stitched well wishes were heartwarming—- from the little that was in galactic trade, the blessings themselves were designed to warm things up in an entirely different way.

The tapestry that featured the newly formalized couple hung over a large fireplace that faced the bed... and the bed! It was, to say the least, a magnificent piece of furniture. Beautiful wood that was clearly hand carved, a mattress that Jerry could tell was just right from here even. Silk sheets, a fine blanket, all dusted with more of the red petals, of course.

It was a stunning room. Made more beautiful by the heart of the woman who had sought to make this type of dream or vision from a story a reality for the person she loved... and that made it more special than any one of the numerous elements that Jerry could pick out that made the place a feast for the eyes.

"I ah..."

Aqi starts, but Jerry doesn't let her finish. He could tell what she was going to say, but he chases her nerves away with a kiss that left her breathless, eyes wide.

"The suite is beautiful, love. Right out of a storybook."

Her cheeks flush, and her smile isn't nervous anymore, bright and beaming as she leads him over to the table and hands him a glass of wine.

"I wanted... everything. Everything I've dreamed of. Perhaps that's greedy, or selfish... But I... you're my dream come true, so why not chase the rest of the dream?"

"Darling, this is our wedding night; the entire point is to make our dreams come true. Whether those desires are here..." Jerry strokes Aqi's brow, teasing the base of one of her horns. "Here..." 

Jerry's hand traces downwards, stroking her cheek and neck tenderly before his hand came to rest over her heart. 

"Or... here." 

His hand traces down once again, skipping the wealth of her chest to make his way more chastely to her stomach, gently stroking her trim belly.

"I think we can satisfy all of those dreams. Because I'm going to make you the happiest woman in the galaxy... albeit with nineteen sisters in close competition."

Aqi's smile is downright radiant now, her eyes alone communicating more affection and love than mere words ever could. Her pale blue eyes were already turning greener... though instead of anger, a far different emotion was turning up the heat it seemed.

"I regret to inform you, my dear husband, that you can't do that."

"Oh? Can I not?"

"Indeed, you can't." Aqi raises her glass in a toast and takes a sip, smiling around the rim.

Jerry takes a sip in turn, savoring the sweetness before asking, "Why not?"

"Because you already have."

Somehow, they manage to finish their wine before they turn to start to help each other undress.

They could rush.

Their hands were shaking. Excitement. Raw eagerness.

Anticipation, that was the word.

They had suffered through weeks of anticipation for this moment. Rushing would be so easy.

So delicious.

So tempting.

Instead, they force themselves to slow down and appreciate each other.

Aqi's dress was more manageable than Jerry's uniform in theory, a special axiom badge letting her easily step 'through' it before placing her dress on a hook in the closet to keep its shape properly.

A similar touch of axiom sent Jerry's clothing into the closet where hangars were waiting... and he and his bride were left... well. Not exactly nude per se. Certainly not for his princess.

She had gone all out on the lingerie, and did her best to pose to really show off the collection of lace, silk and string she'd selected. Her heels actually managed to start the show, careful selection had ensured they looked perfect with her dress, and with the lingerie. Clearly Aqi had taken this part of coordinating her bridal outfit very seriously.

Her stockings were white of course, a few degrees off sheer, and tight enough on her that they may as well be painted on. The fabric did a beautiful job of highlighting Aqi's well-defined musculature, the band digging into the flesh of her powerful thighs and the excess flesh 'spilling' over the top in the most delightful way that made stockings being just on the edge of 'too tight' a favored view for many men.

Just a bit up from those glorious thighs, following the strands of Aqi's garter belt is tonight's panty selection. A classy, lacy number that nevertheless managed to be skimpy in all the right places, with a slight ruffle decorating the straps that ran back under her tail. The center of this masterpiece of lace was a piece of gold in the shape of a heart, dead center and sitting right under the band, glimmering and drawing the eye as if Aqi had felt the need to wordlessly communicate, 'This is all for you', in a wide variety of methods beyond mere verbal communication. No, it was baked into the lingerie which highlighted every angle, every line, every curve of Aqi's body to pitch perfection.

Now admittedly, Jerry was weak to lingerie. A fact his wives exploited ruthlessly when it suited them, but this? This was something else entirely. It reframed Aqi's body like it was presenting a work of art... and what art she was. Her shapely hips guided his eyes up to her well defined abs, chiseled perfection that Jerry knew was delectable to touch, just like the rest of her. Her breasts hadn't escaped this framing process either. The bra had similar ruffles and flourishes, not exposing anything, but certainly lifting her heavy chest, presenting cleavage so awe inspiring Jerry was almost compelled to sit down and write some poetry about it...

Up just a touch further, to a cute little choker with a gold heart that matched her panties... and the most shiver inducing smile Jerry had ever seen. It was what lingerie was for after all. Not necessarily for one's partner to enjoy the view, but to increase the wearer's confidence and sexuality, and when Jerry looked into Aqi's eyes he found those eyes were as green as the day of their duel, burning bright with passion of a whole different kind than had seen them fighting each other to unconsciousness mere weeks before. Those eyes promised passion, endless passion, and her smile promised the kind of trouble that could get a man feeling like a room on an ice world had been relocated to the tropics.

Slowly, Aqi reaches back and unsnaps her bra, letting the straps dangle as she ever so slowly takes her time, shifting her hands around to keep the cups in place until at last she lets it fall to the floor, revealing her oh so gifted chest. By human standards,, she was massive, and Jerry loved every ounce of bounce on his warrior princess's body. Her delicate pink nipples were proudly erect already and he'd barely even touched her, speaking to her desire almost as much as her eyes. Aqi's hands move, one lifting a hefty breast, practically disappearing in her porcelain skin and flesh, the other slowly teases her nipple as Aqi lets out a low, sultry moan.

Slowly her hands travel south, thumbs hooking around the straps of her panties. She doesn't stand on ceremony or stop to tease, not this time. No, she sends them to the floor, revealing her delicate womanhood, flushed red with arousal and three centuries of accumulated need for her destined lover.

It was enough to give a man a bit of ego as she sashayed towards their marriage bed, leading him on with a cocked finger as her tail danced behind her, obscuring the view in a manner both frustrating and enticing.

She takes her time sliding into bed, using it as an excuse to show off her body from yet more angles until she's finally comfortably installed in the middle of the bed, propped up by the pillows, legs crossed like a proper lady... albeit one who's entirely in the nude save for her garter, stockings and heels.

Slowly, teasingly, she finally spreads her legs, revealing herself entirely to her husband's hungry eyes.

Finally, she whispers those magic words.

"I love you... Now come take me."

It was then that Jerry began his surprise. Sure, he could pounce her. Fumble into position like a teenager and go to town and she'd be happy. Beyond happy... but instead, Jerry goes to her slowly, taking his own time to tease her as he strips off the last of his clothing before slowly moving up the bed. He starts at her feet, massaging and caressing, working Aqi's body over ever so agonizingly slowly. Sure he was enjoying teasing his bride just a bit... but it was teasing him too. The anticipation was delicious... and so was Aqi's body. It deserved to be appreciated in detail.

He slowly works his way north on her body, pampering her stocking clad thighs, reveling in the bare skin of her hips and waist, kissing his way up her abs, all pointedly avoiding her erogenous zones. Finally he makes it up to Aqi's face and kisses her deeply as his hand strokes across her waist. When he breaks the kiss he's working his way back down her body, kissing and nibbling at her neck and collarbone before finally allowing himself to take hold of her chest. 

So much abundance. Truly it made the galaxy delightful in ways that Jerry still lacked words for. He'd appreciated a nice rack back home and the galaxy at large served his tastes beautifully. That Aqi's breasts were quite sensitive simply made things all the better. Still he had other work to do and he reluctantly moves on.

Jerry trails kisses down her abs once again, massaging the soft skin just above her most intimate spots before moving around to give her muscular rump it's due... and gingerly makes his way to the base of her tail. He'd learned from Masha that the base of the Apuk's short tail was very, very sensitive, and a little gentle touching there never ceased to get Masha almost painfully worked up. 

When he finds the place where skin becomes scale, Aqi's back arches for him immediately, shoving her chest skywards and defining her abs in the most eye catching way. Her sex was utterly flushed with need, dripping with anticipation. It was clearly time to move on to the more... direct... forms of foreplay.

Before he can give her blushing flower some attention however he finds himself hoisted up by Aqi's powerful arms, then rotated into a sixty-nine position.

"I think we can... savor... each other at the same time, don't you, darling?" Aqi asks, lust leaking from every word.

"If that's how you want it, love."

"I do... you've been... backed up for a bit... I want to work the easy load out of you, savor your essence... and ensure you're ready to breed me properly tonight. Because you were right the other day. That's what I want. For you to deflower me lovingly... then pound me into an insensate, gravid mess."

"Mhmm. There's the romance author side of my princess."

Aqi nuzzles Jerry's shaft, planting a kiss on his crown. "I did tell you I'd show you just how creative I could be. I aim to fulfill my promises."

Jerry can't help but watch as Aqi's plush, regal lips part as she slowly takes him into her mouth, her warmth embracing him beautifully. This was a woman who really did make the act she was performing on him worthy of the term 'fellatio' instead of more crass terminology like a blow job.

He'd known that she was rather skilled at that act before. They'd managed to share a little mutual oral in the aftermath of the Vynn misadventure, but tonight... she was something else entirely. Eagerly taking him into her mouth and throat, eager to continue to practice her long studied techniques from her many centuries of writing lurid romance novels. Her tongue, her lips, she used them all in such a way that it could only be summed up by one word.

Insatiable.

With Aqi doing her best to suck his soul out Jerry decides he has to return the favor as much as he can and settles to work eating her like a five course meal. He'd gotten a good feel for just where and how to please her and with a little work on her most sensitive spots, Aqi's back was arching and her toes were curling as her body writhed between him. 

It was hard to beat two enthusiastic, healthy and painfully in love people sharing pleasure with each other, each determined to make the evening one they'd never forget and what they could do for each other.

Aqi's body heats up with Jerry's ministrations like he's stoking a furnace... and perhaps in some ways he actually is, setting her internal fire ever hotter until it's blazing like warfire and Jerry's sweating from the heat radiating off his lover's body. It put just a slight shudder down his spine. What would it feel like to sink into her when she was this warm? 

The thought intrigued and distracted just enough that even as Jerry pushes Aqi through another orgasm that his own first orgasm of the evening sneaks up on him, Aqi grabbing hold of his hips to keep him in position as she greedily drinks down what he offers her.

When she finally frees him, he rolls to the side and watches as Aqi cleanses her mouth with a breath of flame.

She did like her kisses after all, the deeper the better.

Aqi looks at him, her eyes blazing ever brighter green, her smug little smile oozing satisfaction as she cocks her finger at him again and whispers her second command of the evening.

"Make me a mother."

Not that he needed any encouragement, but the heated, husky tone of her voice was more than enough to put another shiver down his spine. Who needed axiom or tawdry things like viagra when one's lover could put such raw need in four little words? The implication in her tone, in her body as she spread her legs again to welcome him between her thighs. He could practically hear her begging to be filled and bred like a beast instead of the regal and charming princess she was. Her heart was beating so fast he could hear it from where he lay as he recovered himself and got between her legs, looking down at the bounty of the raven haired beauty that was his newest wife.

"Hel's heels, you're beautiful."

"I bet you say that to all the princesses you're about to lay with."

"If I do, I'm very sincere."

They share a giggle, the moment of levity as they look deep into each other's eyes doing nothing to detract from the intensity of the situation, more... providing a pause. A breath to recover. A little moment of a gentler love in the midst of their passion. His hands trace up her legs, stroking her as he brings himself into position, manhood throbbing eagerly as he slowly starts to slide into Aqi's drenched nethers. 

Her legs wrap around his waist almost automatically, urging him deeper inside her with the cool sensation of her heels on his lower back as she groans. Her back arches again with a little orgasm as her arms reach out for him, wordlessly begging for his embrace, lips puckered up for as many kisses as he can give her, as desperate for his affection and love in the more chaste sense as she is for the more carnal desires he was about to sate.

In her arms, there was the promise of a deep, and beautiful satisfaction as their lips meet and her eyes flutter shut, ever his fairy tale princess, no matter how naughty this particular princess could be. They had plenty of time to experiment with everything her heart could desire and her mind could think up.This time though, everything was to be story book perfect, and as he presses into her hot, tight depths, their kisses grow deeper and deeper. The air is chased from their lungs as their tongues start to tangle and Aqi's arms wrap around his neck and shoulders, ensuring as much of their bodies pressed together as he starts to thrust.

Even as their bodies intermingle, the breeze from the balcony caresses them, cooling them just a little bit and reminding Jerry of just how romantic the scene Aqi had set for them was. Moonlight bathing the lovers as they did their absolute best to make their first children together on their wedding night. What could be more intimate and romantic than that? It really was perfect, and Jerry was determined to give his bride exactly what she wanted. What he wanted. Their bodies united. Their hearts united. Both in love... and in purpose.

The princess had commanded it after all. So how could it not be so? Four simple words. Four little words that perhaps had just as much of an impact as the far more famous three words in their own way. They certainly were inspiring Jerry now as he labored between his lady love's legs, tiling her fertile soil eagerly as they explored each other's mouths and Aqi's nails dug into the skin of his back as she moaned into his mouth with orgasm after orgasm.

She was so sensitive, so primed for pleasure. That this beautiful and sensual creature had been left alone for centuries struck Jerry as a deep, and painful injustice. One he was determined to right. Just like his other brides. Whether the neglect the universe subjected so many women to was years or decades or centuries he'd make sure they knew exactly what they deserved, and they got it every single time. 

Again and again their bodies come together, Aqi's legs tightening around his waist with every thrust and every orgasm he forced out of her body, leaving the mighty warrior woman clinging to him as she's forced to break their kisses, moaning her testament of pleasure and love to the night sky and her destined mate alone.

She was putty in his hands, and that too was arousing in its way. Such a powerful woman. Mistress and commander, warrior beyond compare... and yet, here in their bed she was a creature of raw sensuality and pleasure. Of the instinctual need for a mated pair to breed... and he wasn't at all immune to that desire. No it had been in his head since she'd first requested it of him. He wanted to see her belly round with their first clutch.

