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“This is going to be a fighting ship. I intend to go in harm’s way, and anyone who doesn’t want to go along had better get off right now.”

Commander Ernest E. Evans, on taking command of USS Johnston, 27 October, 1943
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Captain's Log

The Crimson Tear is a month out from our last major port call of Serbow and we find ourselves in the interesting position of having a destination... but being told to take our time getting there. Canis Prime is the homeworld of the Cannidor, and the seat of the grand council of Khans. Admiral Cistern and the diplomatic corps want us to visit in the immediate future. Our success with the Yauya and Apuk are making us a favorite for the diplomats, especially in what could be considered slightly more... dicey situations with warrior races like the Apuk. Many of our diplomats are actual diplomats after all, and while they can defend themselves, a flying fish still isn't a bird. However while Canis Prime is our destination, we have been told to... take our time. Drag our metaphorical feet even.

Apparently the situation on Canis Prime is evolving in delicate ways, and our arrival too early or too late could both be problematic for the first contact team in ways that only a reinforced battalion of Marines can be... all the more so now that we've been reinforced once again by our contingent of Apuk marines and soldiers, which can make us... interesting politically speaking. I pointed out in a discussion with one of the senior diplomats that we actually have Cannidor troops aboard, and not just my wife Jaruna or my daughters, but a chapter of Crimsonhewers, and the man swore under his breath, pulled a bottle of scotch out of his desk and cut the transmission. 

So we've been following a policy I've heard some of the junior enlisted refer to as 'Float Around and Find Out'. There's a great deal of space between Apuk imperial territory and Cannidor space... something the galaxy should almost certainly be thankful for come to think of it. A lot of that space is listed as 'frontier' space, and plenty of it's considered wild space, too far away from the major axiom lanes and the core worlds to get terribly much attention from any one of particular importance. Which means there's lots of opportunities for the Undaunted to explore out here. 

So many little nooks and crannies for us to peek into. The opportunity to make first contact even if we get very lucky! Some people find that latter bit unlikely, that humanity may well be one of the last species to 'arrive' on the galactic scene without being directly under observation, or indeed being shepherded along by a Grand Matriarch or Patriarch, individuals who take it upon themselves to give a species that is close to making the 'leap' to true sapience and becoming proper 'people' a gentle nudge in the right direction. 

One can dream however, and humans have always been dreamers. 

In the meantime there's more than enough general scientific research to keep us as busy as we can be. We've cataloged and done detailed scans of numerous nebulas, pulsars, and other phenomena, getting us a decent bit of funding from the Galactic Federation for doing our part to enhance the stellar cartography of the region. We've also made good use of the former resource scout and prospector who joined us from the Alaqin mining colony, a woman by the name of Nkla Osier. Now a commissioned Lieutenant with the intelligence section, and our lead scout and pathfinder for the ship. 

Nkla has been training members of our special operations squadron in her trade, and we've been laying claim to a variety of valuable resources where exploitation is considered practical, or charting them and selling them off to companies with interest in the region. I've been giving the crew who charts a resource a percentage of the fee as a finder's fee, and unsurprisingly this has encouraged much of our Aviation Combat Element to double as very enthusiastic scouts. 

I certainly can't say no to the additional revenue stream in the end. The ship and crew are both hungry beasts and even sharing the revenue with the Undaunted as part of our annual taxes as what amounts to both a unit and an independent polity it's certainly another layer in the ship's nest egg. I've even taken to setting aside part of it to 'share the spoils', on the advice of Captain Incerra Palashen of the Audacious, our escort corvette. I know the bonus payout has absolutely kept morale high, including among the civilian staff. I've even made a point of paying a 'share' to the children aboard ship, something of a hedge towards their future education for their parents, but they too are sharing in the difficulties and dangers of deep space, even if all but a few are too small to know it. 

It makes me wonder about what my own children will think when we tell them the stories about this period of their lives. If they'll be disappointed they missed out on the adventure perhaps, or if they'll realize they were quite literally born to be explorers, and have lived that lifestyle from the day of their births. After all, it's unlikely we'll have ceased our efforts as they grow, or that we'll retire from wandering any time soon. Likely we'll settle around when our eldest children are ready to take over the ship in pure civilian operation, or perhaps one of my children will inherit the title and charter to be Captain of the Tear as part of the Undaunted as well. Slightly against the spirit of the Undaunted's democratic values perhaps, but something complicated by personal ownership of  large starships. I suspect it will eventually result in a dual captaincy. The military captain will command the ship in action, and the master will hold over all command and represent our family's interests.

That is many years down the line though. I intend to be master and commander of the Crimson Tear for quite some time before that happens. Even if I will likely no longer be a captain before too long. My status as an admiral is still going through the confirmation process, but it’s entirely possible that I could receive my star any day now. 

I'm still not entirely sure I'm ready for flag rank. It’s not something I ever aspired to. I became an officer because I saw the opportunity to take better care of my Marines than I could as a Staff Sergeant. A good general or admiral has to, should do, more than that though. So I question if I can be to my people what Cistern is to all of us. Then again, if I told any of my wives about this quiet insecurity, I’m certain I would get an earful from all of them in turn about why I am absolutely the man who should take this job. I suppose that in one sense, as I have never sought power for myself, but instead taken on greater responsibilities… I am perhaps the man for the job. 

We shall see. 

What I am sure of, is that if I am offered that opportunity I will do my best to rise to the challenge. As all Undaunted should. Rising to the challenge is of course the other thing we've been taking advantage of all this extra time in the black to handle. Completing our various training cycles. Challenging ourselves and our new recruits to really take up the colors. I-

A gentle cough has Jerry look up from where he'd been focusing on writing in his captain’s chair on the Tear's bridge. There was time to kill while the eggheads did their work, but the now familiar face of the recently promoted Lieutenant Junior Grade Manila Pawthorne is waiting for him, the feline alien glancing nervously over his shoulder. 

"Sorry to interrupt you sir."

"Not at all Manila, I was a bit too lost in thought. What's the matter?"

"Oh uh. Commander Lawson. Err. Bridger. Commander Bridger. Err." 

Manila panics for a second as she tries to figure out how to refer to Diana properly now that she was Missus Bridger number twenty one. It wasn't exactly news anymore, but some people were slower to process that sort of information than others, and Manila had been rather busy getting all of her watch standing quals recently. 

Plus there was that nasty little flinch of hers… she was used to being beaten fairly severely when she messed something up. Scars from her time under a brutal pirate captain that a healing coma couldn’t erase. Jerry waits patiently until the Feli woman composes herself and gets a hold of what she actually wants to say.

"Commander Diana Bridger is here to see you. Sir." 

Diana leans over Jerry's shoulder and plants a kiss on his cheek as he rises from his chair and turns to face his newest wife. She's in her usual duty uniform, the very functional clothing doing little to disguise her intense beauty, with her rich red hair bound up tightly to the nape of her neck. It wasn’t unusual for his senior intelligence officer to come find him during the work day, but the look on her face suggests personal, not professional business was the order of the day. 

"Thank you Manila, you have the conn while I speak with the commander, in my ready room?" 

Jerry asks as much as says, and gets a sharp nod from Diana in agreement. So sensitive, but not sensitive enough to need to head down to somewhere secure... that reinforced that this was probably a personal matter over a professional one, and Jerry leads the way into his ready room. 

The door seals behind Diana and Jerry turns to face his spymistress turned spouse. 

"Is something wrong Diana?"

"Not wrong exactly. Right. Very right even."

Diana pulls a scanner from one of her pockets and passes it to Jerry who quickly reads the little device's screen. It was a medical scanner and it showed that Diana was...

"You're pregnant!" 

Diana nods, unable to keep a smug smile off her face. 

"Keep reading."

"With... Thor's bead! Quadruplets?"

She immediately smacks his shoulder, hard enough he'd notice, but gentle enough to still be playful. 

"This is all your fault, you big, beautiful, bastard of a man." 

Jerry sets the scanner down on his desk before taking Diana into his arms, hoisting her up and kissing her deep as her arms wrap around his neck. 

"My fault, is it? I seem to recall someone practically pleading with me to 'put a baby or two in her'. I can't help it if I was inspired by such a gorgeous woman just begging for our first children together... and that that woman's apparently almost as fertile as Firi."

Diana chuckles and plants another kiss on Jerry's lips. "Not quite that fertile thankfully, I'm not sure I could survive popping out eight in one go. I'm in shock enough as it is! Goddess only knows what got into me... besides you anyway, to knock four loose at once."

"Not particularly common in your family?"

"One of my aunts had a pair of twins, but single births were the standard in the Lawson clan. Until now apparently. I suppose a healing coma putting me back to my absolute prime helped... but still four! I'll just bet they're all big babies too, so I'll end up as wide as I am tall, damn you. What about you? Any large births in the Bridger clan?"

"Not that I know of, but I was an only child born late to my parents, and we didn't have much contact with any of the other branches of the family. I think there might be something to that healing coma though... Sharon got herself restored, then opened herself to axiom and ended up carrying twins."

Diana nods slowly, considering that for a second. "Then again, Dr. McCoy is pregnant with one, and so far as I know any of the other human women aboard besides Sharon and I who are pregnant aren't carrying more than one. Sounds like it's really just us..."

"Guess we're very, very compatible then."

"Mhmm. Seems like a reasonable conclusion." 

Diana flutters her lashes at Jerry. 

"I could use a reminder of just how compatible we are while my stomach's still nice and trim though. Maybe several reminders? I don't know why the idea that you bred me like an animal's got me hot under the collar, but if I'm anything like my cousins then my sex drive is going to be on a vacation till a few months after I deliver starting in a month or two, so we might as well enjoy while I can."

"Sounds like a plan to me. We can just get some serious cuddle time for your date nights if your sex drive does drop off. All six of us."

"Six." Diana lets out a little exasperated groan. "I still can't believe I'm carrying four... I'll have to go see the neonatal specialist tomorrow and get a more detailed look, but goddess above I really can't... I'm glad we have our family out here. For all this. I'm sure we'd have managed back home if it was just the two of us... but with the rest of the girls supporting us, the only daunting part of pregnancy and adding four children to the pack is going to be not being able to bend down and get my shoes on without help for a while."

"You can always use axiom for that in a hurry, but I'll help you get ready in the mornings. Got to take care of my girls after all."

"You certainly do... take care of us I mean.” 

Diana’s face flickers, a vulnerable expression opening her up in a way that the expert intelligence officer normally kept tightly under control. A vulnerability she showed only to her husband, and even Jerry didn’t get to see the vulnerable part of Diana Bridger nearly as often as he’d like. 

“I just... I don't regret my little game. Not in the slightest, but I do wish I'd said something earlier. Even if it made the situation with the Princess a bit more fussy. I'm sure it would have shook out the same regardless of which of us was wife number twenty, but... we could have been doing this a lot sooner. Holding each other. Kissing. Luxuriating in each other."

"I'll be sure to help you make up for last time Diana."

"Mhmm. I'll hold you to that. So any other momentous news going on today? I admit I didn't hear a damn word of my own morning briefing and I wasn't able to focus enough to read emails once I got to my desk."

"Well I imagine the Marine boot platoon's having a rather exciting time right about now. They should be going into the final stage of the Crucible." 

Diana's eyes widen slightly.

"Oh. Ohhh. Iwo Jima? Like last time?"

Jerry nods. "Iwo Jima. It's a hell of a test and they've only improved the simulation. I'd wager they're about to hit the beach."

"In the amphibious assault sense and not a vacation of course."

"Of course."

"Neysihen, Eymali's protege. Think she'll be okay?"

"I think she'll be more than okay, she and Purisha Velour have been tight together during boot camp, both in the performance metrics and just operating as very close friends. Normally we'd move them around, make them work with others, but I had the DIs let them stay paired. They're going to need that intuitive understanding of each other in the commando course. They haven't been shutting out their platoon mates either. They're leading the others in point of fact... but they're syncing up in a way that we definitely need to nurture." 