Perhaps it was something of a fetish, that need to breed... but in his heart of hearts he rejects that idea. He loved this woman, and he wanted to see the life they'd make together, and the little lives that only they could create together. This was making life after all. The purest divine act of creation imaginable. To reduce it to a fetish, to reduce the growing bond he had with his princess to a mere fetish? Never.

The clap of his hips against hers fill the room, his sweat and their mixed juices making their coupling all the noisier as they continued to rut. He was throbbing in her tight depths now, close. So close... and she can feel it just as clearly as he can.

"Puh-Please." 

She breathlessly whispers, straining to get a full dose of oxygen in her lungs and find her voice for anything other than moaning. 

“C-Cum for me my prince, please. I want it so badly. Add your fuel to my fire! Your physical proof of our love! Our pride. Our passion! I need to feel you fill me~!"

That did it. His bride's pleading didn't so much push him over the edge but kick him over the edge as he slams home into her a final time, hilting her as he begins to fill her. 

The sensation of being filled alone triggers her mightiest orgasm yet, her body convulsing beneath him like an earthquake as she tightens her grip around him like a bear trap, leaving him utterly locked into place together as their bodies savor their ecstatic completion.

A few minutes later finds them still wrapped in each other's embrace, their fingers interlaced as they hold hands, exchanging gentle, light, almost chaste kisses as they try to catch their breath together.

"I love you, my prince."

"I love you too, my princess, and I'm sorry it took so long for me to come for you."

Aqi chuckles and nuzzles at his neck. 

"Don't apologize, I can safely say it was well worth the wait. Because in all the galaxy you, and only you, were the right man for me... and I can't wait to see what our family, to include my dear sisters and my numerous new step children of course, grows into. What I know though, is that it will be truly beautiful."

"Ever the writer, my love."

"Mhmm.~ I try." Aqi giggles. "Though I confess, there are some differences between the actual act and what I wrote... goodness, I missed a few things! Certain intimacies... we made little jokes. Had little pauses. Those moments were so delightful, not detracting from our lovemaking in the slightest, though I suppose one would think they were almost disconnected."

"Hardly, things like that, being able to laugh together, to savor each other and our company in so many ways at once? That's what true intimacy is."

"You've certainly convinced me of the merits of your point of view on the concept."

Aqi releases Jerry from her embrace and slowly rises from bed, kicking out of her heels, and dropping the last of her wedding night lingerie to the floor and standing beautifully and utterly nude in the moonlight, making her pale skin practically glow as alabaster leaks down her legs. She glances downwards and waves a finger, cleaning herself up and putting an axiom 'plug' in to ensure nothing else escapes from her till Jerry's ready to pump more into her body.

"I need all that... oh. What did Jaruna call it? Baby batter. Delightfully crude. Anyway, I can't have any of that baby batter of yours escaping, not if I want my clutch."

Aqi beams over at him and moves over to the little table with its snacks and refreshments, pouring them fresh glasses of wine as Jerry rolls to his back, enjoying the moment and 'appreciating' the view.

"How do you like the bed by the way?"

"The mattress is amazing. The sheets are wonderful too. We need to get a couple sets for the master bedroom back in the Den."

"I'll see to it, as for the bed, I'm glad you like it. It's the bed I selected for my own quarters in the Den... I thought it only appropriate that our marriage bed stick with us as we travel. Besides... It is a very nice bed."

"Mhmm. I look forward to spending a fair bit of time in this bed with you then. Both for fun, for intimacy... and for love."

"Indeed. It's one of the reasons I got the size I did. I wanted to be able to host you and our clutch... or perhaps other... guests."

Jerry nods, instantly picking up Aqi's meeting. "Ah yes, bringing in Masha so I can... what was it? Rut two proud Apuk warrior maidens into 'insensate, gravid, piles of lust-ridden flesh'?"

"Goddess, I wish I could destroy that book... but yes. Or any of the other girls if we don't want to use the master for some reason."

"No reason not to move around a bit. We'll have a long time to try out whatever furniture and poses and the like we please, for two, for three, or indeed for more."

"Mhmm.' Aqi grins as she strides back across the room with the glasses of wine, taking a sip as she returns to the bed and Jerry's embrace. "Don't threaten me with a good time, husband."

The couple would remain in their marital seclusion for days on end... and through all that time the bonfire continued to burn. Some commenters in the media thought that such an amount of time was perhaps excessive, while others suggested the former group were more than a bit jealous of what the Princess had found. 

Whether all that time was indeed just sex was something speculated on widely by rumormongers and idle gossipers, but save the couple themselves, only Nar'Salis, faithfully bringing her mistress and master their meals and refreshments, knew the truth, and none of them were saying anything about the subject.

What would soon be known however, is that when the bonfire finally burned out, and the Prince and Princess emerged from their seclusion, an Imperial doctor was able to confirm that Aqi's command had well and truly been fulfilled. She was gravid as she had wished, with what looked to be a clutch of eleven growing inside her. Much to her pride, and the pride of her spouse. Still, as they leave the Imperial medical wing together, Jerry is struck by a sudden thought.

"I just realized... between this past week and everything else?"

Aqi looks over, still smiling as her hand rests on her stomach lightly.

"What have you realized, my prince?"

"I am going to have to put some serious work in to make up for what amounts to an extended dry spell to your sister-wives."

"I believe in your ability to do so my darling, after all, you always make sure your wives receive their due."
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The Empress's office was quite the statement in its own right, Jerry thinks to himself.

For one, it was spacious, but not massive... and for all its occupant's grandeur, the decor was quite subdued. It was simply... an office. Peer a little closer and you'd notice that all the furniture was handcrafted and lovingly cared for, the Empress's policy of employing traditional Apuk artisans on full display. 

On the other hand, there was little sign that this room was where the Empress ruled her massive empire from. Over a hundred worlds in the Apuk Imperium, hundreds of billions of people bowed their heads towards Serbow in fealty... and yet, it was such a simple, calm, and quiet space where the power of the throne truly rested.

Of course that too was something of an affection, a style if you will. Jerry knew for a fact that a good portion of the palace and several other large buildings in the Imperial capital housed the mighty bureaucracy that actually ran the Empire at their Empress's command... but all of their efforts were refined and filtered into this single room. 

The Empress had signed edicts and laws in this room that affected billions of people, and heard pleas from the representatives of hundreds of billions. At the stroke of the pen, the Empress could bring fire and ruin or plenty and peace.

It was an awe inspiring amount of power if you simply knew what to look for... which was all the more confusing when your purpose for being in this room was a meeting with your own mother-in-law, who was far more eager to chat with your new wife about those grandchildren she wanted to see sometime soon than any form of galaxy shaking political deal. 

It was like the Empress of all Serbow and her colonies was a reincarnation of Jerry's Catholic mother or something.

That the Empress was so diminutive, around the same height as the petite Firi and looking more like a little girl than anything else made the contrast all the stranger. 

There was no doubt she was an adult woman, but she was petite at least, if not elfin, and why should she not be? By Apuk social convention she had nothing to prove to anyone. All of the galaxy had to prove things to her, so she kept her incredible might and staggering wealth leashed and controlled.

A display of humility. A display of confidence.

If you have to tell someone that you are the ruler... then you are not the ruler, and the Empress had never once had to tell anyone who ruled here, Jerry could tell.

The sound bleeds back in as the Empress hops up from her chair and gestures to a side door.

"Please, join me for tea in my sitting room. No sense entertaining my dear children in this dusty old office."

Jerry suspects that if there was a speck of dust somewhere in this office, the handmaidens assigned to the Empress would hunt it down with warfire . As he rose and helped Aqi to her feet before getting the door for the ladies, who both acknowledge his courtesy with a slight bow of their heads.

The Empress's sitting room was a lushly appointed place, with very comfortable seats, and a beautifully made porcelain tea set for the bone broth tea that was already waiting for them. As Jerry settles onto a couch next to Aqi it struck him that just as much as the Empress's office, this sitting room too was a seat of power. How many deals that affected the fate of the Empire had been negotiated in this little room that looked for all the world like his grandmother's parlor?

One detail set it apart however, no grandmother of Jerry's had ever had rich hand stitched tapestries depicting various military achievements or adventures of what Jerry figured were members of the Imperial house on the wall. A not so subtle, and extremely old school way to brag about one's ancestors and children. Except... There was a steady pattern with the tapestries every few feet in the cozy little room, but one was clearly missing.

"What happened to the missing tapestry, majesty?"

"Hmm?" 

The Empress looks up and follows Jerry's eyes to where he was looking. 

"Oh! You noticed! Nothing my dear, I simply had it moved to another part of the palace. I've commissioned a new one you see. I tend to do so whenever something interesting happens in the family... and the story of your meeting with my daughter seems worthy of commemoration. I'll send a courier with a copy for your own home. It should be phenomenal. My weavers have an eye for picking out specific moments in our family history that are well worth commemorating."

The Empress takes a slow sip of her tea before settling her cup.

"Now then. To business. Family business first I think. Aqi dear, I must apologize for your father not being able to be here today. He's gone off to some sort of business in the forest."

"I understand mother, the ways of sorcerers are mysterious, it is simply how things must be."

"Indeed. Jeremiah, allow me once again to welcome you personally to our family. I am rather blessed to finally marry off one of my eldest daughters, and to such a wonderful husband and family at that! One can only wonder at the grandchildren you'll help my Aqi give me to spoil!"

Aqi blushes, her hand dropping to her stomach. "I ah... well. You won't have to wonder long at least, mother."

The Empress arches an eyebrow. "Oh really now? I see you spent your time in seclusion rather productively. Be sure to call me regularly and send me lots of pictures dear. I obviously can't just leave to come to you when the time comes, save if you return home for the hatching, but I am always with you in spirit... and my hand will be with you in the form of your staff requests."

Aqi bows her head slightly.

"Yes Mother. I have requested a small staff as you saw. To review, Nar'Salis will join me as handmaiden. Jerry has not requested a personal handmaiden. Considering he has dedicated elite bodyguards already it seemed extraneous. Next, Nar'Salis had requested a team of three handmaidens to support her service to myself and our clan... and then further specialists. A secretary to handle both my military affairs and the Prince and I's royal affairs. Nar'Salis has picked a talented woman out from the palace staff. Then a few nursemaids. Nar'Salis once again specified a team of three I believe, one of whom is senior and an accomplished educator. She can help Lady Firi teaching the children, and provide supplementary royal education to Jerry and I's clutch specifically when they hatch."

The Empress nods slowly. "For a total of eight, counting Nar'Salis. Ever the one to seek auspicious numbers, our dear servant Nar'Salis. I have of course approved all of these requests, and fast tracked them through the Imperial Household Agency. Those requested eagerly agreed, and I am told there were many volunteers for every other slot... which brings us to the many other volunteers I have to go aboard this ship of yours."

She chuckles into her hand and brings up a holo display with a flick of her hand.

"I have finally settled on the forces I shall be sending with you. It took us a bit of time to work things out with your Admiral Cistern dear son-in-law... especially when your men kept marrying more and more of my soldiers! Though I am told marriage, enthusiastic marriage at that, is how the Crimson Tear ended up with a full battalion of your Marines aboard to start with. You'd initially intended to ship out with a company of regular infantry, is that correct?"

"Yes. Then Ghorza's mercenary unit came to the Undaunted and Admiral Cistern decided to ship them out with us."

"A decision that seems to have panned out beautifully for all involved. One I aim to assist. I will be reinforcing you with a rump battalion of Apuk imperial troops. Princess Aquilar will of course serve as commander of these troops, who have been designated the 87th Expeditionary Legion. Princess Commander Miri'Tok, will serve as executive officer, and command the Commandos being attached to your ship. There will be a four woman command and training cadre, counting Princess Miri'Tok. Eight commandos will be provided on a rotational basis, to cross train with the men and women of your JSOC. Miri'Tok and her three handpicked blade sisters will train their sisters even as they learn from your JSOC, as well as train your JSOC warriors and Marines in our way of war."

The holo display changes to show the Apuk imperial marines logo.

"Next, I will be sending a full platoon of Imperial Marines. The 270th. They've just finished refreshing after a space tour and have some of the finest performance records in imperial service. Princess Captain Natra'Saken is the unit commander and A platoon's leader. She and her fellow princesses are also to learn leadership from you, Jeremiah and Princess Miri'Tok, Aquilar."

Aqi bows her head again. "Of course mother, I will ensure they return to you ever more effective servants of your will and to the people of the empire."

"I know you will, daughter. So that's a total of twenty four warriors, with... eight battle princesses I believe. Though all of the commandos could have a crown if they so desired. This is a significant force already, but I wanted to send our more regular warriors to the stars with you as well. They need experience and seasoning of course... and you did manage to marry your men to quite a few of my soldiers, my dear new son."

The Empress chuckles again, clearly pleased.

"Some will be sent along as individual augments. For example one young lady from the garrison will be fully seconded to the Undaunted, and will be joining your power armor company alongside her husband and new sister wives. The proper body of troops will be organized under the banner of the 112th Imperial Shock Infantry Company. They're a more traditional body of soldiers by human standards, around a hundred women strong, under the command of our beloved servant, Captain Ema'Kris. As faithful and devoted a warrior as Serbow has ever seen. The company has a good mix of experienced soldiers and fresh recruits, considering changes made by recent marriages but I assure you they will serve you ably Jeremiah."

It's Jerry's turn to bow his head slightly to the Empress. "I never had any doubt. I thank you for trusting me with the health and skills of your warriors. I promise when they return to your arms their fires will burn like Serbow's sun."

"Quite the promise, but from you I actually believe it." The Empress notes, with an amused quirk of her lips. "I also have already received the roster of men and their families departing your ship per Admiral Cistern. I believe we have traded fairly with you in this regard, though it was more to keep myself from losing more women at arms than I can afford... and even another battle princess! This... Mark Ayako of yours. Managing to marry fifty Apuk women including a battle princess and make them as happy as I'm told they are is quite... devoted, shall we say."

Jerry does his best to hold back a laugh. He had in fact laughed out loud when get got the news about Staff Sergeant Ayako.

"Staff Sergeant Ayako is... a driven man to say the least even by Marine standards. Once he learned what the Apuk were. What your culture was like. He was obsessed, and no other woman would sate the burning desire in his soul."

"Hmph. Use any more romantic language and I'll think there's a second hidden romance novelist in your marriage besides my dear Aqi."

Aqi's jaw drops just a little. "M-Mother... you knew!?"

"Of course I knew dear, I am the Empress after all. I'm rather proud of you, my little ember. Not the traditional way I expect my daughters to excel to be sure, but why would I deny you your gifts? Especially when you are more than worthy as a warrior and commander of women under arms? A more stalwart guardian of our people I could not ask for... and now I send you, and Miri'Tok, and a few other most deserving servants both to further our will, but also to receive your just rewards... and a chance to... slip the lead, as I believe one of your books put it."

"...You read them!?"

"Well I just had to my sweet ember! They're best sellers, I have to be somewhat in touch with my people, you know."

Aqi buries her face in her hands with a little groan.

"...If I wasn't already gravid, husband, I would be begging you to kill me."

The Empress chuckles. "Over two hundred years old and still so dramatic. So beyond helping my daughter recover from what is no doubt a horrible and debilitating discovery that her mother took an interest in her hobbies..."

"...That is not what I would call reading the trashy romance novels I write, mother."

"Yes, but it's what I would call it, my sweet." 

The Empress refocuses on Jerry. 

"As I was saying, Jeremiah, do you have any immediate plans? I know you've a few days before your family is due to depart to the villa in the North you'll be vacationing at."

Jerry gives Aqi's hand a reassuring squeeze before addressing what might just be the most powerful of his mothers in law... and with Rikaxza around, that was saying something.

"Before I can vacation I need to return to orbit for a few days. I need to help organize the move for Aqi and our new staff, organize the family to depart planetside, finish off some administrative details and generally make sure everything's tied up so I can turn off my communicator for a week and have everything not be on fire when I return. For example, while you are sending a large contingent of Apuk troops aboard, I'm also getting several hundred Apuk civilians joining the ship as new crew or dependents... so there's some work to be done."

"Yes, well I shall look forward to visiting with you and your family again soon Jeremiah. I think I'll stop by for a meal, maybe take a chance to play with some of those adorable new step-grandchildren."

"You know it's a bit odd to think of one of the most powerful women in the galaxy being a doting grandmother."

"It's only odd if you forget how much time we have in the galaxy, and even if I had one life span, I would always make time for my family, big and small. After all, it's simply a matter of priority, and nothing matters to me more than family."

"On that majesty, we most certainly agree."
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Sir David

David shifts uncomfortably at his desk as he looks into the axiom 'lens' of the recording device he'd just set up. His clothes suddenly felt like they didn't fit properly and itched slightly, as little insecurities tore at his mind in a brief moment of vulnerability. What would his daughters think? Had he betrayed their mother? Would they reject him for taking not one, but two alien brides? For having children with both of them?

It was just enough of a fear, irrational as it was, to tarnish the good news of the morning. Miri had told him that she was pregnant, or rather, gravid. The scan they did together with Ariane suggested that Miri had twelve eggs successfully implanted... he suddenly had fourteen children on the way, and while he didn't fear what his adult children would say for sure... part of him feared his own judgment, and what his Mary might have thought. Even knowing she had wanted him to remarry, to be a lover to another woman as he had been to her, to make someone as happy as he'd made her, still that little niggling insecurity remained.

David reaches to the left and to the right, simultaneously taking Ariane and Miri's hands and giving them both a firm squeeze.

These were his wives. They were to be the mothers of his children. He was sure his grown children would be able to love their new step-mothers and feel appropriate affection for their new half siblings.

The commando purges the intrusive thoughts from his mind with a slow, deep breath.

"Ready, girls?"

"Ready."

"Ready!"

Sir David reaches forward, adjusts the lens to have it focused entirely on him, with Ari and Miri just out of frame, and starts the recording.

"Hello girls, I'll be sending this to your brother as well, but as he's out in the galaxy we've been able to communicate a bit easier so he knows what I'm sure you're seeing... that I have submitted to the process known as a healing coma, and have returned, biologically, to my early twenties. I wanted to wait for your replies to my earlier missives, but my hand was forced. I didn't get injured, but... I was worried about not being at the top of my game. Worried that people might get injured because I wasn't the best I could be. With my restored youth has come a few... other changes, but before we discuss that, I need to speak briefly, about your mother. About Mary... and about me."

David suppresses a sigh, settling for holding his hands in his lap and keeping his gaze locked on the recording field.

"I have something of a confession to make. I have been... recalcitrant in fulfilling your mother's last wish to me. She had several, and I have fulfilled all of them, including doing my best to see you off into your adult lives, and ensuring you all knew you were loved deeply by both your parents. Except one. The last wish. Mary had... asked me to remarry, and I failed her. Time and time again."

He can't suppress the sigh this time, remembering date after miserable failed date.

"I tried a few times, though I kept it from you all, because... it hurt to try, and it hurt even more that I failed every time. Though one can perhaps, if they are generous, only call it a partial failure. Mary would have wanted another love for me like I shared with her... and those aborted attempts at romance... they just didn't fit. So I failed, and consoled myself in the knowledge that perhaps there simply wasn't a woman on Earth that could match me quite like your mother. It seems that I was more correct than I initially believed with that supposition."

He resets himself a bit. He had to be as clear as possible. As direct as possible. This was the important part after all.

"In point of fact, I have stopped failing to fully honour your mother. I am a commando, and you all are either the children of a commando, or now, to my everlasting pride, commandos yourselves, and as we have always said, commandos do not fail. End line. Sometimes however it takes us a bit longer to succeed than we might otherwise like. I have... now succeeded in fulfilling your mother's last wish.” 

David suppresses a flinch, and looks directly into the camera, this was the important part in the end. 

“My dear daughters, I apologize for not waiting for your return messages. Both for your opinions on my remarrying, and on my de-aging. As I said, I had to do the latter, there were practical, operational concerns that meant I could not wait. I have people relying on me, so not being at peak performance is... negligent to say the least. As to perhaps the more salient point, I have in fact, in the way of the galaxy, met two very different women, both in somewhat... dire circumstances. The three of us have come to terms about the nature of our relationships. Put simply, I have married, not once, but twice. so in turn I will now introduce your new step mothers."

David manipulates the controls to pull the field of view back, revealing the two alien women seated to his left and right. Ariane was resplendent in another of her Greek inspired dresses, and this one was rather conservative, perhaps wanting to communicate a more mature picture to his children. 

Miri'Tok had opted for the lighter, more casual style of Apuk gown that nevertheless covered her from throat to ankles, but managed to cut out about half the material, making her look far more modern, if very modest. Her flaming red hair was done up in a bun, where Ariane's golden curls flowed like a river over her shoulders and around her horns, making it look like the golden fleece itself had somehow become a goddess.

"This is Ariane, and this is Miri'Tok. In galactic terms they are my second and third wife... as they have both stated their desire to not stand in the place your mother once occupied in my life... but stand next to Mary, to honour your mother's spirit, and I can't help but feel... with their hearts in the right place on that particular wound in all our hearts, then perhaps, in some way, Mary really is still with us. As we said down at the regiment. The dead only really leave us if we forget them, and I now have two new sets of hands to help me carry Mary's memories forwards in the stars."

Ariane bows her head, smiling warmly for the recording. 

"Hello! As David said, I'm Ariane, and I'll be looking after David for you all going forward. Your father is... well. I know you know he's a remarkable man. He saved my life, and charmed me without even trying. I'm thrilled to be by his side."

Miri'Tok takes a slightly deeper bow. 

"Warm greetings, I am Battle Princess Miri'Tok, it is my deep honor to join my hands with your father and Ariane as we go forward in the galaxy tomorrow. I... am very blessed. To have your father in my life, and I will do all I can to be worthy of that blessing."

David reaches over and takes both women's hands in his.

"None of that Miri. We're all worthy of each other. We've agreed about that. It's important we keep that in mind too..."

David fights to keep a nervous expression off his face, next was possibly the biggest piece of news, depending on one's perspective. 

The idea of one's father remarrying after one's mother passes on is one thing, but having more children? So quickly? That was... another thing altogether perhaps. Yet. David couldn't bring himself to be too worried. His children were all grown after all. His youngest daughter was a mother with six children of her own!

Rose's elder sisters had married well and while they were waiting for their careers to hit an appropriate point to have children. 

Jack, his son on the other hand was... familiar with the sorts of issues his father was now facing to say the least, with a dozen alien brides of his own, last David had spoken to him.

"It's both fortunate and to my deep regret that I did not send you a proper message sooner. I'll append a file with some of the things that have conspired to keep me from sending you a message after Ariane and I started dating. For example, I'm sure you all remember Jerry Bridger? Well he's a bloody prince now, having married the kind of princess we're more familiar with on Earth compared to Miri'Tok, who is as she mentioned an Apuk Battle Princess, which is a title earned via winning a martial tournament."

Miri'Tok chuckles. "Be fair David, Princess Aquilar is a Battle Princess as well."

David smiles warmly over at Miri.

"I know my dear, but I am trying to clarify the difference and explain why I'm not a prince as well, as I'm sure if I don't address it, I will be asked."

He faces back to the recording device and settles himself a bit.

"Jerry also managed to get himself kidnapped briefly... I got in a fight with some gangsters and was rescued by a timely intervention from Miri'Tok, and I went from dating Ariane to marrying her. Then we started seeing Miri... and well. We've recently decided to wed after working out some details, like if Miri can come with us on our future adventures, which I'm pleased to say she can. To say it's been a busy few months on the Apuk home world of Serbow is a dramatic understatement. It is only going to get busier however..."

David feels his cheeks flush just a bit. He hated to be so... upfront about things as a proper British gentleman but he simply lacked the time to be anything but forthright.

"In short, Ariane and Miri'Tok are both pregnant. Or, rather, gravid in Miri'Tok's case. Which does in fact mean that some of your new half siblings, and some of my adorable grandchildren's new Uncles and Aunties, will hatch from eggs. I realize that might... bring up some complicated emotions, as may my remarrying. Especially my remarrying twice. Please know that I am still here for you, and I will always listen to your concerns if you have any. Ariane and Miri'Tok will be recording separate messages to you girls, and we'll be calling Jack and his wives shortly. My dear girls, I shall end this message on two notes."

He can feel his confidence coming back now. He'd wanted to say this next part for a while.

"I would like to see all of you come to the wider galaxy with me, Jack and our new families. Whether on a human colony world, or joining us here on the Tear, or some other place... there is wonder and majesty out there. Miracles while you wait, and I would share that bounty, not only with you, my dear daughters and son-in-laws, but just as pressingly, with my grandchildren. That opportunity in the wider galaxy? It's not to be missed, and should you wish to come, I shall assure there is a place waiting for you."

Ariane shakes her head. "What David means is that we will assure there's a place waiting for you! I look forward to corresponding with all of you, and hopefully meeting you in the future."

Miri'Tok nods. "I concur with Ariane. We shall assure there's a home for you among the stars, and welcome you with open arms if and when the time comes. In the meantime, we'll do our best to see that David doesn't get into too much trouble!"

David leans forward. "I'll send another message as soon as I can with more news. Thankfully this video should just make the next courier heading back to Earth! I love you all."

Ariane leans in again, cuddling up to David and quickly being mirrored by Miri'Tok.

"He means we love you."

"Indeed!"

Ariane chuckles. "I'll be including a bunch of photos for you to enjoy. Mostly of us, but also some of David's adventures, and some of Miri and I's own photos before we met David! Enjoy the little tour of the galaxy!"
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--- Earth, Some Time After The Bridger Wedding On Serbow ---




Dame Emma

The recently knighted Major Dame Emma Forsythe-Sterling, eldest of the Forysthe children settles back in her chair as the video ends the main part of the presentation and begins showing a series of photos, both of David and his new wives, the blonde Ariane and the redheaded Miri, but also photos from numerous worlds. 

Some of the photos were of shore leave, but many were operational photos, including a few candid shots of her father that Emma was certain Ariane had snuck in. She didn't know the woman of course, but she seemed the type to include such things, and the type to appreciate them herself.

What's more, Emma recognized a few of the other men in the photos from her father's days with the Regiment. Others she recognized from the run up to the launch of the Dauntless, including the newly ennobled Prince Jerry, who... seemed to be smiling quite a bit more than when Emma had met the man. Not that he had been unhappy, more that he seemed less reserved, and more inclined to share his smile with all and sundry.

A condition that seemed to extend to her father too. They seemed... happy, and that both made Emma happy but also gave her a slight pang of jealousy. The idea that her father had to go so far away from his daughters to be 'reborn' into this happy man she remembered from her girlhood hurt... just a little... if she didn't think about it. 

It was an unworthy emotion, and what's more, it was wrong. She had seen plenty of her father's smile, youth and remarrying twice hadn't changed that at all.




Emma gives her husband's hand a firm squeeze as the family slide show portion of the presentation ends, and begins to start showing alien vistas and horizons, beautiful, intriguing, but there were more terrestrial concerns on Emma's mind at that second. She looks over at her sisters, Elizabeth and Rose. 

The Forsythe girls mostly had a resemblance to their mother, petite of frame, short of temper and red of hair, where Emma was very much her father's daughter, matching him in height and his dark brown hair. They all had their mother's fierce green eyes though. 

She could read their emotions well. Both were happy for their father... but also a touch... upset perhaps wasn't the word. Confused maybe, about the invitation at the end. To leave. To go into the black... there was much for the Forsythe girls and their families to consider.

The message from far away arriving when it did had been a welcome coincidence. It was pure luck that Rose had been in the UK with her family, visiting with her sisters and enjoying a vacation after her husband's last sea tour when the word about the message had come in. They'd arranged for a Nanny to look after Rose's children and all went down to the center together, to see what the word from the wider galaxy was.

"Well... he'd raised the possibility of all those things happening, but somehow I can certainly say I wasn't expecting all of that from father, at least not so quickly..." Emma starts. "...Or that he'd look so young! He's the spitting image of Jack now, save that damned facial hair of his!"

Rose chuckles. "Rather Jack's the spitting image of him!” A slightly stricken look crosses the youngest of the Forsythe daughters for a moment. “Really though... to marry twice! I just thought... I suppose I don't quite know what I thought. I suppose part of me thought father was... fine on his own to a degree. To think that Mum had wanted him to remarry!"

Elizabeth nods curtly. "Aye, I'd have expected that honestly. Dad struggled mightily for us. Mum wouldn't have wanted him tae carry that burden alone. She was never a selfish creature like that, for all her temper if she caught us filching snacks!"