Diana nods, considering for a moment, tapping a finger against her jaw before stealing another kiss from Jerry as a mischievous smile spreads across her face. 

"Hmmm. That sounds like something that requires the attention of the commanding officer. Shall we go observe the exercise then? Maybe get some lunch after? Surely the bridge can spare you during this fascinating investigation of some space dust." 

"Sounds delightful, Manila's fully certified to stand the watch and Sharon and Evie are on the bridge to keep an eye on her so I should be able to sneak away. Then we need to go tell Syl the news."

"Let it wait till the family meal tonight, lover mine, best to tell our family all at once in the end. Now come on, I don't want to miss the landings!"
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Neysihen

The Higgins boat rocked under Neysihen's feet, simulating the waves on a world that none of the women around her could survive on, and threatening to make her throw up as her stomach juggled itself. It wasn't the motion over all, she had a strong stomach, but the undulating sensation back and forth had her a 'bit green around the gills', as she'd heard a human refer to it. 

A glance to her right shows that Purisha, her pirate accomplice and new best friend, was doing a little better. However, they were both wearing leadership insignia, and where the other girls had the luxury of vomiting if they wanted to as they steamed ever closer away from the massive invasion fleet, they had to keep up a strong appearance for the sake of the rest of the platoon. 

She's briefly distracted from her misery by the roar of a powerful radial engine, looking up to see a gull winged fighter she'd been told was called a Corsair coming in over head with it's squadron mates, waggling it's wings before the fighter disappears over the Higgins boat's bow. Neysihen can hear the sound of the fighter firing a load of rockets into presumed enemy defenses, getting a ragged cheer from the women of 3rd Platoon, Charlie company, 2nd Battalion, 28th Marines.

Or, outside of the simulation they were in to win the title of Marine, the women of Recruit Platoon 2162. 

Neysihen swallows her gorge as the simulated sailor piloting the small assault craft calls out. 

"Five minutes!" 

Her game face is on now and she turns into her girls, getting everyone's attention with a sharp whistle. She'd been selected as the recruit platoon leader for this exercise, by dint of being first in the recruit platoon, and indeed their recruit company in just about everything. Everything she didn't take the top spot on, Purisha, playing her platoon sergeant today, did. 

"Alright ladies, let's go over it one last time before we hit the beach! We're landing at the green one landing zone. Our mission is to push across the island, and cut off Mount Suribachi from the enemy. With support from the rest of the regiment, we'll then proceed to fight our way up the mountain, and deny it to the enemy. So long as there's Japanese troops dug in on that mountain, they have the high ground over the entire island. Even if they don't pound the rest of the division with artillery, their ability to spot and presumably communicate with the rest of the defending garrison will mean our offensives are even harder than they're already going to be. So we cut the island's throat, then we put out the garrison's eyes. Questions?" 

There were no questions... and everyone's eyes were steady. Solid. Good. Sea sick they might be, but nervous they were not. Most of these women had seen combat already after all. This wasn't about battle training, for all but a few like Neysihen herself who hadn't previously been in the profession of violence... on one side of the law or the other, and her training in the Yauya war arts since girlhood had left her well prepared for what had come. 

Even if they had exactly zero preparation prior to entering boot camp, this was the last of four simulations that made up the Crucible. They'd come so far and something in Neysihen's gut tells her it's time to remind the others of that.

"We burned at Durna, we froze at Chosin and we bled in Fallujah. Now that mountain is the only thing between us and the title of Undaunted Marine. The simulation, and the very real warriors opposing us are going to make us pay for it to be sure, but our down payment in blood, sweat and tears is already on the table. Let's settle our tabs and get what we came here for!" 

The cheer she got back was enthusiastic enough that it raised Neysihen's own spirits as she turned to face the ramp. She and Purisha would be some of the first into the surf. 

"Condition one, ladies!"

Neysihen follows her own instruction and racks the bolt on her XCR-M battle rifle. While they were certainly all dressed up like World War Two American Marines, in a mix of olive drab and camouflage, they were carrying mostly modern equipment and weapons. Albeit all the optics had been removed and replaced with iron sights. They were to fight how they were going to fight, with the tools that they were going to fight with. Modern weapons, modern communications equipment... but optics were considered to be a bit too much of an edge to give the recruits. Not when fighting with irons would make them focus more on the fundamentals of marksmanship with humanity's preferred kinetic weapons. 

The big battle rifles made for a delightful fighting weapon, even if it was very likely that she and Purisha would soon be transitioning to the far more compact Tavor in .300 Black Out, for the specialized close in fighting that was a commando's stock in trade, or the MDRX rifle their patron preferred. 

That, however, was waiting for her at the top of Mount Suribachi, and she had to finish climbing this mountain before she could begin climbing the next one. 

"One minute!"

Neysihen looks over at Purisha, and the two young women smile at each other before bumping knuckles. If they went into this with the right attitude, they might even enjoy themselves just a little bit. 

A luxury that the real Marines at Iwo Jima didn't have, but with death not actually on the line, the opportunity to enjoy the thrill of battle was something that Neysihen and Purisha had learned to use to strategically keep their morale high. They couldn't afford to be complete battle junkies, not when they had leadership responsibility, but fighting with a happy heart made a lot of their tasks weigh that much lighter on their shoulders. 

"Ten seconds!" 

Neysihen whispers a prayer to the goddess of the hunt, then checks the strap on her helmet, before running a hand down her equipment a final time. 

Show time.

"Five seconds!"

The mechanical sound of the massive ramp dropping fills Neysihen's ears as the giant piece of steel slams forward, giving her an uninterrupted view of Iwo Jima's black sand beaches. 

"Ramp down! Go! Go! Go!" 

Neysihen surges forward at full speed, the sound of dozens of boots digging into sulfur sands behind her reassuring her that she's not alone as she makes it to the sharply inclined berm that characterized a lot of the initial beach. The sand was hard to get a truly firm purchase in, and that was a bit concerning, but she plowed ahead, throwing herself behind cover at what had to be a torrent of enemy-

She stops. Then actually looks up. All around her, simulated Marines of the 5th Marine Division are landing in Higgins boats and Amtraks, the much beloved 'gators' churning through the water a touch more gracefully perhaps than the Higgins boats, disgorging their charges before heading back to pick up the next load. Even as Marines streamed onto the beach, including their fellow recruits... nothing. No artillery fire. No machine gun fire. Nothing. Neysihen looks over at Purisha, who shrugs. 

"Think something went wrong with the sim maybe, boss lady?" 

"...No, I have a bad feeling about this. Remember we didn't actually get to study the details of the battle, specifically for this part of the Crucible. If I had to take a wild guess... this actually happened."

Purisha cocks her head. "...Why would they let us land unopposed like this?"

"I'm not sure, but I know I don't like it one bit." 

Suddenly Neysihen's comm link comes to life with the familiar voice of one of their Drill Instructors, playing their company commander. 

"Lieutenant, I need your platoon to move out and lead us off the beach, the second wave's already landing and we're starting to bunch up." 

"Aye aye, moving out." 

Neysihen gives another sharp whistle. 

"3rd platoon, Charlie company! We're moving up! Mind your intervals and watch for possible ambush positions... try to find some semblance of... cover." 

She gazes across the top of the berm and finds only black sand as the word 'cover' dies in her throat. They'd be exposed. Very exposed. They'd just have to move fast and pray. 

Neysihen hauls herself over the top, and immediately finds her ankles sinking into the sand... and feels her stomach drop out slightly. The mix of sand and ash was going to slow them down, in an exposed and vulnerable position. In a flash, Neysihen puts together the enemy's plan. Moving troops and equipment off this beach was going to be hard. Very hard. The enemy commander was going to let them land then butcher them in the open. 

At least. It's what she'd do if she was tasked to defend this place. 

Above it all, the black form of Mount Suribachi loomed, looking more and more like some sort of edifice of hell with each passing moment as Neysihen's imagination embellished the raw sense of malice she could feel coming off the mountain. 

She was dead certain they were being watched, and as easy as things were going so far, those same eyes were going to lead to their very painful punishment before long. It was in the briefing. This island was considered Japanese soil. That made it very expensive real estate, and Neysihen was sure the Japanese defenders were going to make them pay the full value for this spit of land in the middle of the ocean.

She swears under her breath and looks over at Purisha. 

"Damn Intel to hell and back, the briefing said these beaches were excellent. Perfect for assault. The hell about this is perfect?"

Purisha snorts. "Well try not to die and we can take up with their ghosts after we pin on. Have a séance or something." 

The brief moment of levity buoys Neysihen's mood for a second as she starts to plod forward, fighting her way through the black sulfur sands, keeping her eyes up and scanning, resisting her natural instinct to go invisible. Any other time she would have. If she was alone, or with Purisha, who was starting to get a hang for Yauya style stealth herself she would, but her troops needed to be able to see her for her to lead effectively, and that meant staying exposed, much as it pained her. 

There'd be no hiding from the nightmare that she suspected Iwo Jima was going to become.

She waves forward again, and slowly her people start moving, fighting their way through the sands until they get to the far end of the beach... and find themselves face to face with a fifteen foot wall of volcanic ash. 

Purisha rolls her eyes. "Oh yeah. Easy. Super easy. Walk in the park on the way to my granny's damn garden." 

Neysihen resists laughing. That strong sense of foreboding she had didn't make her feel much like laughing about anything. 

"First squad, try to find us an easy way up that slope, maybe get a girl up there with some rope so we have something approximating purchase? The rest of you, dig in. Just in case." 

The girls quickly set to work, but that work is frustrated almost immediately by the terrain. The ash slope proved absolutely miserable to climb, even if the girl climbing stripped off most of her equipment to minimize her weight as she scrabbled upward. The same ash and sand all around them proved equally resistant to the platoon's attempts to build fighting positions. Every hole they tried to dig just filled in with more and more ash, a futile battle against the remnants of nature's fury. 

Finally one of the first squad’s Marines manages to make it up to the summit, tying a rope off around a rock and throwing it down to her squad mates, the first of whom quickly ascends with the other woman's equipment. Before long, Neysihen's first squad is entirely on top of the wall of ash and starting to pull security, moving out and covering their platoon mates. 

"Second squad, up that rope! Purisha, Get up there first. I'll take tail end charlie." 

"Got it skipper!" Purisha sings out, bouncing over to the slope with the natural grace of a Feli and easily hauling herself up the rope. 

This was a vulnerable spot for them. Her platoon was split in half, and while they were exposed, with all of the first squad and half of the second squad up top of the wall of ash, they were even more exposed than the rest of the company further back on the beach. 

It made the tension grow ever worse for Neysihen, gnawing at her guts like she'd been snatched by a razor maw from back home, an ancient predator of the Yauya that had a reputation for eating its victims stomach first. 

Still, despite all her concern, all her trepidation, nothing happens as she hauls herself up the rope, summiting the ash cliffs with ease and surveying the beach. She pulls a red flag out of her pack and waves it as a signal before planting it next to the rope. 

"Girls, let's get some more ropes down for follow on troops, this won't be the best way to clear the beach but it beats trying to just climb this shit. The rest of you, keep looking arou-

"Hey, what's this?" 

Neysihen hears one of her girls ask, the question cutting through all the sound around her, clear as crystal. She looks over to see the woman kick at a slightly odd looking bush and dislodge a carefully woven screen of grasses over a small firing port. 

"Fuck! Contact!" 

The woman quickly fills the firing port with automatic weapons fire before another girl tosses a grenade inside, some muffled cries indicating they'd actually found the enemy instead of an empty fighting position. The first woman ducks down and shines a light in the hole and calls out; 

"Clear! Ma'am! Looks like there's a tunnel back here!" 

Neysihen suppresses a curse. Of course they had a defensive network with deep tunnels. 