While most of the girls, and Jack, spoke with Sir David's smooth, well educated accent, Elizabeth sounded exactly like her mother, and the Wild Scottish rose had never been one to pick fancier words when one could be more plain spoken and direct instead.

Emma thinks for a second. "Well... What do we think girls? About all that?"

"Well they're both lookers, nice tae see the old codger's done well for himself."

Emma and Rose both roll their eyes at Elizabeth before Rose speaks up.

"I find it rather interesting that they were introduced as father's second and third wife... so they really are treating our mother as if she were very much still present. Still. Part of the family. I know we all said we were okay with our father remarrying... but. That. Makes me all the more comfortable with it. Even if I don't like having father and Jack so far away."

Emma nods slowly. "I agree, though from what they said at the end... we could always take home to them."

The three women exchange looks with their husbands. They were all military. They knew exactly the type of challenge they were setting themselves up for... and the even more challenging notion of making the daunting journey out of Cruel Space with young children. 

Still. To a woman. To a man. They've all read the reports. They all know what's out there. The future they can provide for their families... and the chance to reunite their families once again. They were all men and women of action, even Rose, a commando’s daughter with all the warrior potential of her parentage who’d chosen a different path.

There’s no deliberation. No debate. If they were honest it had been on their minds since David and Jack had left. Since the first positive reports had started filtering back to Earth. There's six curt nods as the group set their course. The decision is made. The die is cast.

Emma sighs. "Well... I was wondering about going. I'll be glad to be going with you five and my nieces and nephews... also... I suppose this puts a delivery I've recently received into proper context."

She reaches down into her purse, and pulls out what appears to be a small wooden music box. It was beautifully prepared with fanciful depictions of outer space, and was a lovely thing to look at. It wasn't at all odd until one directed their attention to the lid. 

The lid has been carved with the words; 'When You're Ready.'.

"I received this from a man who was very clearly an agent of MI6 the day before Rose and her family arrived from the US. Compliments of one Sir Philip Masterson..."

All five sets of eyes, already locked on Emma, widen. Her husband, a fellow Royal Marine commando who'd spent his share of time with MI6 speaks first.

"You mean THE Sir Philip? Bloody hell..."

Elizabeth snorts. "Ah hell, that bloody old bastard. I've still got a score tae settle with him! Make a fool out of me will he?"

Rose pats her sister on the shoulder. "Liz, you were five. Let it go. So... you haven't opened it yet?"

Elizabeth's husband, an SAS officer, looks over at his fiery fighter pilot bride. "Wait, you knew Sir Philip when you were little girls?"

Emma nods. "He came to our birthday parties when he could. Sent presents right up till I finished OCS and he sent a final one with a note saying he didn't want to embarrass me with further presents now that I was a grown woman and an officer, but I was still always welcome at his estate for tea. Same as the other girls. Something of a third grandfather to us... albeit a completely mental one. As for opening the box... I didn't think I was ready. Or wasn't quite sure what ready would mean. Or what ready might be about. Now I think I do. I'm not sure how... but I suspect Sir Philip is paying back a favor to our father. One I doubt father even remembers. Or perhaps he's just looking after an old student. It could be one of a million things with the old fox. I believe though, that this is the time..."

The box is placed gently on a chair, and ever so slowly Emma opens it, revealing a small model of the solar system, far too delicate for a true classic music box of this size, but set up similarly all the same, complete with a little lever for winding it. One of Sir David's favorite marching tunes starts to play... but it starts to repeat after only a few bars, with a few seconds of pause before each repetition.

"Damn thing's broke is it?" Observes Elizabeth, decidedly unimpressed.

Rose leans in. "Wind it up again Emma, I think I know what to do! Sir Philip always did like his little puzzles and games."

Emma winds the device up again, and Rose whistles the next few bars of the song. There's a click from the music box, and the little solar system begins to move on its own, and a recording begins to play.

"Good day ladies, gentlemen, I do hope this recording finds the six of you well..."

The six all exchange a look. How the hell had the old man anticipated they'd be together from half way across the galaxy?

"Emma, Elizabeth, Rose, your father doesn't know I'm sending you this message, but I suspect he has made an invitation to you, to leave Earth, and join him out in the galaxy. If he has not yet, I believe he will soon. I intend to... assist him in that endeavor. Things are changing rapidly out here. For the better, mind you, else I'd not offer. I would like to help you all leave Earth for good, and come join your father and brother and their growing families. I know Sir David would be most pleased if you did, and I would rather like to see you all again as well, even if you're all quite a bit bigger than when I would read you stories and slip you chocolates when your father wasn't watching. There is a phone number concealed in the back of this music box. Have Rose feel for the edge, she's always been clever about these things. Text the number of passengers to that number. You'll be contacted soon. This offer is good for you, your husbands, and your children. I do hope you take this invitation. The galaxy is full of wonders and miracles, and not to be missed. Ta ta."

With that, the message ends, the device shutting down, leaving the six in silence.

The girls look at each other, and their husbands for a brief moment before Emma finally says;

"Well, there we have it. Let’s confirm our decision then. All in favor of accepting father’s invitation and Sir Philip's offer?"

Six hands go into the air, and Emma nods sharply.

"It's settled then. I'm not sure exactly what Sir Philip's up to, but if anyone can pull intergalactic transport out of a hat it'll be him!"

Rose holds out her hand. “Give me the box Emma. I’ll get it open!” Rose fiddles with the music box carefully for a few minutes before opening a secret compartment. One of Rose’s favorite hard candies falls out, along with a slip of paper with the promised phone number on it.

Emma takes the number and sends the number ‘12’, and gets a single word back.

‘Confirmed.’

With their task complete and their destinies altered, the Forsythe daughters and their husbands quickly pack themselves up, and after requesting a copy of the message from their father and his wives, step into the sun together.

"Come on Emma, let's get some lunch then go pick up the kids!" Rose calls, as Emma lingers by the door for a moment.

Her gaze tracks upward, a surprisingly clear day for England this time of year, and she considers that beautiful blue sky, and the ocean of obsidian that lay beyond it. 

To herself, and no one else, she whispered a half remembered line from a favorite movie when she was at her father's knee, enjoying a rare night in when he wasn't off saving the world with the Royal Marines or the SAS.

"Now... bring me that horizon."



  66


  Jerry


  "Please be seated Nyri'Jan, and may I say it's highly amusing to be the one conducting the interview this time around."


  Jerry takes his seat behind his desk and looks over at the perky blonde Nyri'Jan, formerly the junior duel correspondent for the Battle Space network, she had bit off a bit more than she could chew when she'd chased after a Marine who'd tossed her a tennis ball with his comm ID on it on live tri vid.


  The 'underground' style recording of their later marital bout had gotten very high ratings on the Battle Space network and had seen a rash of similar more... kinetic... romantic proposals to human Marines by enthusiastic Apuk warrior maidens. 


  With the Battle Space network eagerly offering to regulate each bout and broadcasting them to all of Apuk space. No fewer than thirty two marriage bouts with human men as the potential grooms had taken place on Battle Space's channels, to retroactively include Jerry and Nyri'Jan's own spousal matches.


  "Thank you for agreeing to see me again sir, and may I say again how enjoyable your duel with Princess Aquilar'Victae was to watch!"


  Jerry offers the young woman a smile before taking a sip of his tea. Nyri'Jan had brought a mug of Apuk coffee from the outer office, a surprisingly similar liquid to the bean juice that was the lifeblood of all humanity, made from something called a Chirrut root. 


  With more Apuk joining the ship, Jerry had made it a point to take on large volumes of the root along with other Apuk goods. They appeared to be set to be one of the largest single species contingents on the Crimson Tear in the immediate future, and Jerry wanted to ensure his new crew and their dependents were comfortable.


  "Of course, I always try to get to know new members of my crew, and while I understand you'll be joining us in a civilian capacity, I do intend to set your office up with our small team of Public Affairs specialists. They'll assist you with editing and the like so you're not working entirely alone... and also ensure you don't broadcast classified information that violates that giant stack of paperwork the legal department made you sign. This isn't a hostile thing mind you. We don't suspect you're a spy... and I suspect the sailors and Marines in PAO will do more to help you skirt those restrictions as tightly as possible as anything else."


  Nyri'Jan simply beams back at him. "Oh no sir, I don't want to violate any Undaunted secrets. If anything I'm out here to be one of humanity's biggest cheerleaders in the galactic space. What with several battle princesses coming aboard besides Princess Aquilar'Victae, a company of Apuk marines, and a whole company of Imperial regulars along with the Navy putting starblade fighters in to your personal service, this is one of the largest deployments of Apuk military might outside of Apuk space in a few centuries! We're excited to see how our girls do in battle."


  "See how they do in this fighting tournament ring you've proposed too I'm sure."


  Jerry pulls a folder from the stack on his desk and flips it open. Instead of a dossier on Nyri'Jan it had the details on her proposal for a series of armed and unarmed combat tournaments to be run annually throughout the Tear, both as possible qualifiers to send Apuk, or any other qualified combatant, to the Shellcracker tournament, along with other internal Undaunted tournaments that Battle Space wants to partner with the Undaunted to organize. 


  The Crimson Tear circuit will form the test bed of this future Undaunted tournament circuit, and Battle Space will partially become an Undaunted network as well as an Apuk network if everything works out as Nyri'Jan intends.


  "Well for what it's worth Nyri I think it's a brilliant idea. Admiral Cistern seems to be on board too as it helps us start to develop our own cultural mark within galactic space. The no axiom tournaments will also allow us to introduce more human fighting styles and some of our more entertainment focused combat sports to the galaxy. I have at least one man aboard who was a former Lucha Libre wrestler..."


  Nyri'Jan leans in, stars in her eyes. "I'm sorry, I have to ask, what in the worlds is Lucha Libre? Those words aren't English are they?"


  "They aren't, they're another human language called Spanish. Lucha Libre means 'FreeStyle Wrestling', but has generally come to be associated with masked wrestlers. With the man's identity and honor being focused in the mask. To be unmasked is of course a grave dishonor and usually a career ender. This is all professional wrestling of course, which in human terms generally means dramatized combat sports. I believe the Apuk actually have something similar."


  Nyri'Jan nods eagerly. "Oh we do! That sounds a lot like the Calician League to be sure! Women of all standing playing out the roles of noble heroes and great villains with lots of stunts, violence and thrilling drama all within the ring! They even got a sorcerer to sign up recently so Battle Space worked quite hard to secure the rights to broadcast the League for the next few seasons. If there's similar human sports..."


  "I guarantee you in all the wide information that Admiral Cistern has licensed, no one's released human professional wrestling of any flavor in any serious format yet. I'll see if I can dig up some fans to help you work out how to release that to the Apuk public, along with more serious combat sports and programs on human style martial arts if that's of interest."


  "Oh absolutely! Especially if we can do specials before and after axiom. The pre-axiom focus is exotic and interesting, and getting to see how human martial arts evolve with the addition of axiom is literally history in the making! It's incredibly exciting!"


  Jerry nods and sets the folder aside, Nyri'Jan is so perky you can't help but like the girl, practically squirming in her seat at the thought of getting to document the evolution of human martial arts.


  "Can I ask you a personal question Nyri?"


  She cocks her head a bit. "Sure!"


  "Are you all settled in with your husband? I'm told there was an issue with your housing and I wanted to ensure it was cleared up."


  "Oh! Uh. I... well. It's uh."


  Nyri fidgets a bit, blushing enough that Jerry has to resist the urge to pat her head and give her a piece of candy. It was sometimes hard to remember that Nyri'Jan was close to twenty years his senior... The comparison with Bari was hard to miss, and Jerry decided to ensure the two women met.


  "It what, Nyri? I like to think I'm always here for my crew."


  "Well it's less of a problem with the ship and more an issue with us. Hehe..."


  Nyri's looking rather embarrassed now, and Jerry gestures for her to continue.


  "Well it's. We had some... rapid changes. Cali, that is to say Lance Corporal Calamity Nalgrash was planet side after Michael and I... got. Y'know. Married. So then she… well. This and that happened, and well. She joined our family as the second wife!"


  Jerry can practically hear Nyri'Jan's pulse racing from here, was it really possible for a woman in her eighties to be this maiden-like? She might even have Bari beat!


  Finally, Nyri'Jan collects herself and continues. "I actually really like Cali. She's... well. Loud and brash to say the least, but I'm used to that type of attitude as an Apuk. Plus for all the bluster she loves Michael so honestly I wouldn't have had the heart to refuse her. She even tried her hand at writing poetry. It was awful, and we're going to have to work on her overall education, but that she tried at all as a Horchka warrior and general well... meathead... is rather impressive in my opinion."


  "That certainly sounds like Lance Corporal Nalgrash, or rather Lance Corporal Colbert now. Hopefully having you as a sister and Sergeant Colbert as a husband will mellow her out just a bit. She's still a Lance Corporal for a reason and I think she's got potential if she could just calm down a bit."


  "I think so too! Cali's really got potential if she'd just relax a little and not... What did hubby say... 'go off half cocked' all the time. Anyway, that was the first change in our housing request. It uh… it wasn't the last."


  Nyri'Jan fidgets a bit more, finger tips tapping together, still blushing red hot.


  "My uh. Well. We ended up changing our request five times in total I think. I introduced Michael to two of my sisters and... well. He apparently likes blondes. He likes my sisters almost as much as me... and he really loves me! It's really... magical sometimes. He's a quiet guy, which I really like, very cerebral even if he gets lost in his own head sometimes and he's just... dreamy, and he works so hard for us!"


  'She's sighing and literally sparkling.' Jerry notes to himself.


  "So that's three requests. Then what happened?"


  "Oh. Uh. Well then I introduced Michael to some of my closest friends. Not to match make or anything, most of them are married, but he just happened to hit it off with my bestie, Ros'Lin. She's a gifted cook and well. I guess Michael likes redheads too. Because she accidentally seduced him just by feeding him! It was really cute!"


  Jerry nods again. "Ah, so that's where this application for an Apuk restaurant came from."


  "Mhmm, Ros thought the Tear was a great opportunity to strike out on her own business wise. The rest of us kicked in, and we're going to put a lot of the gift money our parents gave us towards the restaurant. Cali and Michael obviously have their jobs, one of my sisters is going to help Ros, and my other sister's been hired as a stylist. She's also got a side gig she can do from her home terminal. She writes action novels."


  "Really? Not romance novels?"


  "Nope, proper action!"


  "Hmm. Well, have her send a copy of her last release to the Public Affairs Office, we can probably get her a contract to write at least one Undaunted themed novel."


  "That sounds great, sir!"


  "So what's the last big change you had to make then?"


  Nyri'Jan blushes and flames pop out of the corner of her mouth, the perky blonde clearly very embarrassed now.


  "Well we were just about ready to move in when Ros, Cali and I all found out we were p-pregnant. Or gravid and pregnant rather."


  Nyri'Jan clearly resists burying her face in her hands for a moment, and Jerry considers calling for a corpsman to give him an insulin shot.


  "Well congratulations Nyri, that's wonderful news."


  "Thank you sir. Actually, I had a thought about that.... How many people can this ship actually fit?"


  Jerry thinks about it for a second considering his most recent manning report.


  "Well we just recently offloaded some of our 'acquired' crew women and sent them back to Centris for further assignment with the rest of the fleet, usually after more extensive training than we can provide out here. We pick up crew in all sorts of places, we keep the pick of the litter and anyone who 'marries in' which keeps our growth somewhat stable. Most of those girls don't get an easy chance to marry immediately because of their more colorful backgrounds, and the demands placed on them by training."


  He pulls up a wire frame model of the Crimson Tear. Quickly spaces within turn into different colors, mapping out the interior of the ship's four massive mission modules. There was still a lot of space that was uncolored or left gray.


  "So the yellow sections are engineering and the drive core obviously. The red sections are essential to the ship's function. The Redoubt, bridge, communications, sub power generation facilities, hangars, weapons, shield generators, hospital, aid stations, cloning tank farms and so on. The green is military infrastructure. Barracks, training halls, ranges for weapons training, etcetera." 


  Color continues to flood through the wire model as Jerry activates different sets of modules on the map.


  "The blue blocks are habitation support services. That includes things like daycares, the civilian dog parks, the terrarium, the new terrarium in module three we're preparing to duplicate from the original in module one, along with the second promenade people are already calling Apuk Town. Which is where your family's restaurant is going to be for the record. The black spaces are actual infrastructure of the ship in raw terms, and the gray blocks are cargo... and we have a lot of cargo space, to include 'cold' storage inside the superstructure between the internal modules and the mission modules provided we use vacuum rated containers."


  Jerry fiddles with it again and over lays habitation in a festive orange.


  "The orange is habitation itself. We've obviously got the Den, which is a large facility, but we've got smaller 'dens' that are really just large family homes scaled to approximately fit a husband and five wives, six if they're particularly close, and their children. As I'm sure you've heard, we've asked that people refrain from having more than one 'round' of children per wife. We don't want to stop anyone having their dreams come true, but providing care for as many children as are already on the way is taxing... and with as explosively as we can breed in the galaxy, be it a single live birth or a clutch of eight, once is hopefully enough for everyone for a little while at least." 


  Jerry sits back a bit, letting the wire model of the Crimson Tear start to rotate, highlighting different parts of the ship automatically. 


  "If everyone complies with that request, and without serious increases on our military needs, we should be able to accommodate six thousand people in our current style. With the people we've sent on, and our new Apuk residents and shipmates we're probably sitting around two thousand, six hundred people as permanent population, not counting pure dependents. Which are few and far between for the Apuk."


  Jerry turns off the viewer and sits back again.


  "We should be able to accommodate, in great comfort, around 5000 adults without seriously compromising our ability to execute our actual mission. If we hit a population of four thousand adults I'll start looking at establishing a home port for the Tear. We have to do it eventually anyway. For most of our families once their children get older they'll need more stability than shipping aboard a warship can truly provide. Especially the larger families. So we'll send people ashore. Possibly on Zalwore, they're talking about building a full Undaunted city on Zalwore. So it's a safe enough spot for our dependents. It'll change how we do missions and deployments but that's the nature of the beast. Though people have been encouraging me to found my own colony and we probably have the seed population for that if we so desired. So that crazy idea might beat out Zalwore if we find a good candidate."


  Nyri'Jan nods eagerly. "Wow! That's really amazing. Would you really found your own colony?"


  "Well I'll have to stop wandering eventually. Gods only knows where my family will settle down, but even as much as I enjoy exploring the galaxy, the time will come to rest."


  "I'll be with you all every step of the way! Well. Until Michael gets reassigned."


  "I try not to pass my Marines and sailors off if I don't have to. Some I end up having to. For example, Staff Sergeant Mark Ayako ended up married to fifty Apuk women, including a battle princess who's on active duty in the Imperial military. I would like to keep Mark if I could, but he'll be a valuable addition to the Undaunted garrison on Serbow once the space port is done and the Huscarl gunships we're sending to act as our part of the anti smuggling and interdiction task force for Serbow arrive. One of many deals Cistern and the Empress cut, both to save our population some pain, but also to allow the Empress to control what assets left with us and vice versa. I ended up taking a few embassy Marines back and sending others ashore I hadn't planned on... but I got some absolutely stellar Apuk troops in return which balances the books somewhat."


  "I see! That makes a lot of sense!"


  "If I do end up conquering a planet or founding a colony, I'll be sure to give Battle Space and you exclusive rights to broadcasting any tournaments. In the meantime though, Nyri, I'd like you to do me a small favor. I'd like you to be my go to consultant for how the Apuk community is doing on the ship."


  Nyri smiles again, bright and sunny. "Of course! I'd be honored! I- Uh. Wouldn't one of your wives be better suited to that job?"


  Jerry shakes his head. "Masha's a rebel and Aqi's a princess twice over. In fact all but one of my senior Apuk officers are battle princesses. I'm worried they might miss the concerns and considerations that are important to the common Apuk aboard the ship, be she civilian worker, member of either the imperial or Undaunted military, or a pure dependent. You're just shy of tying with the Horchka as a species for a major cultural bloc on this ship, followed by the Seramali huntresses, and of course humans. Then we have a smattering of just about everything else... except maybe a Slohb or the hive based insectoid races... though if we could entice a Vulba hive aboard... Hmmm."


  Jerry writes a note to himself to see if he can bring a hive of the wasp like Vulba aboard ship. Hyper aggressive, completely vegetarian, the girls fed planets and giving them control of the Tear's hydroponics would be a massive win as far as ensuring everyone is fed and has the plant based luxuries they're used to in good quantity. Coffee and tea, just for an example.


  "Sorry, I had to write that one down."


  "Not a worry sir. I'd be glad to serve as the voice of the Apuk community aboard ship. All the better because I'm a reporter, it's literally my job to talk with people!"


  "That's why I thought of you for the job honestly. Now... let's run down to the danger room. The current crop of Marine recruits should be about half way through and doing some initial force on force training exercises. I want to see if exercises like the ones they're doing might be something we can all turn a profit on. We wouldn't do boot camp footage I think, but we can show force on force training with all kinds of conditions."


  "A brilliant idea Captain! Let's go!"
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  When Jerry returns to his office from planning on some new programming with Nyri'Jan to make some money for the Undaunted and continue to raise the Undaunted's galactic profile, he finds his outer office completely deserted. 


  Yeoman Chalis isn't at her desk, the lights have been lowered and literally no one is around... at least not obviously. He can however hear a familiar sound coming from his office. The sound of a violin being played with such skill that it could only be Diana Lawson. What's more, he recognizes the tune. An old Irish love song. One of the cheerier ones obviously. 


  Something was clearly up, and he felt he could take a wild guess that Diana was finally making her move. 


  He walks into his office to find Diana herself playing under a damn spotlight. Her little black dress down right sinful as it slithers across her body in the most delightful way. Just enough cleavage to tease, but not enough that she'd be called rude names by people. Her hair's down, but styled perfectly, making sure her graceful neck is on display and her face is clear of distracting red strands. 


  "Good evening, Operative Lawson."


  Diana stops playing for a second. "Just Diana please, I'm off duty."


  "Alright Diana."


  She resumes her song, keeping her eyes entirely on him. She didn't need to look at her instrument, she'd mastered it so completely she knew it as well as her own body.


  "To what do I owe the impromptu concert?" 


  "I'm doing something I should have done a long time ago Jerry." 


  Diana says, still playing her song. 


  "I would have moved sooner, but I figured what happened on Serbow would happen. I didn't want to get in the way, make things complicated or more difficult than they needed to. No, it was far too important to the Undaunted, our alliance with the Apuk… But just because I can make the hard call for humanity doesn't mean I'm about to let myself be left out in the cold either." 


  Jerry across the room, keeping himself oriented to Diana before eventually perching himself on his desk.


  "Care to elaborate?"


  The spy snorts as she finally takes her violin off her shoulder, casing the instrument, leaving it on one of his shelves. 


  "Elaborate, the man says. Jerry... I've been watching you. I know you pretty well now. I'd like to think we're good friends."


  "I'd certainly say I value our friendship Diana." 


  Lawson nods, rewarding Jerry with the kind of smile that could raise the temperature in a room a few degrees.


  "However... you're just a touch clueless about the impact you can have on people. On women. On me. Lots of women look at you. Desire you. Human and otherwise. Most are siphoned off. Most are scared or lack confidence. There's many, many reasons to find you desirable. For me though, there's one thing above all others. One little thing beyond that damned smile of yours, those lovely eyes, your admittedly delicious physique. The total package in my book to be sure. Still. For little old me specifically... You have no idea how hot it is watching you conquer all these peerless xenos women. How you nearly effortlessly built a family of story book heroines around yourself. You could conquer whole worlds with those twenty girls, and all you want to do is love them and make babies with them. Which is just... sensational in its own way really." 


  Diana saunters across the room, strutting her stuff like a runway model, making sure she's got Jerry's undivided attention with the sway of her hips, the bounce of her bust, the way her long legs disappeared into her mini skirt. She knew how to work a room. To own a room. That talent was now solely focused on one man alone and Jerry would be lying if he said it wasn’t working.


  "Honestly I learned something about myself watching your family grow. I've always been something of a voyeur, which comes with the territory of being a spy, but it was never really sexual. Till I accidentally stumbled on you doing your thing with Jaruna at the range. The doors were sealed of course, but I have a bad habit of poking my nose into things. Also good for a spy. Watching how that monster of a woman was absolute putty in your hands?"


  Diana giggles again, a blush warming her cheeks.


   "I'm not ashamed to admit I raced back to my quarters and jilled off like a teenage girl who'd just figured out how her bits work while staring longingly at a poster of her favorite boy band. I thought that was it. Just lust... but peeking once or twice more and I was very quickly going past just lust. You're quite the lover. Sexy of course, but the intimacy you create, even when having group sex with some of the wives? Shit, panty soaking every time. Even more than the actual shagging, which I still appreciate for the record." 


  "Leaving aside the fact that you've apparently been spying on me in intimate situations with my wives, what's your plan with all this Diana?" 


  "Do you really need me to tell you flat out? I think you can guess. I didn't come here in this sweet little dress, playing you love songs on my violin because I want to make some friendship bracelets with you Jerry. I want to marry you, if we have to cut to the chase. I've already talked to Syl and most of the other girls. I'm approved... I just have to get past you to be wife number twenty one." 


  Jerry crosses his arms, his smirk more intended as a dare than anything. Diana was playing him perfectly, she had him more or less on track... but he wanted to see exactly what she was going to do. 


  "Technically of course, I'm already wife number nineteen." 


  "How do you figure?"


  Diana flourishes her hand, producing a piece of paper as if from nowhere as she struts over and places it on his desk before strutting back across the room to regain her spotlight. 


  "You signed this marriage license for us three weeks before you married Bari."


  Jerry looks closer at the document, it was indeed a marriage license, and it was in fact signed, with the appropriate date and everything. 


  "...How'd you manage that?" 


  "It's a real signature. You just missed it in a stack of intelligence authorizations." 


  "I guess I should pay more attention to those." 


  "Probably, but I intentionally caught you at a busy time and rushed you through it. This was more to tease, it doesn't actually count. What I'm going to do however, is I'm going to give you something only human women can. I'm not weak to your pheromones... well you do have a nice scent after a workout, but I'm not nearly as easy... and I have plenty of axiom training. The boys might have worked out some axiom related techniques for pleasing women, but two can play at that game. I'm going to work your body till you pass out. Conquer the conqueror... or, like your other women I'll be tamed and fucked into my place so thoroughly that there just won't be a place in the world for me that doesn't involve being yours."


  Diana's eyes twinkle as she gives him a smile that suggests the slightly outrageous and incredibly lurid things she'd just said were partially her teasing. Partially her being just a touch silly. The challenge however was absolutely still there.


  Still, Jerry can't help but arch an eyebrow, that was a bit more... Galactic, of a message than he'd been expecting from Diana to say the least. 


  "So that's your plan? Win me over with sex?" 


  Diana tucks some of her long red hair behind her ear, sending the whole curtain of flaming hair shaking gently in the light as she gives him an impish smile.


  "The end of my plan really. I've slowly been seducing you for a while now. Come on, you had to have noticed we were spending more time together. It wasn't just a coincidence that we ended up working out at the same time or ended up getting coffee from that little alcove around the same time. Just conveniently having a nice long chat about whatever. Do you really think I have long discussions about philosophy or history with just... Anybody? I do like the subjects, but I'm rather picky about my conversation partners. You're my favorite in the whole wide galaxy Jerry, and that's not just me buttering you up, that's God's honest truth."


  Diana shifts her pose just a bit, doing a damned fine job of kicking Jessica Rabbit's ass and then some in the 'gorgeous redheads’ competition. 


  "I mean honestly, I just about came out and said it as part of the Awauynis brief! You're easily one of my closest friends and if we'd gotten to know each other like this back on Earth? No Dauntless? No future among the stars? You bet your ass I'd be racing Sharon to see who could get you to hang up your guns and become a family man first. That I've been lusting after you for months is just some seasoning for the dish of how deeply I desire you. So no, my beautiful man. I'm not going to win you over with sex. I do however fully intend to finish the job with some of the best sex you've ever had with a woman who's absolutely mad about you, and just to prove I'm serious, I picked out some battle panties I think you'll appreciate." 


  "Hmm. That's..." 