"Get a charge in there, otherwise they'll just repopulate it, I'll call it in to the company commander." A quick thought switches her radio frequency. "This is Charlie 3-6 to Charlie 6 Actual." 

The voice of her DI turned company commander comes back immediately. "Go ahead 3-6." 

"Ma'am we found a concealed fighting position at the top of the ridge we just made it to, we need to expedite getting as many troops off the beach as we can... if there's one there could be hundreds. Looks like they have a tunnel network between some of the bunkers and pillboxes to resupply and reinforce. If we hit a fighting position, we need to make sure to destroy it, not just neutralize it."

There’s a muffled thump as the demolition charge goes off behind her, knocking the concealed machine gun nest out of the fight for good hopefully.

"Strong work 3-6, I'll get the word to the battalion commander and up to the regiment to disseminate to the entire invasion force, your girls just saved a lot of li- shit. Wait one." 

There's the unmistakable scream of an artillery shell, and a massive explosion further up the beach, and the comm net erupts with contact report as all hell breaks loose. The enemy commander was springing their trap, and all Neysihen can do is look on in horror as Mount Suribachi and the surrounding landscape erupts with muzzle flashes, raining hell down on the Marines coming ashore. 
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Bullets whizz by, supersonic cracks seemingly whispering about just how close death could be in the chaotic hell that was erupting across the entire landing zone.

Neysihen winces as one of the Amtracs goes up in a ball of fire as it takes a hit from a field gun in a concealed position on Mount Suribachi, killing the crew and the Marines inside instantly.

The tracks are having a hard time getting purchase in the black sands of the beach, and Neysihen can hear the armored bulldozers of the Navy construction crews, the seabees, trying to plow roads clear of the beach for their heavy equipment even while under furious fire.

The radio is alive with contact reports and requests for support, the air torn by screaming with shells and desperate runs by Corsairs and other aircraft strafing across Mount Suribachi as Marines fight to get clear of the beach.

Third platoon is further up the beach than the rest of the Marine landing force, past what appears to be the first row of bunkers. Any attempt to hunker down is pointless, the ash and sand made digging fighting positions when they weren't getting shot at down right impossible.

That really left the recruits one option.

The Marine option.

Attack.

"Move up! Come on girls get it in gear! We have to clear those pill boxes! Kala! Get that damn plasma incinerator revved up. I want enough star fire to choke an Apuk in those two bunkers yesterday!"

Neysihen bellows, getting the attention of her platoon even over the din of battle. 

Amiri Kala, a Horchka girl who'd elected to haul a heavy plasma incinerator ashore with her, hustles herself into position near the nearest pillbox. Her weapon was a light plasma cannon that, while it could still perform its role as a ranged weapon, was optimized to function in what the humans referred to as its flamethrower mode.

The term was descriptive of the weapon’s function to say the least. It threw a stream of star fire into whatever the operator pointed it at. Simple. Direct. To the point. Brutal as only fire weapons could be.

Kala inches around to the side of the pill box and thrusts her nozzle through the firing port and pulls the trigger, filling the fighting position with flames and stopping the steady machine gun fire from the position instantly. Neysihen can hear the popping sounds of ammunition cooking off over the roar of the flames before Kala's squad mate slaps her on the shoulder and the two women switch places.

The flames don’t even have a chance to gutter or dissipate before the other woman tosses a charge of high explosives inside and dives for the nearest semblance of cover with Kala hot on her heels as the firing position detonates, collapsing into a mound of rubble and quietly burning camouflage.

"...Alright girls, follow Kala's example and start taking out enemy concealed positions. Try to keep your heads down, we're not alone out here and it's just a matter of time until the enemy notices that our sector's going dark and they take their attention off the beach. The Marines on the beach are getting chewed up, our job's to get the pressure off them... and make sure their serving as our distraction so we can save their necks is worth it. Move out by fire teams!"

Purisha is loitering nearby seemingly, casually cooking a grenade before she nudges a panel aside and rolls the little ball of violence inside to a shout of surprise from within as she drops the lid back into place. A muffled explosion kicks the lid up into the air and Purisha takes a look down, leading with her rifle barrel.

"Someone get a demo charge over here! This hole goes deep, we might be able to fuck up their internal network a bit if we pump a little axiom into the boom."

Neysihen moves forward carefully as she makes her way next to Purisha and peers down the hole with her. A crude ladder led down to a landing and what appeared to be a series of tunnels splitting off from it. Just from taking a guess she could tell the network was well made, and extensive. She resists spitting down the hole in disgust.

"Hot damn, did the Navy bombardment do anything to these bastards?"

"Doesn't look like it, skipper." Purisha shrugs.

"Should we send a fire team down there?"

"What into the middle of the largest concentration of enemy possible with only the rest of the platoon for backup? No ma'am. We put a bunch of boom down there, collapse that juncture and continue clearing as many fighting positions as we can. Our goal is to relieve the landing force, and continue to clear a way forward so we can cut the neck of the island and isolate Mount Suribachi. We do that by isolating the pillboxes and bunkers and making sure they can never be used again as anything except impromptu burial sites."

"You're really starting to sound like Gunnery Sergeant Stroya, Purisha."

Purisha grins as one of the ther girls runs up with two demo charges. "You really think so?"

"Yep, let's make her proud. Someone get on the radio and tell the company commander what we found. It’s even worse than I initially suspected. It’s not just a few tunnels between fighting positions, this rat hole goes deep. The whole damn island is probably a warren of tunnels and fighting positions. A pillbox or bunker isn't knocked out for sure till it's rubble, and we need to get as much high explosives as deep as we can at these access points when we find them.!"

Neysihen grabs one of the demolition charges and begins to pump axiom into the little system attached to the charge of chemical explosives. The axiom turbocharger was a demolition specialist's mad cap idea to combine axiom explosives with the stability of human explosives and make scalable, adaptable demo charges for the field. 

An unenhanced charge was more than enough to knock a pill box out of the fight permanently without help, but sometimes you just needed more boom. Using a turbo charger, the axiom energy would enhance the chemical explosion in a consistent, proportional amount, up to the equivalent of about two hundred pounds of composition B, a beloved human high explosive from back on Earth, at maximum.

Two maxed out charges got you to four hundred pounds and into the range of aircraft dropped bombs... and having to be very, very careful. Neysihen had gotten slayed on the quarterdeck for a good two weeks for getting a little too excited with an axiom enhanced demolition charge during field training and pumping enough juice in that the simulated explosive would have killed her entire squad.

It had been a hard lesson, but she’d since proven to be a fast learner.

"Charge to fifty percent. Try to bounce the charge a bit if you can so the charges end up on opposite sides of the room below, then run for it."

The young Yauya warrior kneels down, focusing axiom into the charger and being rewarded with a quiet chirp as a digital readout shows her how much energy she's pumped into the package of explosive violence. She exchanges a glance with Purisha and they both huck their charges into the fighting hole and the passage downwards within it, before turning and running clear. There's a few seconds of silence, followed by two muffled detonations that can just barely be heard over the din of battle.

Two things happen at the same moment. More would-be Marines from Charlie company come over the wall of ash where Neysihen's girls had left the climbing ropes, providing some vital reinforcements... just in time for one of the the bunkers that had been merrily firing on the beach realized there were targets far closer in to engage. 

Rounds rip through the oncoming recruits of second platoon and Neysihen feels as much as hears a call for a corpsman. She couldn't focus on that though. The best thing she could do right now, that would save the most lives, is once again, what Marines did best.

Attack.

"Kala! Try to get them to button that bunker up with some long range plasma shots! I know it's more for close in work but make it happen or we're all dead! The rest of you! Assault forward, advancing by pairs. Try to suppress the enemy so we can move without ending up minced meat. Let's go!"

Neysihen turns on a heel and dashes towards the enemy bunker, which she can now see isn't just a defensive point out alone, only connected by tunnels, no this was the first sign they'd seen of proper defenses. A quick press of a button has her underbarrel plasma grenade launcher drawing in the gasses it needed to develop its payload of raw of hate and discontent and stops running for half a heart beat. 

She snaps the weapon up into position and fires, lobbing the grenade right into the heart of a heavy machine gun nest manned by hard light constructs. The detonation shatters the constructs along with their weapon with all the explosive fury of the nasty little ball of star fire she'd sent their way.

There’s no stopping to savor her victory, she digs her toes into the turf and surges forward. She didn't look back to see if her platoon was following her. Purisha would be. If the rest didn't... well. She might get docked points for playing a hero, but as long as she was with Purisha... She figured she had even odds of at least a partial success to allow the rest of the company to break through and start clearing a route off the beach for the regiment.

A burst of plasma fire from Kala's incinerator smacks into the enemy's bunker, steel doors slamming shut as the barrel quickly retracts. They'd reload and fire again, or the enemy troops inside would move to slightly different defensive positions to see off the closer enemy forces. 

The sound of boots slamming into turf as the rest of her platoon digs deep to catch up with their 'lieutenant' was heartening... and even more heartening was just a bit of luck as the sand bags and concertina wire of the defenses came into focus behind their heavy camouflage.

Volunteer pilots had agreed to fly the Corsairs for the simulation. The recruits could call in Close Air Support potentially, and they'd have to work with a real sapient to make that happen. Even better, pilots might see a golden opportunity to help on their own, and were encouraged to intervene, a proper simulation of the bold aviators who'd risked their lives for their infantry brethren at the real battle of Iwo Jima.

Such was the case of the wing pair of Corsairs overhead that turned in and quickly located the enemy's position at their low altitude, and strafed them with their numerous M2 machine guns and the unguided rockets they carried under their wings. The explosions blew a hole in the enemy defenses and Neysihen's platoon races in through the gap.

Kala, a big brute of a Horchka girl if ever there was one, manages to get out ahead of the rest of the unit, and positions herself right by the door to the bunker. Waiting for a few moments, clearly betting that the enemy wouldn't expect them to be this close yet. Kala's rewarded when the armor plate starts to move, and she shoves the barrel of her heavy plasma incinerator through the small gap in the steel and jams down the trigger with a roar of flame.

A jet of fire breaks out some distance behind the bunker like a signal flare and Neyishen quickly gets her girls moving that direction, leaping down a sandbag wall and right into the defender's back line. Mortar positions, supplies, the works, the enemy momentarily stunned by the burning figures staggering out of the hatch to the bunker, they're caught off guard by the further hail of bullets and grenades from third platoon that cuts a swathe of destruction through hard light constructs and the occasional 'real' Marine playing opposing force.

Before long the gun fire in the area quiets... and the recruits are the last women standing.

Grinning like a mad woman, her mouth pincers dancing in a Yauya's unique grin, Neyishen turns to Purisha.

"Call it into battalion Purisha. Tell them we have a breakthrough!"
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As exhilarating as their early success had been, the movement across the narrow neck of the island of Iwo Jima to isolate Mount Suribachi was slow going in the extreme. Small units of the 28th Marines had made it to the west beach ninety minutes after the first boots had hit the shore. 

That wasn't enough to accomplish their day one objective however. No, they needed to cut off Suribachi completely. To 'cut the throat' of the island... and that meant slow dangerous work. 

It made Neysihen think about the real lesson the Marines wanted to impose on their new recruits as part of the crucible. The real thing they were testing for. 

Strength. Aggression. Madness. None of them were enough to really reach the heights the human Marines and the aliens who had already joined their ranks stood at. It required something special. 

Raw, bloody minded tenacity. 

That's what it meant to be a Marine, and that's what it meant to be Undaunted. Never quitting. Never yielding. Going till you couldn't and forcing your body one step further to get across the line and win. 

It was easy to hear those things. Say those things. To be instructed in the philosophy of what was quickly transforming from just a political entity to a full on martial order. Like one of the big galactic churches had developed a branch of paladins that had gone independent. 