  Jerry thinks back to the long and engaging talks he'd had with Diana. She was certainly the woman he saw the most outside of his wives and he counted Diana as a close friend. While she had pulled some spook bullshit, that was just what spooks did. Like cats and knocking glasses off counters. Getting mad was just pointless. Plus she wouldn't have changed her personality or manipulated him in the direct sense. Play the odds? Sure. Seduce him? Absolutely. Be someone she isn't to seduce him? Outside of roleplay, something Jerry guessed Diana was into, no. She was all Diana Lawson... and Diana Lawson was pretty stellar in Jerry's book.


  "I think I need to call Syl if you're actually going to push for this." 


  Diana chuckles, a low, throaty sound that was extremely pleasing to the more base parts of Jerry's brain. 


  "Oh trust me I am. I've been considering it for awhile, and I'm a woman who gets what she wants. Like I told you so long ago, handsome, if I'm in the running to be a Mrs. Bridger, the odds of that happening are one hundred percent." 


  Jerry turns his back to his vivacious intelligence chief and walks across the room as he pulls his communicator out, dialing his first among equals. 


  Syl picks up immediately.


  "Darling! Is everything okay? It's not like you to call during work hours."


  "Hello love. No, nothing's wrong. I have a question though. Have you perhaps had any interesting conversations with Diana Lawson recently?" 


  Syl giggles on the other end of the line. "Has she finally sprung her trap then? Good, I'm glad you called. I just won a thousand credits off her. I knew you'd call me to verify no matter what. As for approval. Diana is a lovely woman, her skill set is… a bit extreme, but turned to civilian work in the future she'd be an absolute monster in the business world." 


  "So you're alright with this then?" 


  "As I said, she's quite talented. Which is a strong benefit to a small family like ours. If you're only going to have a few wives, those wives being gifted in their fields is a must! Lovely to look at too from my understanding of human aesthetic tastes... and the way she talks about you. Honestly she can get more delightfully descriptive than Aqi can sometimes!" 


  Jerry rubs the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger trying to chase off a mild headache at the shenanigans he'd clearly missed. 


  "Impressive indeed." 


  "Plus, as I told her... if there's any woman who can break the twenty wife limit, I figured it would be her or someone like her. I think Aqi would have managed if Diana had made her move earlier for example." 


  "...Damn." 


  Syl had him all boxed up. 


  "Alright. Next time though, just tell whoever's asking we're full. If someone wants to be an exception and can wait, well. Patience is a virtue." 


  "So you're saying yes?" 


  "Yes. Seems I've been outfoxed in more ways than one." 


  "And not even by one of your Volpir brides. Have fun. We'll see you both in the Den for dinner tonight." 


  Jerry looks up from his communicator as Syl hangs up. "Well there you have it Di- oh." 


  Diana had taken the time while he was on the comm to divest herself of clothing. Down to a set of what he'd heard called 'fuck me heels', a lacy set of thigh high stockings, a garter belt, a very racy thong and a bra that did more to frame and display her assets than anything else. With her nicely toned body, generous chest and best in class butt, she was quite the package that gave nothing except sheer volume to the women of the galaxy. 


  Diana poses a bit, looking for all the world like the centerfold in a turn of the century men's magazine as she arches her back. 


  "...Goddamn." 


  "I do like that surprised and confused look on a man. See something you like?" 


  "Yes. A lot, yes." 


  "Good. Come marry me the galactic way." 


  Diana grins impishly as Jerry starts across the room. 


  "Oh... and one last detail. I don't know for sure if you've got a breeding fetish, but considering the sheer number of children you've fathered..." 


  Diana slows her cadence down, her voice dropping an octave into a smoky, seductive tone. 


  "I'm not on any birth control. So please my big, strong, handsome, beast of a man... put a baby or two in me. I've been aching for it ever since I went off the pill.~ Plus, I do have one more little surprise for you, you see, I think we as your collective wives need to tame your libido, rein you in just a little... so I'm going to show you some of those axiom tricks I've mentioned. I’ve even been working on new ones I’m not going to share with anyone. Just you."


  The teasing tone in Diana's voice made it extremely clear that she wanted nothing of the sort in terms of 'reining him in'. 


  Jerry opens his mouth to respond, only to feel Diana's skin against his, her finger against his lips as she was pushing him back against his desk. 


  "Shh. No need for that now. Just... let it happen, darling. You've earned this. You deserve me, and I deserve you." 


  Diana's smooth skin and well shaped, athletic body with her exceptional curves and the tickling sensation of her skimpy lingerie quickly melts what little resistance Jerry had left, especially considering she was right against his bare skin. Somehow.  


  "O-one thing." 


  Jerry bites his lower lip, struggling to use the pain focus as he looks down and confirms he is in fact standing in the nude in his office. 


  "How the hell did you get me undressed without me noticing?"


  Diana slides a hand up his body, stroking him lovingly to bring her hand into his field of vision and wiggles her fingers. 


  "Magic of course. Let me show you another trick..." 


  They were, lamentably, very late for dinner. 
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It was perhaps one of the most complicated operations Jerry had ever been involved in. It was the nature of orbit to surface missions of course. It upped the complexity of literally anything and everything massively. Even when your landing was unopposed it was a task that would break lesser crews. 

Still, proud as he is of his team for pulling this all together, Jerry can't help but be awed by the sheer amount of work they'd need to do to pull this off without a hitch. 

Hundreds of man hours of work, enough credits to buy a small starship worth of supplies and provisions. Nezbet was nearly driven out of her mind trying to get the numerous people involved where they needed to be, when they needed to be there... while also not being allowed to overwork herself. Even with all hands on deck it was utterly overwhelming. The only thing that would see them safely through was true grit, and the Undaunted will to never say die. 

Over a dozen light hover vehicles. 

Hundreds of pounds of cargo.

Those days of supplies they'd purchased had been arranged in transport containers then moved aboard the transport, with the added complexity of some supplies needing to be carefully stored in refrigerated cases. 

Orders were placed for resupply drops to be made on the target location as the mission progressed over the next week.

Everything had to go as perfectly as possible, even though Jerry's planning team knew that no plan survives first contact with the enemy. Something would be missed or forgotten, and the more they prepared the better they could react to that inevitable eventuality.

It was only when the first craft detached from the Crimson Tear with its escort of Jaruna and Eymali’s personal gunships that Jerry finally breathed a sigh of relief. The mission was far from over, but they were on their way and that was the first major hurdle to get past. 

Such was going on a family vacation with over eighty infants in your family. 

Not that the living, breathing babies were the last of it. Not by a long shot. Accommodations had to be made for the eggs too. For most clans this was accomplished by rotating which family members were on vacation. Those mothers and wives would generally stick with their children, and keep an eye on any eggs the family might have incubating. This system worked well, especially for larger clans, but was less acceptable for Jerry. 

When he wanted family time, he meant the whole damn family. Thankfully, being in orbit around a civilized planet, they had options besides getting the incubators set up to be moved, or leaving one or two of the wives behind. Instead a minder was hired from the surface to keep an eye on things personally for the duration of the vacation. 

The vacation spot itself had been rather simplified by Jerry's change in status... in joining the clan with the Imperial household, they had access to all manner of things from imperial priority at resorts and the like, to private imperial villas, secluded far from prying eyes, deep within Serbow's less hostile forests and mountain ranges. 

It was the latter they'd decided to take advantage of, and the Olympia was now coming in for a graceful landing on an unobtrusive landing pad on the shore of a literal crystal lake. As in the bottom of the lake itself was composed entirely of crystal. It was admittedly an absolutely spectacular sight from the air. 

Jerry turns to Aqi, dressed down wildly by Apuk standards, she'd joined the latest family fashion choice by adopting the human style sundress, and to say she looked stellar in the gauzy, breezy garment was a massive understatement. She looked like the goddess of the goth girls had decided to try pastels and lighter colors out for a change of pace. 

A look Sharon had gleefully matched, all the while working to convince Aqi to let Sharon do her makeup goth style so she could play dress up with someone the Zombie way. 

"What in the world could form a lake bed made entirely of crystal?"  

Aqi shrugs. "There's some disagreement on that actually. There are several theories all advanced or preferred by several different people. A particularly high velocity meteor strike for example, but the official story of the Imperial household is that one of our ancestors defeated a particularly vicious enemy in this location, and marked the first time a member of our family wielded the white war flame. Over the centuries the crater became part of the natural terrain... along with a little help from family groundskeepers and horticultural specialists. Though I assure you, this lake is fully linked in with the nearby rivers and creeks as opposed to a standalone, stagnant reservoir of some kind."

Syl looks back from where she'd been peering out the window, taking in the sight herself. 

"That's admirable dedication to preserving the local ecosystem. Honestly were it not for the manor house itself it'd be hard to tell anything's been modified at all here. The entire estate seems to have soft flowing lines everywhere."

The princess chuckles, beaming with pride at this particular crown jewel.

"It's long been considered an important part of the various family, and now imperial, retreats. These are places to leave society behind and return to nature. Even if we give nature a slight push here and there, and even if we're still living in a rather luxurious dwelling, the landscape and everything around it must be well loved and allowed to be at peace, so that we might ourselves find inner peace and relaxation more easily. I'm not sure if there's anything to that specifically, but I do find the area... invigorating. This was always one of my favorite retreats to visit. It's even more special now that I get to bring my family here with me, as I once wished to as a girl."

Syl chuckles, her eyes narrowing even as her lips curl into a smug, foxy grin, clearly having found a good spot to tease her new sister to Jerry's eye. 

"Perhaps even more of your family than you expected. Good goddess, a clutch of eleven! Were you intentionally going for a high score, Aqi dear? Or were you truly just that... enthusiastic?" 

Aqi's eyes shoot wide open even as her hand drops to her still trim stomach. She wouldn't be close to showing for many months, but Jerry knew the Princess was extremely conscious of the little lives starting to develop in her. Another example of a war machine turned mother that never ceased to warm his chest... and probably the final proof positive that Jerry himself had one of the strangest and most specific fetishes in the known galaxy. Turning glorious, brutal warrior women into proud, loving mothers... who could still wreck an army on their own. 

The contrast between mother and warrior was undeniably alluring to say the least, but Jerry still wonders how he'd formed that particular interest sometimes. 

Aqi finally stammers out a response. "E-Eleven isn't that uncommon for Apuk... it... is a larger clutch I suppose, but really until you're gravid with twelve or more eggs, half again the average of eight, a clutch isn't really considered 'large' per se..." 

Syl leans in a bit, grinning ever brighter, her own chance to relax letting her normally highly controlled sense of humor out to play. "Oh give yourself some credit, darling, surely if four more than average is a great number of children, so is three. Who knows? You might be next to present Jerry a son." 

Aqi sits up straight all of the sudden and mouths; 'A son...' to herself for a second, as if considering the possibility for the first time before she remembers she actually needs to reply. 

"That... would please me greatly. Though we have so many sons in our family already! I had perhaps thought that Jerry had used that cream I heard the Undaunted developed to guarantee the birth of boys, but then it would be all sons and we have a great many daughters in the clan." 

Jerry nods. “Yep, all natural here. We're just insanely lucky is the only way I can slice it. We're nearing a hundred total children counting the 5 adoptions. We should by the raw numbers, have one son, however that's not actually how probability works. Each child's a 'chance' in the end, and for whatever reason we have been very, very blessed. I suspect we're just getting all our luck up front in the end, and we'll have nothing but daughters for the next century or two." Jerry stops for a second. "Not that that's a bad thing in the slightest for the record. Every child is precious to me."

Syl leans over and kisses Jerry's cheek. "We're well aware dearest, you dote on your children equally, and as often as you can find time when you're not doting on us or working. I couldn't dream of a more loving and attentive father for the children. I'm sure the other girls agree." 

Aqi nods eagerly. "Oh yes. Honestly it's your fatherly... instincts I suppose that made me so... what did Sharon call it...? Oh. Clucky. What made me so clucky. Many things made me decide I wanted to have children sooner than later, but watching you play with the children in the gardens during the meeting with my sisters? It put a fire in my belly that had nothing to do with warfire or strong spirits."

Diana picks that moment to drop into Jerry's lap, seemingly out of nowhere, wrapping her arms around his neck with a throaty chuckle. "Is this seat taken? Cindy seems to have seized mine to be closer to Firi." 

The vivacious spy receives a kiss on the tip of her nose from her new husband for her trouble, who shifts himself a bit to support her better. 

"No, there's space."

Aqi laughs. "That line was terrible, I wish I'd thought of it, but I suppose I did hog our husband for a week, and you are the newest wife Diana." 

"Thank you on both counts Aqi, though I was entirely in earnest, Cindy did steal my seat to cuddle up with Firi for a brief nap. Joan and the girls convinced her to get a little rest now so she could play more when we arrived, as well as be more able to help out with the infants, if just by being able to see to her own things. She's so capable and independent for a girl her age! It's amazing!" 

"That's fairly normal for Kohbs apparently." Jerry starts. "Nadi explained it in general to me right after we adopted Cindy. Something to do with how the predators on their homeworlds hunt them. If they actually manage to find a Kohb den, even the infants need to be mobile enough to run and hide in small spaces where the predators can't reach them. So Kohbs develop very quickly initially, then develop more slowly for the next ten to twenty years to hit full maturity. Infant Kohbs are considered downright ravenous by galactic standards in terms of food as a consequence. Adjusted for scale they eat more than a Cannidor for the first six months to a year to get that burst of initial development." 

Diana nods slowly, taking that in. "That explains quite a bit, though I also understand that Cindy's whip smart even by Kohb standards. Such a clever little girl. She's going to be an absolute nightmare in whatever field she chooses to pursue in her future." 

It's Jerry's turn to laugh. "Cindy actually mentioned what she wants to be when she grows up to me while we were packing her bag yesterday. Beyond wanting to actually develop a Takra style war form... somehow... and of course be a princess like any little girl; Cindy wants to be a geneticist and an intelligence operative. So I'd say it's a sure bet she's rather attached to her Mama Diana." 

Jerry plants another kiss on Diana's forehead as the spymistress blushes. 

"Really? That's adorable. I knew she liked me, but I didn't think I'd had that bit of an impact... I suppose that'll change what I was going to get her for her birthday. Maybe a suppressed .22 pistol instead..." 

"Diana." Syl says, a rather final tone in her voice.

"Fine, no firearms till she's older. A stiletto then? Classic femme fatale and spy tool." 

Syl's ear twitches, a sign of confusion. "...What's a stiletto?"

"A folding knife that flips out with the press of a button. As I just said, a classic tool of spies, gangsters and other people trying to be covert." 

"...Well that doesn't sound too bad I suppose. It's just a knife and we could put an axiom field on the blade to keep it from hurting her..." 

Jerry catches a small grin from Diana, and takes a wild guess that the stiletto had been her actual plan from the start, before the master spy offers; 

"It'd be a good place to start teaching her more direct personal weapons safety and pride in her possessions as well. We have it custom made by Wichen, with her own sigil just like we all have on our field pistols. A knife isn't difficult to maintain, but we could teach her to sharpen it, both the traditional way and with axiom, along with other maintenance tasks. Assembly, disassembly, troubleshooting. It has just enough parts to potentially be complicated without being too complicated to fix."

That gets a slow nod from Syl as the Volpir matriarch considers everything her newest sister had just said. 

"Hmm... I suppose that's a reasonable argument. I appreciate the way you presented it too by starting with a rimfire pistol and stepping back to make it seem more reasonable." 

"Busted me huh?"

"I'm very good at what I do, Diana dear, methods of persuasion like that one are extremely simple, but highly effective."

Jerry gives Diana another kiss on the forehead. "You did say you wanted to join the family partially because of just how damn good everyone in it is."

"Me and my big mouth." Diana giggles. "I actually also thought it would be a gift for the Cannidor sisters as well. Cindy spends a lot of time with Joan and the girls, and they spend a lot of time doing weapons maintenance. I know Cindy sometimes 'helps' and asks questions, and other times she just plays quietly and talks to them while they work. Having her own weapon to care for and maintain, under Joan and the girl's careful supervision would make all four of them happy. Cindy gets to be fully included instead of just helping, and the girls can handle teaching Cindy axiom based care for her tools after I show her how to care for a blade like we did back on Earth." 

A chime prevents anyone from responding as Masha's voice comes across the PA system. 

"Attention gentleman, ladies, assorted children, and our wonderful new staff, this is your wife, sister, mother or pilot respectively, speaking. We're about five minutes out. Prepare for arrival and ensure everything and everyone is fastened in and secured. Last one to the lake shore's a rotten egg!" 

Jerry chuckles and gives Diana a squeeze. "Sounds like we're gonna have a busy week of relaxing to get to." 

Diana leans up and steals a kiss. "I'll still want my own mini honeymoon for the record, but I'm sure I speak for everyone when I say I'm very much looking forward to a proper family vacation."
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The movement from the Olympia to the manor house was slightly less complicated than the movement from orbit, solely by the blessing of operating in one dimension. The thought that some of of his Marines and sailors do in fact have or will have children that can fly shortly after birth is something that makes Jerry pause for a moment and say a prayer of thanks that he hadn't ended up married to a Seramali woman as he pushes one of the large hover strollers across the well cared for grounds.

This batch of the Bridger children were very active, crawling and moving themselves to look around at their new environment, clearly eager to explore. A human trait they'd inherited? Or simply the nature of babies? Jerry wasn't sure, but he was mightily pleased by his daughters' antics regardless. They were painfully cute, and he was painfully aware that he was going to be wrapped around a lot of dainty little fingers as they started to grow up.

Moving into the manor house meant walking near literally into the arms of the waiting staff, a large number of Apuk women who were more than happy to coo and fuss over the Bridger brood and give their parents a chance to take a proper break. The place was well appointed for childcare to say the least, with an entire wing of the manor more or less dedicated to the amusement and care of young children. 

Imperial grade babysitting at its finest, and an interesting peek at how the upper crust of the galaxy handled mass vacation movements if they didn't follow the rotational pattern Jerry had been told about. Then again, for a one hundred woman strong marriage, travel as a group simply wasn't practical without a fairly large personal starship or some truly impressive wealth. Preferably both.

The dogs race off through the house at top speed immediately, the still growing Maximus gamely doing his best to keep up with the larger Mikasa and Fenrir, their nails clicking loudly on the stone tiles of the floor until a maid manages to get their attention and open a door, turning the playful puppies loose on an unsuspecting garden that was hemmed in by axiom barriers, keeping both pets and children safe as the case may be.

An excited Cindy is hot on their tails, having dropped her things in her room before hurrying off to explore, with Joan pacing her all the while as Boudica and Khutulun manage their own luggage for the week.

There was near constant motion every which way Jerry looked as he delivered his portion of the Bridger children into the waiting arms of their nannies in an absolutely massive nursery that had to be seen to be believed. 

Then again, with Apuk women laying clutches of eight eggs on average, doing things large, in addition to fireproofing everything and anything that could be fireproofed, just made sense, and doing otherwise was silly.

Not that the adult Bridgers escaped the efforts of the house's staff. Pregnant women quickly found themselves arranged in comfortable chairs, relieved of their light loads as the maids outright refused to let them do much of anything themselves. They were here to rest and relax for one, and they were pregnant for two. 

Professional pride wouldn't let any of the household staff settle for any of the Bridger wives to do just about anything themselves for that matter. Much to Jaruna's frustration as she did her best to appear grumpy as she relaxes into a large chair that apparently had an automated massage function.

Snacks were provided. Drinks fetched. Whatever it took to ensure the twenty two adults of the Bridger household had literally nothing to do but enjoy their time.

Which is how Jerry found himself on an observation deck, listening to barks and Cindy's laughter from below as she busily played with the dogs. A good chunk of the rest of the family was down exploring the lake, led by Masha who, per her own charge, had been first to the shore line, making it there in a bound or two from the landing pad before sheepishly returning back to the house to change into her swimsuit.

Swimsuits did seem to be the uniform of the day, something that was delightfully distracting to Jerry as he sunned himself next to Syl on a large couch. 

Diana was to his left, lightly dozing in a very distracting red bikini that was modest enough that she wouldn't get undue attention in public, but bold enough to ensure Diana could draw her new husband’s eyes whenever she pleased with the right shift of her hips or chest. 

It was an interesting contrast from Syl, who had selected an elegant black and white one piece with gold accents that highlighted just how her body had slimmed down after giving birth.

It was of those galactic oddities that Jerry still didn't quite understand. Did the difference between titanic curves and slightly more svelte titanic curves really make that much of a difference in terms of presenting oneself to attract a mate, and being better able to perform the tasks of motherhood once a mate was secured? It was certainly different from how things worked back home, that much was for damn sure, but again, even if Syl had gotten visibly more slender… if she still had curves that would make a plastic surgeon cry… was there really a difference in the practical sense?.

A few familiar giggles through a nearby open window suggested that Sharon had indeed convinced Aqi to play dress up a bit with her and distracts Jerry from his deep philosophical thoughts. He knew Sharon had ordered more than a few Apuk gowns. 

Sharon had always been more of a goth punk than a Victorian goth, but she wasn't going to miss the chance to wear some truly wild galactic clothing that didn't make her feel nearly as self conscious as the more skimpy or form fitting numbers that dominated galactic fashion.

Jerry blindly fishes for his phone and shoots Sharon a quick text and is rewarded with a call of "Good idea babe!" from the same window he'd heard the giggling from.

Syl looks over and snuggles up a bit, kissing Jerry's cheek.

"What did you suggest Sharon do?"

"She and Aqi are playing around with Apuk style gowns. I suggested that she go fetch Cindy and some of her gowns from her luggage and give her something a bit more sedate to have fun with, give Joan and the girls a chance to kick their feet up instead of playing with their little sister."

"Always thinking aren't you?"

"It's what they pay me for these days."

Diana murmurs something in her sleep, interrupting the conversation before blindly reaching out and groping Jerry's butt as best she can before dropping back down with a light snore.

Syl stifles a giggle. "What in the world did she say?"

"I think she said they should pay me for having a great ass."

The first couple of the Bridger family both get a chuckle out of that, leaving them smiling as a maid arrives and passes them both a flute of sparkling wine from off world. The wine bottle itself was left in a chilled vessel that hovered nearby, and likely would return to the kitchens on its own once the bottle it was cooling was empty.

"Funny." Jerry notes, taking his flute and inspecting the bubbling white liquid. "I don't recall ordering some bubbly."

"I did." Syl sits up a bit, moving herself a bit closer to her husband. "It's a type I rather like and since I can safely drink again I thought a drink with my beloved husband sounded like a wonderful way to spend part of our day."

"Mhmm. Good idea, gorgeous. Need to enjoy the quiet time while we can get it."

"Goodness knows we'll be in some sort of trouble again soon enough. Any word about where Cistern is sending us next? I know the Bruel colony isn't anywhere near the point of needing our support services yet."

"Won't be for quite some time. The second Dauntless class ship hasn't even finished construction yet. The last Lance flight back to Earth didn't depart too long ago. They left with a stupid amount of resources and indeed parts for Dauntless class vessels under tow. They've got quite the trip left to them. Gods only know when ships will return. Especially with the first civilian colonists. As for where Admiral Cistern is sending us next... I don't know. I imagine we'll know soon enough, but I'm to report in once I complete my vacation to discuss orders. The Admiral won't speak with me outside of emergencies till then."

"It's nice to have such a supportive boss."

"I suspect it's also threats from Doctor McCoy about what she'll do if she feels the need to intervene because I'm overworked. She might be showing a slightly more pleasant side to her personality these days, but she's still Bones."

"To think she was wed to such a nice young man like Ian Kearny, Ian McCoy now I suppose, this whole time."

"Not that age really matters in the galaxy, I'm nearly ninety years your junior."

"Hmm. That's a fair point, but Ian is younger in a very different way then you are to me. We're of similar levels of maturity, and while Ian has always struck me as mature for his age, he's still much younger than Doctor McCoy in that sense."

Jerry considers that for a second and nods. "I think it's that difference of perspective that makes them work. Bones, for all her skill as a surgeon and doctor, her experience as a corpsman, she lost something at some point. Lost track of the little joys at life that aren't work related. Lost perspective to a degree perhaps. I suspect Ian reminds her of just how important actually living your life is, not just existing. Gives her a fresh lens to view the world from, and now, the entire galaxy."

"Thankfully you never seemed to have a problem understanding that life is for living, not just existing.”

"Well. I did. At one point. I mean. I was unmarried in my fifties… most of my parent’s generation were close to being grandfathers then. There's all the excuses in the world as to why I was like that, why I made the choices I did. I think though, that doesn't matter anymore as I see it... because no matter what came before, I'm finally home. Finally where I belong, after many long years of wandering alone."

Syl kisses Jerry's cheek, and raises her glass to his. The crystal chiming as their rims gently tap each other.

"And though we might wander, you'll never wander alone again. We'll see to that."

"To our next adventure, darling."

"To our next adventure, heart of my heart."
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Afterword

Hello again. I'm glad we have the chance to keep meeting like this. 




First off, I'd like to thank everyone who made a donation to various bird related charities or just left messages of support and well wishes after my grandfather Carl passed away earlier this year. I really do have the best readers in the known galaxy. 




I'd also like to thank the usual suspects on patreon for their support and council. If you want to get a chance to have an input on the series, or just get a discount on signed copies of the paperback books, feel free to join us! 




Book five, presently titled 'In Harm's Way' is presently slated to release in December. Nothing says 'Christmas' like space opera harem romances right? I'm also about ten to twenty chapters from completing book six, Cannidor Crimson, in rough draft format, and have completed story treatment and outlining for book seven, presently titled 'Last Contact'. So, more to come! 
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Archive Link

Would you like to know more? 




Do you want to read through the galactic species index and find out more about the people that populate the wider galaxy? 

Do you have questions about technology in the setting? 

Do you maybe want links to the story that started it all? 

Do you just plain want more?




Consider checking out Kerserv's Archive. Just a GDOC for now, but lovingly maintained for over two years as of this time of writing and chock full of details for you to muse over while you wait for book five to release. 


Undaunted Star Fleet and Undaunted Marine Corps Rank Chart:


Enlisted - The bone and muscle of a military force. The hands and fingers that God trains to fight in Psalms 144:1, You don't have a military without enlisted men and women to make things happen. Try it yourself. Issue a command to your room. Anything. Just say it! Nothing happened did it? Unless you have very well behaved kids, you probably feel fairly silly now. That's what people who discount enlisted Marines and sailors should feel like too.

Junior Enlisted (Blue jackets or Sailors / Marines) - Someone's got to be at the bottom, but you don't have a military without junior enlisted personnel. A bit different out of Cruel Space since everyone lives a hell of a lot longer, but even with organizational times stretched, and people's 'peak' health extended to theoretical infinity, you will always need fresh recruits coming into the organization.

Seaman - Private

Able Seaman - Private First Class (PFC)

Leading Seaman - Lance Corporal (LCPL)

Non Commissioned Officers - Deck plate leadership by naval terms, the guys and girls who are still down with their troops and sailors, ensuring orders get carried out and instructing junior enlisted in the skills of their new trades.

Petty Officer Third Class - Corporal

Petty Officer Second Class - Sergeant

Staff Non-Commissioned Officers - The top of the enlisted heap. The rank 'Chief Petty Officer' and 'Gunnery Sergeant' in particular carry a degree of mysticism and respect that few other positions in all the world can carry... and if you come into one of these august offices, congratulations, but you're only going to hear your actual name from your spouse from hear on out. You're 'Chief' or 'Gunny' till you die or get promoted. Marines split into Technical Track / Command Track later on.

Petty Officer First Class - Staff Sergeant

Chief Petty Officer - Gunnery Sergeant

Senior Chief Petty Officer - Master Sergeant / First Sergeant

Master Chief Petty Officer - Master Gunnery Sergeant - Sergeant Major

Warrant Officers - Technical Specialists, between 'true' officer ranks and NCOs. Notable for being utterly impossible to find. The brain trust of a modern professional military. Some specialties have unique titles, for example warrant officers in the infantry weapons officer specialty on the Marine side of the house are addressed as 'Marine Gunners'. So instead of Chief Warrant Officer Smith, they would be referred to as 'Gunner Smith'. If you meet an IRL one in a social setting, buy them a beer and buckle up for some damn good sea stories.