Self perfection. Self mastery... and freeing humanity from Cruel Space. That last bit made Neysihen appreciate where the rest of their philosophy of constant self improvement came from. Humanity had sent their best to the stars... and now a few thousand humans had to open the way to rescue their entire species. 

It was a mind-boggling challenge. 

Before, Neysihen wasn't sure she'd be able to square up to a problem like that and tilt her chin up and get ready to fight. Now? Now she felt she had the measure of what never quitting actually meant. It was one thing to learn the ways of the Undaunted, to learn to be a Marine. It was another thing entirely to live that life. To take up that banner and charge forward into the fight. To race towards the sound of gunfire and screams of terror with weapon in hand. 

Now, as she moved through the foothills of Mount Suribachi, in the footsteps of her ancestors, not the blood of her blood... not of her species, but of her people. The new culture she had pledged herself to. The warrior fraternity she was in the process of joining. With each boot print she left in volcanic ash, she was another step closer to being recognized... but they were her people now. They were hers, and she was theirs. 

She could feel the ghosts of those who had come before, on this pale blue dot so far from everything Neysihen had ever known. Felt their hands on her shoulders as she waves her girls forward, or called in air support. Or dashed through the ash and rough terrain on her own to take out another of the hundreds upon hundreds of fortifications that dotted Mount Suribachi. 

She had never bargained for this. Asked for this. How could she? How could she have known  what these Marines were? What Captain Bridger was when she fought beside him during the great mating hunt back on Awauynis. 

Another ragged battle cry escapes her throat as she slings a demolition pack through a firing port and throws herself clear, Purisha and another woman seizing her by shoulders and dragging her back behind cover as another explosion dots the landscape of Iwo Jima. 

The platoon ducks down into a canyon, moving further away from the mountain itself, and in the general direction of a hill that was their objective for the night. 

The top was dotted with foliage and stone. Good natural cover, and it had a commanding view of the surrounding area. The enemy was almost certainly occupying it, and a Corsair that had done a fly by for a look had reported taking fire from the ground. The pilot had come about and made a run with rockets and guns, but couldn't see enough to really clear the top of the hill. 

Neysihen makes a few quick hand signals, which are passed up and down the column, the platoon easily slipping into slower, quieter movement as they slip down the ravine that the map appeared to show as the most direct route to the hill they were heading towards. The enemy knew that the Marines had landed, but that didn't mean they couldn't start their attack on the hill by a degree of surprise. 

The situation made Neysihen ache to be able to use her invisibility. Cloaked, she and Purisha could have easily opened the way for the rest of the platoon... but that was a little too outside the realm of the scenario to be 'fair' in the end, even if they were using a lot of modern tools instead of replicas of the weapons that had actually been used to seize the sulfur isle. 

A quick head count as they move has Neysihen grimacing slightly. They'd taken about a quarter casualties over the course of the day. The wounded would return when they bunked down for the night, but the 'dead' would be reshuffled and sent out as reinforcements to replace the casualties of other platoons, and they'd get some of the other recruit platoons' 'dead' recruits in return. 

A realistic system perhaps, but it rankled Neysihen slightly. She didn't like the idea of not finishing with all the girls she'd started with. Still, in the shadow of an enemy held hill was not the place to be composing course critiques and Neysihen quickly gets her game face back on. 

Another set of hand signals has the recruits fanning out as they come out of the ravine they'd been moving through. Neysihen could feel the tension growing in her gut as they moved towards the next fight, gnawing at her. 

Would this be the one? She'd done well so far, and she liked to think she'd been more good than lucky, but luck and Murphy had a say in combat too in the end. Her pulse starts to pick up, and after making eye contact with Purisha and getting a nod, she signals the advance. 

The platoon sweeps up the hill, moving as fast as they can without making undue noise. This was an insanely vulnerable spot to be in, and once again Neysihen had to fight down the Yauya instinct to go invisible at the first sign of danger.

The temptation was so strong to be a true ghost right now, but her troops needed to be able to see her. She needed to lead by example, not just by issuing orders. From the front. Just like Jerry did. He was her mentor too after all, even as Eymali was the Huntsmistress responsible for her hunteress training, Jerry was one of the reasons why she wanted to be a Marine. 

Two thirds of the way to the top, disaster strikes. 

A hard light construct, one of the scouts observing from the top of the hill, happens to walk to the side of the hill Neysihen's platoon is assaulting up. Her rifle snaps up and she opens the engagement with a clean head shot, the 6.5mm round shattering the construct and letting everyone know the show was really going to start. 

"Charge!" 

Without another word she bounds up the hill at full speed, summiting the mound of dirt and throwing herself down and to the left, crawling behind an outcropping of rock to desperately get to her knees and pop up and over from a modicum of cover so she could start firing. 

The hill top erupted with gunfire and the occasional thump of grenades as Neysihen's recruits battled furiously against the simulated Japanese defenders. 

They'd caught them more or less by surprise it seemed, with a lot of the defenders seemingly at rest, perhaps coming down from their own busy day of trying to push the Marines back into the sea. 

Neysihen can even see spots where concealed hatches down into the tunnels below have been left open for ease of access. Hatches that quickly have axiom primed demolition charges shoved down them as the recruits advance, forcing the defenders back as they whittle their numbers down from approximate platoon strength they'd started at with their furious assault.  

"TENNOHEIKA BANZAI!"

The battle cry was something Neysihen had heard about, and even as her recruits mow down the charge of hard light constructs with controlled automatic weapons fire, it still manages to put a chill in her blood. 

What must the men who did things like that for real have been thinking at that moment? What made them fight that way? She had known that many of the American Marines' battles in the Pacific theater of the Human's second world war had been bloody and brutal, and in that moment, she finally understood why. 

An unstoppable force met an immovable object, and battered each other until one finally broke. 

A ragged string of rifle fire heralds the end of the battle of the possession of the hill, and a chorus of women call out 'Clear!' as they secure the little area each individual finds themselves in. 

Neysihen moves to the center of the hill top, making sure she can be heard. 

"Alright ladies, let's police up any supplies and weapons lying around. Check for ambushers, and for more of these damn ladders down into their tunnel network. I want every single one plugged with two charges, one deep, one shallow. First squad! You're pulling security. Don't go letting anyone sneak up on us! Nice work girls, I'm calling it in to the boss lady." 

A mental flick of her radio controls as the recruits around her begin to move brings her on to the company comm net. 

"This is Charlie 3-6 to Charlie 6 Actual."

The familiar voice of the Drill Instructor comes back immediately. 

"Go ahead, 3-6."

"Ma'am, our objective's secure. We've cut the throat as ordered."

"Strong work 3-6. Everyone else is wrapping their business for the day up too it seems. The company is going to converge in your area. Start digging in and get ready to settle down for the night. I'll brief you and the other platoon leaders when I arrive, but we'll have work to do at first light." 

"Aye aye, ma'am. Charlie 3-6 out." 

Neysihen turns and gets her platoon's attention with a whistle, quickly relaying the new orders and getting everyone moving. With the platoon getting down to business, Neysihen found herself with an odd moment of quiet, and a moment with nothing to do. The first moment since they'd landed this morning, what felt like a lifetime ago. She walks to the west edge of the hill, and gazes out over the simulated waters of Earth's Pacific ocean and lets out a slow breath. 

She couldn't truly relax. This world didn't have enough trees just to start, and the sounds of battle were still echoing from across the island, but with the order to dig in she could rest. Just for a moment. Her girls had their orders. They didn't need the LT just for digging in for the night and getting some chow. 

She picks out a nice looking outcropping of rock that kept her from being exposed to Suribachi's defensive positions and plops down, dangling her legs over the side of the very small 'cliff' as she lets herself feel just a little bit of awe at the simulation of a fascinating world that was so hostile to intelligent life that wasn't human. A planet so dangerous she could never see it in person in a million years, as the sun starts to drift down in the sky. 

After a few minutes of letting her brain turn off, Purisha joins her, settling herself next to her friend. 

"Penny for your thoughts, Neysi?" 

"Just... kinda marveling at Earth. It needs more trees, but it's... beautiful. Even if we've mostly spent our time in the simulator experiencing the worst parts of it."

"Oh I don't know, I think a remote little island like this could be great if we weren't getting shot at all the time." 

The two women giggle for a second before lapsing into silence again, a few moments passing before Purisha speaks;

"How much longer do you think we'll be in here?"

"Well, I can't tell for sure since I don't have a chrono, but I don't think they're actually simulating full days... they're accounting for alien physiology and we simply aren't as enduring as humans, even with all the training we've done just to start. I do know it's the 19th, and we have till the 23rd for one of the recruit platoons to summit Mount Suribachi and 'win' our part of the encounter. Call it two days real time? Four days on the internal day night cycle in here? Or something."

"Hmmm. Feels like a long time, but we've been in boot camp for a couple months now, right, Neysi? Kinda wild to think about. How far we've come. I... we've changed a lot. I have any way. I'm not sure how I feel about it sometimes."

Neysihen considers that for a moment, letting the thought roll around in her head, for her own part she knew she was more... confident. Stronger, but not just in her physical skills. She'd developed those a lot with Eymali while waiting for boot camp to start, but now... there was something more reinforcing those skills. A will she wasn't quite sure she'd had before. It made her feel powerful. Mighty in a way that she was still coming to terms with... and that she suspected the commando course would kick out of her violently. 

That said though... When she looked in the mirror in the mornings back in the barracks, Neysihen liked the look of the person staring back at her. She didn't quite recognize her yet, the mysterious woman with the intense gaze looking back at her, and she sometimes still felt like the nervous girl who'd dared to ask her idol to become her apprentice in the Crimsonhewer shield hall. Yet. Slowly but surely, she was starting to truly feel how she looked, and she liked it.  

"...You know. I think you're right, we have changed, and I think it's for the better. I think you're feeling it too aren't you? We're... bolder now. Stronger. Inside. Not just outside. That's what makes it feel weird. We're reacting in ways we just... wouldn't before."

Purisha nods slowly, taking all that on board.

"Mhmm. Yeah. That makes sense. All that Undaunted and Marine Corps philosophy's heady stuff to say the least. If I was still a pirate I suspect I'd be letting it go to my head. Start feeling invincible. Bullet proof to borrow a term from Gunnery Sergeant Stroya. I don't think so though. If anything I'm feeling more grounded than ever. Aware of my weaknesses. Aware of my risks, even as I'm willing to ignore those risks when the objective's worth it." 

"I believe that's called maturity my friend."

"Is that what it is?" 

The young women break out in a quiet giggle again, the levity taking the weight off their shoulders as they settle back into a comfortable silence as darkness continues to fall. Finally, Neysihen clambers to her feet and offers Purisha her hand. 

"Come on, let's get back to the platoon. Don't want the girls to think we're off skating while they're working. Besides I want to make sure we're dug in tight and well hidden. If Japanese scouts find us in the night I want it to be a surprise for them."

Purisha clasps Neysihen's hand and pulls herself to her feet. 

"Already got some of the girls making Ghillie suits for the sentries. The enemy wants to play hide and seek? We'll play some damn hide and seek." 

"Let's get it done... and hope someone's having a more relaxing couple of days than we are." 

"Amen to that."
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Sylindra 

Syl growls softly to herself within the confines of her office. She had a certain face to maintain to her staff, and indeed for the 'public' such as they were aboard the ship. A far more limited form of 'public' than say the type of public that ate up whatever garbage they could take from the drama rags on Centris but the public all the same. 

She and Jerry formed the core of the ship's leadership team. The parents, as Syl liked to think of them, of a truly massive extended family that seemed to grow more with every passing day. 

One couldn't just 'show' one's full range of emotions on a subject, especially not when those frustrations involve one's own superiors!

Nezbet, ever nearby, looks up from where she'd been working on a small holo display. 

"Syl is annoyed with Admiral Cistern, yes?"

Syl looks up and blinks a few times, staring at the tan skinned woman for a moment before finding a response. 

"Yes actually, how did you know?"

"Syl vocalizes anger or frustration differently for different subjects, mostly when trying to control or modify own emotions to be in clearer state of mind. More restrained growl generally means something with kin, but nothing is wrong with family at moment. Other meaning of growl is problem with Undaunted chain of command, but only up chain. Down chain anger more vocal. Only one part of the Undaunted's chain has been jerking our chain recently, therefore, Syl is angered by Admiral Cistern."

"...That's entirely logical, and correct. Yes I am very annoyed with these constant delays from Cistern's office. I keep having to change delivery and order windows for shipments for the Cannidor home world and it's driving me up the walls! The sheer volume of orders we're receiving for meat are wonderful! Beyond wonderful. Even if I keep getting occasional orders for 'meat' in the form of a human husband... but I suspect those are actually intended to be jokes."

"Is certainly fit Can'nidor'nidor sense of humor." 

Nezbet observes before snagging herself a snack from a little hovering plate she had nearby and popping it in her mouth. 

"Mhmm. Fatty Tuna. Fresh out of tank. Want a piece, Syl?" 

Syl's stomach growls softly, reminding her that she does in fact need to eat at some point. 

"Maybe in a bit Nezbet, thank you. No, I need to figure out what to do with all these orders! We worked out how to make a more 'thermal resistant', slightly less intelligent and less all around 'military' dire wolf to satisfy orders from the Apuk home world as part of Aqi's pilot program to introduce the animals to Serbow society and the Apuk's colonies. A few thousand of the beasts will make a good start for that as they slowly take them out of stasis and distribute them to loving homes." 

"Nezbet understands that they intend to ensure many homes with young boys have Dire Wolf pup, yes?"

"Indeed. That’s just to start, it seems some people like the idea of making our wolves a choice family pet on Serbow whether the family has a son or not. There will be a standardized training program supported by the Imperial Household Agency to make them proper companions and guardian animals. With their ability to shrug off a few hits from blue or red warfire and the other abilities Fenrir has displayed, they'll certainly have a decent shot at taking down even a decent sized group of attackers at full maturity."

"Nyahaha. Death of wicked countess of Vynn no doubt excellent advertising."

Syl chuckles.

"All the more ironic that Aqi said Marik'Vynn, the wicked countess's successor, was quite literally the first to apply to the program. Apparently she's carrying a clutch of eleven, and wants a loyal companion for her presumed daughters." 




"Heh. Fenrir did slay enemy of Marik'Vynn in end, clearly breed is good for such things." Nezbet shudders slightly. "Nezbet does not like to think about the former countess. To murder own blood in such ways as husband told us she did... Adryn'Vynn was wicked indeed. Nezbet knows Syl did not appreciate husband's... tactical decision, so to say, but Husband did deliver justice to a truly blackened soul, of this Nezbet is most certain."

Sylindra feels a pang deep in her stomach, an echo of the fear that had been gnawing at her deep in her stomach when her husband had been cut off and alone behind enemy lines. She was proud of him for what he'd done in truth, even if how he'd done it had hurt her badly.

"I'd never say the former countess didn't get what she deserved, I just wish Jerry had been safer about it. That's all. However, we’ve resolved that… disagreement. So back to business. The Cannidor shipments are heading towards several hundred million credits in stock. With more time on our delivery schedule, they're just increasing the volumes of their orders!”

The fox-like alien groans softly, rubbing her forehead gently as she tries to chase off a growing migraine. 

“I'm not complaining, I'm happy to get the credits, but most of the money is caught up in escrow until delivery! In the meantime everything is just taking up more and more space! I know we have space to spare, but I'm starting to get concerned! If I had something of a time table I could smooth things out, I'm sure of it, but we don't even have a vague guess! Thankfully the Cannidor are quite understanding about military affairs delaying us, but still!"

Nezbet sits up a bit, setting her device aside as she strokes her chin, tail waving behind her. 

"We could start utilizing void storage. Space between core of ship and mission modules, yes? Easy to fabricate containers for that. With proper insulation and set up, not even need to place in stasis if don't want to, could save a few credits at risk of freezer burn from the bottom of the hells. Nezbet thinks we should place in stasis anyway, to ensure freshness and quality of meat, but the option is there for the non-living cargo."

The thought bounces around in Syl's head for a second, her large fluffy ears wiggling. 

"Of course! Simple enough, I wonder why I didn't think of that?"

"Syl has been veeeeery busy recently. Lots of business from Canis Prime. Lots of Undaunted business. Babies keeping busy. New wife joins clan. Busy, busy, busy and all while we're in deep space too! Besides, you have others to support you and help you pick up small details while looking at big picture. Is one of many benefits of being leader, yes?"

"Indeed. I suppose the other thing to do is I'll need to charter some large cargo ships to come out and meet us. We can off load the Serbow dire wolf shipment and the oldest of the Cannidor meat orders and send them on to their destinations. A slight loss in profitability, but considering Serbow is off our route, I can set a surcharge for them to make those credits up."

"Imperial house will be glad to pay, Nezbet is sure." 

"Yes. The oldest Cannidor orders are mostly for large and influential groups, or powerful individuals. Extending them a complimentary priority service because of the unforeseen changes to our timetable will please them, and likely earn us yet more business, from them, and those around them. Especially after they taste the product, share with kin and associates, and tell them about the superb customer service they've received. That will potentially make the credits up nicely, even if we end up having to do a second or third shipment."

"Perhaps we can find some freighters for hire if we make port soon. Apuk will likely send freighter to us on royal commission, but others for a deep space meeting will be difficult." 

Syl nods slowly, before pulling up a stellar map. 

"There should be some deep space stations in the area. We've sent out some of our small trading vessels and scouts to make contact with them just in case we need to avail ourselves of their services. Perhaps we can go in and make port call at one? That should give us the opportunity to potentially hire a freighter or two. Canis Prime isn't too distant from this region of space, and their space is far safer than this part of the galaxy."

"Nezbet suspects if they home port at one of these deep space stations they will not be hard pressed to find profitable cargo to return with too. Is win-win proposition potentially."

"Mhmm. It is, but some of these communities can be quite insular... many of the people out in wild space are out here for a reason. They have little need or desire to interact with 'civilization' in many cases. This can make forming contracts with a new community quite difficult. There's also a risk that they're extremists of one flavor or another. Extremist gravids for example might be willing to deal fairly with us... right up until our husband makes contact with them in his capacity as the captain of the ship."

"That is fair point sister. Nezbet does not know this part of wild space terribly well. More familiar with sector that Nezbet was rescued in, but these communities are like any other. Suspicious of strangers from afar, but if you prove yourself friend to community? Very welcoming. More than many 'civilized' peoples would be, yes?"

"You're right, the trick of course is proving that we're friends in some way. Barring a lucky coincidence like someone putting out a distress call like the Alaqin I... Actually." Syl's ears perk up. "That's an idea. I'll reach out to Director Steeltail. She has a wide net of contacts and connections, she might be able to get us an introduction to a station or community in this region that has a decent shipping presence."

"An excellent idea. Nyahaha. Nezbet suggests such Herculean mental efforts deserves an early lunch!" 

"No, we should keep working, we have plenty to do after all and I-" 

Syl is suddenly cut off by her stomach emitting a low, growling noise, drawing another bark of laughter from Nezbet.

"Nezbet thinks you have been outvoted, sister. Come. We have our path forward. Send your message to Nari Steeltail and let us go have something to eat, all the trouble will still be there in the afternoon, and none of our solutions will be implemented any faster if we start immediately, despite messaging our dear associate of the Alaqin mining colony."

"I suppose you're right. I'll send the message and then I'll call my mother, and see if she'll join us on the promenade. What are you thinking about for lunch? Besides sushi?"

"Ah Nezbet's refined palate can enjoy all manner of delicacies!" 

"I think you mean your indiscriminate palate, you'll eat just about anything that isn't moving."

"And some things that are!"
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 Inara

It was a wonderful day to be Inara. That was the first thought that came to her mind as she slowly woke up. With the new staff joining the household from Serbow, she'd found herself forced to sleep in instead of being up with the ship's time equivalent of the dawn. She'd resisted at first, but the nannies had worn her down... and she'd found herself savoring the extra few hours of sleep in the peace and quiet of her rooms. Rooms! 

Honestly considering her status as something of a freeloader in her daughter's household she'd have been happy with a far more simple room, but they'd provided her a suite complete with her own ensuite bathroom. It was palatial, especially on a starship where, in the end, space was the greatest luxury of all.

Then again, if her son in law heard her calling herself a freeloader he'd be very irritated with her, and likely tell her off! 

The thought brought a smile to her face as she went through the process of making her morning tea, letting it steep and savoring it. It would have been better if she'd been able to enjoy a real sunrise, but in deep space, the morning view she'd put up on a wall view screen she'd decorated like a window would have to do, it even played a little bird song to add a natural tone to the cold environs she found herself in.

Inara had never thought of herself as a spacer, even taking long trips in the black just wasn't something she'd dealt with much in her life. One world had been plenty for her, till circumstances had caused her to flee her home world and her old family. The orphanage had been a warm, natural place, but its atmosphere was ruined somewhat by the cold fear she carried in her heart. She was being hunted, and if she was found, she would be killed. Indra wouldn't miss a second chance to destroy her.

That hurt too. Just how deep Indra's animosity ran. After thinking about it after Indra’s ‘punishment’, Inara finally felt she’d figured out what was at the heart of all this… hate. Indra despised Inara for daring to not value the same things Indra did... because she didn't care for material things, for money and power. Inara simply wanted different things out of her life than her ambitious sister, and Indra had understood that as Inara thinking she was above it all. Better. Superior.

So Indra tried to strike her own sister down, fueled by her own insecurity and growing cruelty. Indra had hardened her heart, and in a way realizing that had let Inara finally come to terms with everything that had happened and heal. From that first moment, her sister truly had been dead. No insanity, no poison, just insecurity fueling animosity until it boiled over into frothing, insensate hatred.

Still, while she was recovering, some of the pain just simply couldn’t wash away overnight even with a resolution to her hardship. She had lived with the deep, stalking fear, but another emotion took its turn to gnaw at her guts like a rabid scavenger.

She had been deeply, painfully lonely. 

Family had always been something that mattered passionately to Inara. Blood shared was a baseline bond that couldn't be negotiated away. A mutual understanding... and until Indra poisoned her own soul, a mutual peace and affection.

So while she was in hiding, away from her kin, her sisters, her daughters, she had felt slightly adrift. As if she was dreaming and couldn't wake up, even as she loved the children in their care and gave them all the affection she could.

With every lonely pang of her heart, with every grip of fear's icy talons in her chest, she'd longed to be back among her kin. Her heart had ached for her daughters during her exile. Longed for the rare message Evie would send via a trusted courier with news. Messages she could never respond to, so as to preserve her secret and protect her as long as possible. 

The reasons had been sound, Evie had been acting for the best, but she had still hurt like she was missing a part of herself. Now, in the household the nine daughters she considered her favorites had built together with their mate from the darkest depths of this galaxy she was no longer alone. More than that, she was whole again.

She slowly sips her tea, grinning at her own reflection. 

"What a husband my darling little Sylindra found too!" 

Jerry's face comes to her mind as she considers the odd situation her children had found themselves in. On one hand, he had almost no axiom signature to speak of. Not his emotions any way. It made him hard to read sometimes, even if his signature had been growing stronger as of late, a probable consequence of his axiom training. Training that had let him survive a bout with an Apuk Battle Princess even! The fight had been shocking, almost frightening when she realized for the first time just who and what Jerry Bridger was.

It had been... easy to ignore his profession in a sense. Even after meeting him in full power armor, commanding a band of exceptionally talented warriors, she'd never seen him fight. Never seen the raw fury and tenacity that drove him when he was using his powerfully built body for the tasks he had trained his entire life for. He was a warrior, and for a peaceful woman like Inara, that was... confronting to say the least. She did not fear him though, not like she feared an angry Cannidor or Battle Princess, or any other who might casually use violence to their own aims.