Warrant Officer 1

Chief Warrant Officer 2

Chief Warrant Officer 3

Chief Warrant Officer 4

Chief Warrant Officer 5

Officers - Just like someone's gotta be at the bottom of the heap, someone's gotta try to run this lash up. Officers are theoretically more educated than their enlisted personnel, and have been trained to lead men and women into, if not quite combat, complex tasks to enable combat.

Junior Officers / Company Grade Officers - I do say try, but in the end, just like junior enlisted, junior officers (JOs for the squids) are still learning too. Learning to lead in particular isn't something you can learn in a class room. You gotta get out there and do it to really understand that ROTC course material.

Ensign/Flight Officer - 2nd Lieutenant

Lieutenant Junior Grade - 1st Lieutenant

Lieutenant - Captain

Mid Grade / Field Grade Officers - When you're ready to go from leading small groups of troops and can start leading large operations instead. You can easily end up in command of a battalion of troops (up to eight hundred people in the modern U.S. military) or a full size warship while in these ranks.

Lieutenant Commander - Major

Commander - Lieutenant Colonel

Captain - Colonel (Confuse Marine Captains and Naval Captains IRL at your own peril. These ranks are unique in the Undaunted military because they are elected positions. It's a bit different when you own a ship of your own and are running it, but in theory on USFS vessels commissioned the more normal way, the captain can be voted out of office. Captains and above also exercise political power in a way no naval officer or Marine on Earth ever has, standing as the leaders of their polities politically as well as militarily, and voting on the Captain's Board, which also has the power to vote on people advanced by the Admiralty Board for promotion to the rank of Admiral. The major difference between an Admiral and a Captain is scale of operation. One ship's a captain, a fleet's an admiral. One space station is a captain, one planet's an admiral. At least so far.

Flag Officers - Speaking of admirals, the big cheese. Someone's gotta actually run the show around here! As mentioned these are elected positions, and have a civilian equivalent under titles like 'Director' for large scale civilian operations that aren't and don't want to be military.

Admiral - General, there's only one grade of Admiral or General, and both wear two stars, putting on a third star, then fourth star after enough time in grade.

Grand Admiral of the Undaunted - There's only one, and it's still technically an elected position, though I doubt Admiral Cistern will be leaving his position any time soon. Five stars. There's no higher option, no ground equivalent. You're either the big boss or you're not.


Ship Classifications Out of Cruel Space 

Corvette - The smallest commissioned 'proper' warship size in any given galactic navy. They are distinguished by being rather lean on amenities in their stock configuration. They're not generally meant for long term deep space voyages, and they are usually specialized to a given task. Such as a customs corvette, recon corvette,  electronic warfare corvette, or the most common 'do it all' 'vette, the corvette interceptor, which is highly prized for it's speed and maneuverability. 

Frigate - Frigates are larger than corvettes, but still something you can use as a 'utility' craft in a sense. Sending a larger vessel out for general purpose work or patrols is expensive as hell to the point of being stupid. Larger and more capable than a corvette, the frigate has enough firepower, shields and armor to be able to hang with the battle line, or fight off several smaller ships. In large fleet engagements, frigates tend to be placed as 'leaders' for squadrons of corvettes, or escorts for capital ships to provide extra defense against star fighters and enemy corvettes.

Destroyer - Named for their specialized role as much as anything. Destroyers are lean spacecraft, with very little on their hulls not given over to massive capacitors, heavy armor, powerful shields and enough weapons to make sure their skipper's bad day is everyone else's problem. In lawful service, destroyers tend to stay tied up at fleet anchorages with crews on different stages of alert stand by. Even small navies have at least one destroyer that can be underway in an hour or less to race out to a trouble spot, using their large and powerful engines to get where they need to be as quickly as possible. As such, many destroyers are lacking in creature comforts.

They are warships in the most singular and solitary sense of purpose. Pirates who capture destroyers modify them extensively to be suited for long term deep space travel, which reduces combat effectiveness slightly, but from the pirate perspective, it's their home, and very little in the galaxy can threaten even a diminished destroyer. 

Destroyer skippers are infamous for being a bit single minded at times. You know how it is, when all you have a is a massive battery of capital scale laser and plasma weapons, every problem starts to look like a juicy target. While humans call them destroyers, they are simply called 'warships' or 'attack ships' in many alien languages.

Cruiser (Star Cruiser, Light/Heavy/Battle) - Star Cruisers are the next largest classification of ship and frequently serve as capital ships for many stellar navies. Few powers actively want to spend the money to buy a battleship to start with, and even fewer of those are keen on keeping a full size battle wagon out of mothballs when they're not actively at war. These ships are born for deep space operations and can go out on long voyages. Light and heavy cruisers are a matter of size, where 'battle' is a specialization.

Light and heavy cruisers are the work horses of major stellar navies. While the destroyers are kept nice and snug in their stables, ready to sally forth and kick someone's head in when called, the most visible form of naval power that most citizens of a stellar nation will see is a cruiser orbiting their world on one mission or another. A long favored use of cruisers is exploration of frontier and wild space, a trope that is so obsequious it even appears in Human media despite them having been cut off from the galaxy pretty much since they evolved.

A battle cruiser by most stellar powers standard should be able to defeat a minimum of three destroyers or equivalent tonnage without support, and without taking extensive damage. While light and heavy cruisers can generally hold their own in almost any situation, battle cruisers will almost always sortie with an escort, as their firepower can have trouble dealing with smaller targets like fighters.

Light Carrier - Sometimes called 'Ersatz' carriers or 'Haulers' by naval officers deriding their brethren, the Light Carrier is always a yard modified standard craft of some design. Usually some flavor of cargo ship. Mounting a variety of weapons, mostly for self defense, and embarking anywhere from four to ten squadrons of fighters and gunships. Even light carriers rarely go anywhere without an escort of at least a frigate or a handful of corvettes, but these tend to be the closest thing to a true capital ship you can find in most peace time navies, where they're prized for their patrol and interdiction capabilities. A light carrier battle group moving into a system is generally referred to as a form of apocalypse by all but the most heavily armed pirates.

Carrier - Full carriers or fleet carriers are purpose built warships that mount a lot of guns, plenty of armor and carry just about as many fighters, gunships and other more specialized combat aerospace craft as can be crammed into their hulls. Super Carriers are proper cities in space, more like a mobile star base than anything else, carrying multiple fighter wings.

Orbital Assault Ship/Battle Barge - A close cousin of the carrier, these vessels vary widely in size and design from modified cargo ships to purpose built capital ship scale assault ships that have advanced command and control suites and specialized support systems so your troops can break atmo and make sure your enemy regrets ceding orbital control to you. Larger OAS will generally carry smaller orbital assault craft to extend their range by and capability by providing the ability to travel in relative comfort and ease for the embarked troops, as well as organizing or tailoring strike packages to specific missions. Many of these larger vessels carry embark aerospace fighters for their own defense and aerospace support for their troops in addition to the OAS itself providing orbital naval gunfire support. 

Larger OAS tend to be armed in the same weight class as a cruiser, but with their C3 capabilities are most certainly capital ships. OAS tend to move with at least a light escort during peace time patrols, and will form large battle groups during war time.

Battle Barges are a distinct class of OAS endemic to the Cannidor and some of their allies that have firepower and armor that's closer to a battleship, but usually in a configuration more akin to a bombardment ship. Battle Barges in most configurations are notably slow and tend to maneuver poorly, but once they're in position, watch out below!

Bombardment Ship - Rare in the galaxy, bombardment ships are controlled by interstellar law as they are very explicitly intended as weapons of mass destruction. A squadron of bombardment ships can and will lay waste to the surface of an entire planet. Battle barges escape legal scrutiny under the appropriate statutes by their primary function being delivering and supporting troops and no one wanting to argue with Cannidor. Some Humans occasionally label these ships as 'monitors' but the majority of personnel who discuss such things consider that a reach. The last mass produced class of bombardment ship belonged to a death cult operating out of the down spin and rimward quadrant of galactic space. The dramatically named 'Reaper class' bombardment ships more than lived up their name, but folded in the face of even mild surface or orbital defenses.




Battleship - No mystery here, a battle wagon is a battle wagon is a battle wagon. The sole purpose of this class is to haul more guns, more armor, bigger power plants, stronger shield generators and more of  any other equipment you can think of devoted to the art of naval warfare than literally anything else in the sky. Many battleships contain a 'siege weapon', an ultra heavy plasma or laser cannon that requires the ship to lock down it's propulsion systems and devote almost all available power to fire. Battleship siege weapons have destroyed heavily armored star bases or large capital ships in a blink, but they do leave the battleship in question vulnerable in the immediate aftermath, necessitating extensive fleet support. The Apuk term for a 'battleship' in their language, Cindertongue, translates roughly to 'Sovereign of the Stars' or 'Conqueror of the Stars'. Most languages of uplifted species get similarly poetic. Meanwhile in one of the Cannidor dialects the term translates approximately as 'The Big One'.
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OP 1 - No Surrender by Beast in Black 

OP 2 - Fearless by Amaranthe 

OP 3 - Master of the Pendulum by Avantasia 

OP 4 - Heeding the Call by Hammerfall

The Dauntless 1 - Leave Everything Behind by Amaranthe

The Dauntless 2 - The Quest and the Curse by Delain

The Undaunted 1 - 1,000,000 Light Years by Amaranthe 

The Undaunted 2 - Kill The Pain Away by Avantasia 

The Undaunted 3 - The Gauntlet by Dropkick Murphys

Jerry 1 - Indestructable by Disturbed 

Jerry 2 - Heart of Steel by Beast In Black 

Jerry 3 - Sacred & Wild by Powerwolf 

Syl 1 - Somewhere by Within Temptation 

Syl 2 - Moonglow by Avantasia 

Nadi 1 - Tell Me Where It Hurts - Halestorm

Nadi 2 - Bad Case of Loving You - Robert Palmer

Eymali 1 - Lady of the Dark by Sabaton 

Eymali 2 - Queen of Shadow by Delain

Jaruna 1 - Raining Blood by Slayer 

Jaruna 2 - Blood of a Lion by Beast in Black 

Wichen - Blade Runner by Beast in Black 

Evelyn - I'll Reach You by Delain

Firi 1 - Something To Be Proud Of by Montgomery Gentry

Firi 2 - Amaranthine (Acoustic Version) by Amaranthe 

Matyia (Yuuko) - One Night In Tokyo by Beast In Black 

Mishka - Let It Be by The Beetles 

Sharon (Zombie) 1 - Automatic by Amaranthe  

Sharon (Zombie) 2 - House of Fire by Alice Cooper 

Cascka 1 - The Truth Beneath The Rose by Within Temptation

Cascka 2 - Moth To A Flame by Delain

Masha 1 - Mighty Wings by Cheap Trick

Masha 2 - From Hell With Love by Beast in Black

Nezbet - Master The Hurricane by Visions of Atlantis  

Bari 1 - Iron by Within Temptation 

Bari 2 - Every Little Thing She Does Is Magic by The Police

Aquilar'Victae 1 - Hearts on Fire by Hammerfall

Aquilar'Victae 2 - Holding Out For A Hero by Bonnie Tyler

Diana - Dirty Work by Halestorm

Inara - A Prayer For Me In Silence by Flogging Molly

Cindy - Flight of the Sapphire Dragon by Twilight Force 

Joan - The Last Stand by Sabaton 

Khutulun - Legend on Horseback by Tenegger Cavalry 

Boudicca - The Nexus by Amaranthe 

Bridger Family 1 - Love Like Crazy by Lee Brice

Bridger Family 2 - Amaranthine by Amaranthe 

Cascade (Cassie) 1 - Melancholy Angel by Visions of Atlantis 

Cassie 2 - Like An Angel Passing Through by Celtic Woman

Nara 1 - Broken Survivors by Beast in Black 

Nara 2 - Control the Storm by Delain 

Elyria - Take My Breath Away by Berlin

Matroika - Gun Powder and Lead by Miranda Lambert

Miu'Kin - Stand My Ground by Within Temptation 

Sir David 1 - Blind and Frozen by Beast in Black 

Sir David 2 - A Life on the Ocean Waves (Quick March of the Royal Marines)

Sir David 3 - Oceandeep by Beast in Black 

Ariane - Hideaway Paradise by Delain

Miri'Tok - The Warrior by Disturbed 

Dar'Vok - Hel by Brothers of Metal

Neysihen - Shot in the Dark by Within Temptation

Purisha - Crimson Bow And Arrow by Jonathan Young 

The Crimson Tear 1 - Freyja by Brothers of Metal

The Crimson Tear 2 - Sainted by the Storm by Powerwolf

The Crimson Tear 3 - Call of the Wild by Powerwolf 

Marine Battalion Crimson Tear 1 - Devil Dogs by Sabaton

Marine Battalion Crimson Tear 2 - Wolfborn by Powerwolf 

Marine Battalion Crimson Tear 3 - As One by Dropkick Murphys 

Marine Battalion Crimson Tear 4 - Howlin' With The Pack by Hammerfall

Aviation Combat Element (ACE) 1 - Faster than the Flame by Powerwolf 

ACE 2 - Top Gun Anthem 

ACE 3 - Daredevil from the Ace Combat 7 soundtrack 

ACE 4 - Sky Is Mine by Amorphis

ACE 5 - Skyforger by Amorphis

Paladin Company 1 - Brothers Unite by Brothers of Metal 

Paladin Company 2 - Blood for Blood (Faoladh) by Powerwolf 

Paladin Company 3 - Sermon of Swords by Powerwolf 

Combat Track 1 - Incense and Iron by Powerwolf 

Combat Track 2 - Last Dying Breath by Sabaton 

Combat Track 3 - To the Last Drop of Blood by Beast in Black 

Combat Track 4 - Sanctified by Dynamite (remastered ver) by Powerwolf

ED 1 - Sacred & Wild by Epica (Powerwolf Cover) 

ED 2 - Moon Light Wave by Blood Stain Child 

ED 3 - Where The Wild Wolves Have Gone by Powerwolf 

ED 4 - The Edge by Avantasia

Bonus 1 - Faith of the Heart by Russell Watson (Cover)  

Bonus 2 - Princes of the Universe by Queen

Bonus 3 - The Gang's All Here by Dropkick Murphys 

Bonus 4 - Tír na nÓg by Celtic Woman 

Bonus 5 - Yggdrasil by Brothers of Metal 

Bonus 6 - Weaver of Fate by Brothers of Metal 
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