Instead Jerry made her feel safe, and after the brief tinge of fear faded from Jerry's fight she felt... warm. Because if he was willing to fight like that purely for the fun of it. For the honor of his command and his own more personal honor... What would he do to defend his family? The family she was most assuredly a part of? He made her feel safe in a way that she hadn't felt in a long time.

The last of her tea disappears, and Inara rises, washes her dishes, then finishes dressing for the day. She tops her ensemble with a double sling that just appeared to be a decorative sash, but in fact would let her carry an extra pair of infants. Then completes the outfit with one of the decorative nose plugs Evie had designed. She'd taken to wearing one recently. Human pheromones didn't seem to be too much of an issue for her but there was a strong, subtle scent she detected occasionally that seemed like trouble. So she'd followed her daughters path to fight against Volpir biology. It simply wouldn't do to end up bonded with someone at random. Her place was here after all, she couldn't just leave!

With her tail swishing against the floor, Inara heads down the hall to the nursery to begin her busy day of caring for the family's children. She can't help but pause at the sound canceling axiom barrier and sigh as she looks in at the busy room, full to bursting with joy. Joy was the word for the emotion that was suffusing her like she was radiating light. It was a joy to have her family again. A joy to share in the tasks of caring for the young of the blood of her blood. 

Inara stifles another sigh as she moves through the nursery checking on her many infant charges and quietly greeting two of the three Apuk nannies, Ko'Shem, and Narl'Teka. They and their missing partner, Dros'Vet, were the most charming young ladies, and gifted in the trade they'd devoted themselves to. Inara had little doubt they would be wonderful mothers themselves some day.

She ignores the strange pang in her chest she feels at making that observation, and she sets to work. Soothing a wrinkled brow here, changing a diaper there. Playing with a more active little one just a bit to help them get back to sleep. All the tasks of motherhood that she had always taken to like a fish to water. Of course, they weren't her babies. They were her grandchildren! Which was even better in many respects. Her tail almost wags like a Lopen as she suppresses another sigh as she gives another precious kit what her son-in-law called an Eskimo kiss before tucking the precious little girl back in with her litter mates.

Her nine most beloved daughters, all grown, successful and married well, all with... productive pregnancies to say the least. Never mind her little Syl giving birth to a litter of six! Then her sweet Firi gave birth to eight! Eight! A medical miracle by Volpir standards. It added to the joy radiating from her in the most delightful way as she moved towards the first crib that housed Sylindra's litter and baby Indra.

A quick check of the litter indicates most of them are deeply asleep. They wouldn't be for long, but for now they rested. Save for Little Inara, her namesake and her first born grandson, James, who are quietly playing  nearby, close to the rest of their siblings, but not wiggling around enough to wake them. Both infants immediately reach for Inara when she looks into the crib.

She tickles and plays with both infants quietly, before lifting them up one at a time and safely placing them in her sling, the fabric keeping them snug and comfortable against her torso. While Little Inara and James might have seemed like they wanted to play, she knew what they really wanted. Breakfast. The human hybrid kits were very hungry by Volpir standards, and her human grandchildren were downright ravenous!

A few quick hand signals to Ko'Shem and she's on her way down to the kitchen, where numerous bottles are already being warmed up by Dros'Vet, who's carefully managing various blends of milk, nutrients and appropriate bottles with the help of a machine. Each bottle was marked with a cute little cartoon to indicate the appropriate species, with further color coding for other details. Both to ensure the children get their own mother's milk if possible, but also to indicate required supplements.

Inara's Feli daughter-in-law Wichen's two adorable kittens, Bastet and Hecate, for example required a very different nutritional blend than their Volpir half sisters, further mucked up by human hybridization, which tended to mean an infant had a more robust digestive system, and more significant nutritional needs than a baseline infant of their species. It was a lot to keep track of, but there were excellent programs and equipment for that available, equipment and programs Firi had ensured the Bridger family Den was fully equipped with.

Dros'Vet gives Inara a bow of her head. "Good morning Lady Inara."

"Good morning Dros'Vet, are there bottles ready for Little Inara and James?"

"Yes m'lady. I'll fetch them... let me just finish setting the program to prepare the new blend for Lady Ghorza's children. Their protein needs are absolutely staggering! All while needing a full omnivore nutritional blend. They're going to be some very big girls when they grow up."

"Having seen their mother and father I certainly believe it." Inara remarks wryly.

Before long, Inara has the bottles she's selected and walks back to her quarters, deciding that she'll do her first two feedings of the morning in her comfortable chair and get a little quiet time with two of her favorite grandchildren. In a few moments of juggling she has both infants snuggled up into position and eagerly drinking down their breakfast as she hums a little song to them, reflecting more on the joys of her life.

"You two are going to be quite big yourselves when you grow up I bet, and I'm sure you'll be all too grown up before any of us can even blink!"

Inara can feel herself get a bit misty eyed as she remembers nursing her first litter, including the rambunctious Evie. She'd love to be able to nurse these little darlings herself instead of just giving them their bottle but she wasn't lactating and likely wouldn't be any time soon. It wasn't as if she was going to get pregnant again all of the sudden! 

She'd meant the thought as something of a joke, having recently learned about the idea of an 'immaculate conception', but instead it just gave her an intense pang of longing.

It didn't make sense on some level. She was happy. Blessed with gifts beyond measure with her grown daughters and her growing treasure trove of beautiful grandchildren to play with and spoil. Even with all that... did she still want more children of her own? 

Her thoughts flash back to her conversation with Jerry in the bath before his climactic duel with the Battle Princess. He'd pointed out that with age literally just being a number in the galaxy, the idea of surrendering her own dreams of motherhood, simply didn't make sense  if that’s what she wanted out of her life.

While the memory of Jerry's words echoes in her mind, the memory of the bath itself stays too, and Inara can feel her pulse spike just a bit and her body heat up. She was... embarrassed? Nudity wasn't that uncommon was it? It wasn't like she had held Jerry in her lap while they enjoyed the water. It had been completely innocent and chaste. Jerry had been a perfect gentleman the entire time... It hadn't had any... significance... save an enjoyable conversation with her son-in-law. So why did it make her 'hot under the collar' as she'd heard a human refer to it, now? Had she perhaps... imprinted on Jerry accidentally?

That thought chases all the others from her mind as she burps James.

"I... I'll just have to get a hormone test done. That's it. Yes, I'll go see the doctor. Maybe get a full blood panel while I'm there. I might be a bit sick. Or if I did accidentally imprint on Jerry... well there'd be changes in my hormones so I'd know. Then I can take a suppressant and get through the withdrawal. Not a problem, embarrassing perhaps but I'm sure I can resolve this quickly."

Even as she tried to reassure herself, her words came across as flat and empty. The obvious question seemingly sitting right behind her and licking its chops like one of the family dogs waiting for dinner. What if she hadn't imprinted on Jerry? The thought makes her pulse race again. She almost feared that result more than an accidental imprint. Accidentally imprinting on her own son-in-law was merely embarrassing. She wasn't sure what it would mean, what these slowly forming feelings might mean if she wasn't imprinted on Jerry, and that... worried her in a way she wasn't used to feeling anymore.

It brought her conversation a few months ago with Diana Lawson into sharp relief. Her ears burned and wiggled like mad as she remembered the human woman laying out her plan to circumvent her son-in-law’s twenty woman limit on his marriage… and pledging her support to help Inara do the same. 

Only two arms full of infants prevents Inara from burying her face in her hands to try and recover herself as she remembers swearing that she didn’t have any designs on Jerry… how vehement she’d been, and that little knowing smile that her now newest daughter-in-law had worn the entire time.

She’d fled that day, and put the conversation from her mind, but it all came rushing back now as she finishes feeding her namesake, cooing and rocking James automatically to help him settle back down.

Perhaps she just needed to talk to Jerry again, and see if there's any form of shipboard dating assistance service or matchmaker...

A quick burping for Little Inara and she's off again to put James and Little Inara down for a well deserved post meal nap, and then begin helping Firi, Mishka and the Nannies with the rest of the morning meal service when her communicator rings, freeing her from the thoughts bouncing around in her head. Hands free thanks to the sling she pulls the device from a concealed pocket of her dress and answers after seeing it's Syl calling.

"Good morning daughter dear, did you perhaps forget something and need me to bring it to you?"

"No, nothing like that mother, I was just wondering if you might join Nezbet and I for lunch?"

"That sounds delightful. I'll finish feeding the babies and then I'll meet you at your office. I'll get meal orders from Firi, Mishka and the Nannies too."

"I'm sure they'll appreciate that mother, see you soon!”
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Manila Pawthorne

Manila watches with fear growing in her heart as the tOEBPS/part0011.xhtmlwo former pirate captains across from her stare daggers at each other. The Lopen woman, Inara Palashen, was growling, her muzzle full of bright white, razor sharp teeth even as she tries to stare into all eight of Cora Charo's eyes at once.

"We both know you don't have the tits to do it, Incerra."

Cora's voice is cold as ice and sharp as a dagger, Manila leaning back just a bit as if anticipating having to dodge a blow from Incerra in response. The growling from Incerra goes up in volume slightly as Incerra snarls in response.

"The hell did you just say?"

"You heard me. You don't have the tits to do it."

"The hell I don't! Don't spin a web you'll regret, bitch."

"Thousand credits says you won't."

Incerra pounds the table with her fuzzy fist.

"Fine! You're on!"

She reaches down and delicately grabs the last wing of an Earth bird called a chicken with the tips of her claws.

The 'flat' as the humans called them had been prepared in the style of the human dish called 'hot wings', and had the hottest sauce available that was galactic safe for almost all species. Safe however didn't mean it wouldn't hurt like hell. Hence the trio had ordered a single 'challenge platter' and had been trading back and forth going through them.

Manila had never had much of a tolerance for 'heat' in her food, so she'd tapped out early and was nursing a drink made with frothy heated milk and something called Pumpkin Spice. She didn’t know much about the mysterious spice except that it tasted delightful and occasionally got her teasingly called a 'basic bitch' by her human shipmates.

The milk was supposed to help with spice, far more so than water, so Manila was waiting for her mouth to stop burning as she watches the other women finish the show.

Incerra flips the wing up and snaps her jaws shut around it in the air, bones snapping and crunching as she aggressively chews the morsel before swallowing.

Incerra tries to stay calm for a few moments, before reaching for the pitcher of beer they'd been working on and drinking the whole thing in a mighty gulp as Cora erupts in laughter.

"Fucking hell! And the humans and Cannidor say the hottest galaxy safe wings are tame! Pretty sure any hotter than that would put me in Doctor McCoy's ER."

"And that would probably be even worse for you than eating hotter wings than the one you just downed." Cora observes wryly.

Joanna McCoy being on the top of everyone's list of people to not fuck with was something that had universally spread among the crew. Especially after a few sailors had barely escaped with their lives after messing around near the sickbay and drawing McCoy's wrath by delaying a team of Corpsmen evacuating a wounded sailor from the docks. 

She'd bent their ears with a deck plate melting lecture and the standing threat to 'volunteer' them for human style medical experimentation that had the young women eager to do whatever it took to get off of Dr. McCoy's shit list, even if it meant helping around the sickbay in addition to their usual duties. Such was the fearsome wrath of Joanna McCoy.

"Ah fuck me running that's burning worse as time goes on! My whole damn throat's on fire!"

Incerra taps on a touch screen with a latex clad claw tip and quickly orders another two pitchers of beer for the table. One for her and one for Manila and Cora.

"You should get one of these Incerra. The milk's supposed to help with spicy food more than water or water with alcohol in it. Just make sure you order the galactic safe version."

Incerra gives the mug of pumpkin spice latte a long eye before huffing and keying the screen to order one.

"Gonna order a more normal platter of chow to share too. Now that we've screwed around a bit to celebrate Manila's promotion." Incerra notes, still messing with the ordering pad.

Manila can't help but beam with pride. Because of her former rank, she, Cora, and Incerra made up the unofficial triumvirate that 'led' the population of the ship that had been freebooters before entering Undaunted service and leaving their old lives behind. Their unofficial council mediated disputes, mentored younger girls, or hard cases who hadn't quite come entirely to grips with their new lifestyle. 

A lot was expected of them all, and their backgrounds weighed against them for many. So pulling together as a community based on their shared past experiences was only natural.

They were even going to start having events. There weren't really pirate holidays or anything, but there were celebrations a crew might have in a specific style, and they were working together to develop those rituals for the Crimson Tear and Audacious, to hopefully allow their more 'normal' shipmates to better understand the former pirates in their midst.

Today however was just for Manila and her friends. She'd come to dinner in what the humans called 'working whites', an all white uniform that admittedly looked damn slick in Manila's opinion. Especially  with her brand new lieutenant's epaulets glinting in the light! She'd been promoted early due to merit on the recommendation of literally every single officer she'd worked for and Captain Bridger had personally pinned her on! She was keeping it in but she'd been deliriously happy when she'd gotten the news and she was so giddy she could squeal now!

Cora leans over and waves an appendage in front of Manila's face. "Crimson Tear to Manila, you want anything else to eat beyond the snack platter Incerra's ordering?"

"Huh! Oh! No I'm good. I had a decent sized early lunch with my section from the bridge crew."

Cora chuckles. "Heh, back on the bridge crew after a lightning tour of the ship and you even pinned on early. Clearly they shoulda started you as a lieutenant junior grade at least, Manila."

"Oh, no I wanted to start as an ensign. I did okay as... as an executive officer but I. It. I wanted to learn how to do it right this time, and Captain Bridger was willing to oblige me. Though he did put me in a slightly higher pay band to account for previous experience. Which was nice. Not that I really care about credits at the moment. I have some money left over from the old days, and it's not like I've got a husband to support and children to raise."

That gets a bark of laughter from Incerra. "Hah, fair enough. Though if you get a husband around here, he's likely to be working himself. Anyone on your radar, Manila? Joining me in the race to see if someone can find a twenty second seat at the Bridger family's table maybe?"

Manila shakes her head. "Oh no. Not me. Captain Bridger's amazing, but he's... I don't know. I almost feel like I imprinted on him. Like a kitten, not as a woman. He's just got this fatherly aura that makes me feel safe and confident and strong... I didn't have a father like most girls in a pirate crew on average. So he's always kinda what I always imagined a father would be?"

Incerra leans in, a sly grin on her muzzle. "So ask him to adopt you. He's already got those three Cannidor girls and that adorable little Kohb, I'm sure they could find room for you in the Den as Manila Bridger."

"I know you're teasing me, but how the hell would you even bring that kind of conversation up with someone?"

"You could get a box, stick it outside the Den and write 'Free to A Good Home' on it, then sit in it till Jerry comes out to head to morning PT or something."

Incerra says before bursting into laughter, quickly joined by Cora and Manila as they share the mental picture of Manila sitting in a shipping container outside the door of the den like something out of a human cartoon, which was admittedly pretty damn funny.

Cora raises two fingers as the laughter subsides, taking the lead for the conversation. "On another note, any luck with your attempts to try and seduce your fellow captain, Incerra?"

Incerra sighs. "No. Our schedules are fairly different and I'm with the Audacious most of the time like I should be, so seeing him outside of a staff meeting is a pain. I'm also fairly certain I'm just not that into him. Like. He's handsome. Charming. A dish really. I thought I was in to him, then I overheard that Panseros pilot Bari talking about him and I'm not sure I could be into anyone that much. So if that's normal for the family..."

Manila shakes her head. "I don't think almost anyone in the galaxy's into their husband quite as much as Bari loves the skipper. I like her, I've worked with her a fair bit even, but she's just... so in love with the skipper! They've been married for awhile, but she's still acting like a newlywed, walking on clouds. It's cute, but just a touch annoying when she doesn't seem to really focus on anything besides her husband, her pregnancy and flying. Though having seen the skipper and madame director out on a date, I'd say Mrs. Syl has Bari beat. She's just quieter about it."

The three women chuckle and Incerra takes a deep pull of beer.

"Fuck, my mouth isn't feeling like I deep throated fire wood now. What about you Cora? Any luck on the man front?"

Cora chuckles into two her hands. "A little luck. Many human men aren't into aliens that look like me. The Skipper is apparently arachnophobic for example, and many of the older humans apparently have nightmares about something called a 'camel spider', that induces similar feelings, but I transported some Marines for a practice assault drop the other day and I noticed a human lieutenant's gaze lingering on me. His name is Stanley, and he's a fresh transfer in from the Dauntless, unmarried too. He's just gone through OCS after serving as a sergeant. It's a flirtation of glances, lingering looks, flutters of eyelashes... slow, teasing, but I can tell he wants me... and I'm going to lure him into my web. I'll cut you in if you give up on the skipper, Incerra."

"Hmph. Might take you up on that if he's decent to look at."

"He spends a lot of time in the gym. Like we say about human men of the Undaunted so often. Delightfully robust. What about you Manila? Any luck besides wanting the Skipper to be your Daddy?"

Manila's ears wiggle and she squirms a bit. She did have news, but she... wasn't it selfish to be having so many good things happen to her at once? She fights the self doubt down for a moment. No. She'd earned this. She was worth this.

"I uhm... everyone's jokingly been 'shipping' me with Lieutenant Commander Michael Hawthorne because our names are similar... he's Commander Diana Bridger's number two in the intelligence section. Well, I uh. I asked him out. Went on a few dates. T-Taking it slow. Human style. Ish. Just ish though. He knows... how things work out here and is okay with that. We have another date tomorrow. I ah. Oh goddess, I think he's gonna propose!"

Incerra chuckles. "Well let us know and we'll get a bunch of the ex-pirate girls together for a proper celebration."

"What makes you think he's going to propose, Manila?" Cora asks.

"He. Well. He once said he'd only marry a woman his cat, Felicity, approves of. We went back to his place for a night cap a few weeks back and well. She snuggled right up to me! Almost broke my heart to leave her because she's practically a kitten! A slightly oddly shaped kitten, but a kitten! Th-then he's been asking certain... questions recently. Probing about my family. My culture. Playfully teasing me about things that make me think he's aiming to do something big. Something serious."

"Well damn that sounds promising! I know the feeling regarding that kitten too." Incerra rumbles before taking another long pull of her beer. "Some of the men playing with puppies at the park look just enough like they're playing with a Lopen pup that it hits me right in the mothering instincts. Then there's that monster Jerry calls a puppy. That thing just scares the hell out of me. It's clearly going to be huge! And the teeth on that bastard!"

"Oh right, that's Fenrir right, the dire wolf?" Cora chimes in, tilting her head and stroking her chin for a moment. "Didn't Fenrir kill some Apuk noble who'd tried to kidnap the skipper back on Serbow?"

Incerra's eyes widen. "That crazy ass story was real!?"

Manila sits up a bit and nods. "I got the story straight from the Skipper the other day when I was helping him with some tasks. Fenrir ripped some Countess's throat out with those massive fangs of his! It's hard to believe though. He's so gentle! He loves getting scritches behind his ears and is just a big sweetie for a dog designed and bred to be a war hound that can keep up with power armored infantry apparently..."

"Keep up with... P-" Incerra's jaw drops, and she reaches for her stein and takes another deep drink. "Humans are all insane! Every single one of them!"

The three women chuckle and order another round of drinks. As proper pirates they could handle their alcohol a bit better than many galactic citizens... not that they drank any of the human alcohols. They liked a stiff drink, but they weren't suicidal. Human beer alone could put a girl in an early grave.

"I will say... I'm a bit jealous of the two of you." Cora begins.

Manila cocks her head slightly. "Y-You're jealous of me, Cora?"

"Just a little. More of Incerra getting to retain her rank and keep her ship, but I envy your mentorship relationship with Captain Bridger. I'd like to learn from him too."

"He'd do that for anyone Cora, you just have to ask."

Manila offers. She was proud of the attention she got from the Captain, but she didn't delude herself into thinking it was anything but strictly professional, or something he wouldn't do for any of his junior officers. As Jerry himself said, it's every senior officer's duty to ensure the development of their juniors. Whether they're a lieutenant junior grade mentoring an ensign, or a captain mentoring their entire officer cadre.

"Hmm. Perhaps I'll do that then."

Incerra chugs down the last of the beer she'd been working on before grabbing her next tankard.

"As for me, I'd say you're doing pretty well for yourself Cora. They've put all sorts of nasty surprises into your new ride, Old One Eye, right? Damn thing's a smuggler's wet dream as well as a hell of a drop ship now as I understand it. You're likely to be a full commander in about a year too. Not bad considering you were on the wrong end of a gun fight with the Undaunted before you were recruited."

Cora considers that for a second. "Fair point, I have been treated exceptionally well and with an incredible amount of respect considering how I first met the skipper and the Undaunted. You, Incerra, and the girls who joined that Earth Foreign Legion of theirs didn't really get into a shoot out with the humans before joining. Well. Not all of them anyway. I heard one of the EFL captains kidnapped her now husband, before he escaped custody, disabled her ship and called in the Dauntless for rescue!"

The women laugh, trading crazy stories about human interactions with various space pirates when something outside the restaurant catches Incerra's attention and she subtly gestures to the girls. Sir David is walking past, with a wife on each arm, the three of them seemingly utterly lost in their own little world.

"Back on the subject of men more specifically, there's an even more elusive catch than Captain Bridger walking by. Only two wives and they're quite the mix of wives at that! School teacher who by all accounts fought off a horde of beasties attempting to eat her charges either with an improvised staff or just her bare hands depending on who's telling the story, and a goddamn Apuk Battle Princess."

"They're both pregnant too, I hear." Cora nods primly as the Forsythes walk down the promenade. "I wonder what they're out and about for today."

"Might just be having a date." Manila says. "I've met Sir David a couple times now. He strikes me as the type to enjoy quiet quality time with his spouses.”

Incerra nods and raises her mug in a toast. "Well here's to health and fortune to them, and love and luck for us!"
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Sir David 

A little ditty bounces through Sir David's mind as they stride down the promenade. Two beauties, both wed to him, both carrying his children... with Miri'Tok carrying quite a lot of his children in point of fact, why, it was all enough to make a man get a bit of an ego. 

An ego Sir David admittedly already had... and as his eldest daughter had pointed out at one point, he was egotistical enough to believe he could completely keep his ego in check. As harsh a reality check as that had been, the trend of his current life had really brutally made keeping his ego in check even more difficult than normal. 

If he was honest he was damn happy, damn proud and just... damn. 

He casts a loving gaze to his left and right, both Ariane and Miri'Tok meeting his eyes and giving his arm an affectionate squeeze as they snuggle a bit closer, walking down the promenade to the park where they intended to have a little picnic. A chance to get some, admittedly artificial sun, but to relax as a family outside of the home or a noisy restaurant. 

It was one thing David absolutely missed about breaking orbit from Serbow. Being able to shuttle down to the beautiful, if dangerous, world of Serbow for a meal or a short vacation like they'd taken after the skipper had married his princess, was delightful, and one of the few downsides of deep space. Though he suspected that part of his mild cabin fever was the lack of opportunities for him to go out into the field. 

JSOC and Intelligence had sent missions out, but he'd found himself too senior to go on such minor jobs, no matter what excuses he'd tried to pull out of his hat. 

He'd had to settle for training, and playing opfor during the Marine's Crucible event had him feeling much better. 

"You seem like you're in good spirits today, darling." Miri'Tok notes, leaning down to kiss David's cheek. 

"I suppose I am, I have beautiful wives, both my wives are expecting..."

"And you enjoyed your little jaunt in the danger room playing, what did you call it? (Opfor)?" Ariane stumbles a bit over the English syllables. 

"It's short for 'Opposing Force' if I translate it from English to Galactic Trade, and yes. I enjoyed myself immensely and I got a good chance to keep an eye on the last recruits for the forthcoming Commando course. Neysihen and Purisha Velour are both looking quite promising. They're more or less neck and neck for first and second in their recruit company, and both are displaying strong leadership potential. Exactly what we want to see."

Ariane taps a finger to her lips, thinking for a second. "Purisha... isn't that the Feli girl who's madly in love with you?"

"It is indeed. Seems she'll make a proper go of the Commando course before too long, and if Captain Bridger and I's intuition is correct she'll at least ask me to dinner if not outright propose."

Miri leans in a bit. "Wait, I haven't heard of this Feli before. Who is she?"

"A former pirate I interrogated aboard the Talasar Spire, where I met Ari. She's got some interesting things going on in her head so far as the Captain can tell me. She considered herself powerless. Weak. Her own sister was butchered and devoured in front of her by the same monsters Ari fought off. She saw what we could do. How we could do it... and decided she wanted to be strong like that. Plus she apparently found me very attractive. I'm not adverse to being used as a motivational tool, but I think more base desires are tertiary to the motivations of Purisha Velour."

"You sound like you admire her, dear heart." Miri notes, grinning cheekily. 

"Oh I do, not romantically mind you, but just... it's hard to not appreciate how much damn work the girl's put into changing her life. She trained relentlessly pre boot camp, including getting Eymali Bridger to train her in the Yauya war arts, with a little help from young Miss Neysihen. Eymali told me she was impressed as well. Regardless of her romantic intentions towards me, I think we're going to make a hell of a commando out of her. She's certainly refined the raw material into a potent alloy for shaping." 

"Hmmm. I suppose that brings up a subject I'd been meaning to address with you both." Miri notes before a smell distracts the warrior woman slightly. "Oooh! The crepe stand is doing Nanak berry jam and Apuk style pastry now too! I know what I want to get after our lunch!" 

That gets another chuckle out of David and Ariane. 

"You hardly need to twist my arm to get sweet crepes Miri. We'll convince David together somehow I'm sure. Still, you were saying?"

"Oh! Of course. My apologies. I'm rather hungry."

"You are eating for thirteen my dear, I'd be surprised if you weren't hungry." David, a teasing smile on his face as he receives another kiss from Miri'Tok. 

"Who's fault is it that I'm eating for thirteen again? Anyway, I was wondering if perhaps it wouldn't be a good idea to consider seeking another wife for our family. Someone who can help Ariane look after the children. If Purisha proposes and we accept her, she won't help the problem, as three commandos in the family means gods only know how many people will actually be on hand to assist with childcare at any given time."

David nearly stops for a second as they pass through the door of the park, considering Miri's proposal as he observes their environment, idly noting the Sarkin family having a picnic of their own on the far side of the park.

"I... I'm at least open to the idea, but I'm not sure how I feel about looking for or considering a spouse being so... utilitarian."

Ariane chuckles. "You just need to let go of your Earth perspective dearest, it's an excellent deal for the woman who is selected for her motherly gifts. She gets to put her best skills to work in support of her family, and of course gets married, and having such a woman in a clan or family is important for that family. Firi Bridger's an excellent example, though from my brief chats with her she married for love, not for her aptitude for child rearing, but the results are the same. I do believe I see the Sarkins over there however, and they did just bring a woman into their family specifically for her talents in the arts relevant to motherhood. Commander Sarkin's newest wife, Miu'Kin, she seems quite happy doesn't she?" 

Ari punctuates her statement by waving to the Sarkins. She'd been introduced to the Sarkins a few weeks back at a social event for the Tear's officers and their families, and become friends with some of the Sarkin women.  

That had also been David's introduction to the demure redhead by the name of Miu'Kin, Tyler's fifth wife and a woman utterly unlike any Apuk he'd ever met before. Where most Apuk were bold as brass and ‘in your face’, as his American associates liked to say, Miu’Kin was demure, almost shy. 

Such a gentle soul coming from a species renowned far and wide as warriors was interesting. Though the Tear’s rumor mill was convinced that Miu’Kin had beaten a thug who had tried to kidnap one of her charges when she was working at a daycare back on Serbow to death, using the would-be kidnapper's own arm to finish the job. 

Which was about as Apuk as it could get in David’s book. When even the quiet, shy, gentle wall flowers could beat a likely armed gangster to death with her bare hands, you were either dealing with an Apuk or a Cannidor without a doubt. 

David strokes his chin for a moment, and considers the young woman in question and her circumstances further. Miu'Kin did seem quite happy, and far from being exploited or something of that nature, clearly felt almost relieved to be able to embrace a role in life that seemed to be her calling. There was nothing to suggest she was anything but overjoyed with where life had led her. 

"That's... a fair point my loves, though I imagine it will be quite some time before we're on a world with matchmaking services where candidates for that role might be found, that might make things hard on you Ari."

The lovely Agela woman waves off the concern with a shake of her long golden hair. 

"Don't you worry about me. I've dealt with far more than just our forthcoming fourteen. I was from a big family and I helped with my younger siblings and half siblings extensively before I got my schooling and early childhood teaching certificate. I'm not expected to open the school formally for a while yet, and while I'm sure the daycare services could eventually use me... well. It's not exactly hard to bring our children to work with me if I'm managing a daycare. We can take our time. Resolve this situation with Miss Velour, and when the time is right, we can look into a third or fourth wife to help me maintain our household."

"Capital." David nods. "Now, let's pick a nice spot out and get to eating, I'm feeling a bit peckish myself." 
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Tyler

Tyler looks up as Cassie waves a wing, looking over to see the Forsythes wandering on the other side of the park, waving in turn before turning back to his family. They were having an important discussion and he couldn't let himself be distracted by anything right now.

"I'm just saying we need to do something to celebrate Miu'Kin... coming gravid? I'm not sure how to say that exactly."

Miu'Kin blushes and stares fervently at her own lap. "No, I uh. It's okay. I'm really happy. I'm really excited. I don't need anything, to be honest. It's far more important that Cassie, Nara and Elyria all laid their clutches anyway."

Cassie shakes her head. "No my dear sister, we can commemorate all the many good things in our lives you know. You getting 'knocked up' as the humans in the squadron like to call it is worth a celebration, especially with nine! I know that's normal for an Apuk girl, but it's still something to celebrate and be grateful for."

Tyler nods. "Right. Exactly, thank you Cassie. Though Miu's right, we need to do something for you girls for laying your clutches too."

That gets a chuckle from Matroika, the now very pregnant Rabbis woman leaning back a bit. "Heh. I think Papa deserves a little treat for being such a trooper for that process too. You were clearly out of your element, but you hung in for the girls!"

That earns a slightly confused... shudder and a smile from Tyler as he remembers helping his wives with the laying process.

"I admit, nothing in my life could have prepared me for helping my spouses lay their eggs. Like. I didn't even have a frame of reference for the process. I knew on some level how it worked, and I read some articles on the subject but yeah. It... was something else to be sure. Plus there's the thought that there's an entire person growing inside those eggs. It's absolutely wild to me coming from Earth. Just another thing I wish I could talk to my Dad about, that more than a few of his grandchildren are going to hatch from eggs."

Cassie wraps a wing around Tyler's shoulder, giving him a warm, feathery squeeze. "He'd have been proud of you, you know that right?"

"Oh I know. I just wish he could get to explore the galaxy with me. See some of the wonders out here. That's something I always loved about my father. Something I think he gave me, was his sense of wonder. He had a bright and wide eyed appreciation for life and everything in it. He'd take hard times on the chin, because he knew good times would come again, and like he loved to tell me, you can't be afraid of a little wind. Storms are what make good sailors, not calm seas."

"Teach that wisdom to our children and I know they'll come out just fine, handsome." Matroika looks down and pats her belly with two of her found hands. "Honestly I'm jealous as all hell of you girls who just laid your eggs, I'm stuck like this and off combat flight status for at least another month!"

Tyler starts to respond, then has a sudden realization and can barely contain his laughter, practically biting down on his own fist as he fights to contain himself.

Matroika is not impressed. "What's so funny?"

"It's just. I had a thought. You know how you have some traits that resemble Earth rabbits?"

Matroika nods slowly, one of her long ears flopping down just a bit. "Yes... why?"

"Well they have a fast gestation time too, a lot faster than the Rabbis of course, since a rabbit kit's hardly as complex as any kind of sapient life form's child, They also have an interesting little trick, and I was just thinking you should be thankful that you can't carry two pregnancies at once like an Earth rabbit."

Matroika's eyes widen and her jaw drops just a little as she considers that for a few moments. Tyler can practically hear the gears grinding in his chocolate easter bunny's mind as surprise becomes horror.

"Goddess's fluffy cotton tail, that sounds like either a Gravidist's wet dream or a fucking nightmare for someone sane. No wonder those little critters apparently breed so fast! Big litters, short gestation times and they can damn carry two pregnancies? That's practically cheating!"

Tyler shrugs. "Earth is a hard place to live when your primary part of the circle of life is being a food source to just about everything with a taste for meat. As for the Gravidists and their kooky pregnancy religion, I wonder if they've ever gone to the lengths of bio engineering or whatever so they can carry two pregnancies or be gravid with two clutches at once? Seems like something the more extremist branches would try to pull off. There's one report about contact with an extremist gravid priestess who boasted of being pregnant the majority of her life, like over ninety percent of it. Which is... wild. Like. When does she find the time to actually raise her children? Or have a relationship with her husband that isn't breeding related? Though this was a very conservative sect, so they're the kooks who wrap their husbands up in white robes and generally keep them in the house when they're not 'doing their duty', to their wives."

"It's always been one of the bigger issues with Gravidism, even some of the less extremist factions in my opinion." Cassie notes primly, reaching for a snack from their tray. "They tend to put their focus deeply onto the reproductive part of motherhood, and forget the other parts of being a good wife, and a good mother. Though you must remember dear heart, humans are quite unique in how they prefer to have a deep, intimate connection with all of their wives for the most part. That's not the case for most of the galaxy."

Miu'Kin happily bites down on a nanak berry tart seemingly just enjoying the conversation before she suddenly straightens up.

"Oh! I just remembered! Tyler I have a question about something. I heard it in the passageways coming back from Little Serbow."

The name for the second promenade in module three which lay 'below' module one where the original promenade was, forming the dorsal part of the Crimson Tear's mission modules, name had been in flux for around a month after departure from Serbow. The community had finally settled on Little Serbow after some aborted attempts to call it Apuk Town, and a few other names. While there were other businesses operated by non-Apuk in the newly renovated part of the ship, the fact remained that a lot of the ship's large new Apuk population lived in module three with their families, and they culturally dominated the second promenade. 

The Sarkins regularly went down that way for dinner in particular, and Miu'Kin did some of her household shopping at the Apuk bakery that had opened aboard. The whole family had grown somewhat addicted to sweets with the Apuk nanak berry, and while the ship's store had shelf stable goods with Nanak in them, fresh baked was always best.

"What did you hear Miu?" Tyler asks, curious as to what had been unique enough to stick out to his newest bride.

"Someone was saying something about a 'boot camp', and I don't understand why footwear needs a camp? Is it a slang reference to getting a group together to hand make shoes or something?"

Tyler can't help but start laughing at that, adding to the confused look on the lovely redhead's face.

"Alright, I admit, when you said you overheard something I was not expecting that at all."

"So you know what it is?" Miu'Kin asks, leaning in a bit, her cheeks dusky as she fights off obvious embarrassment.

"I do, I'm sorry dear, I'm not laughing at you, I promise. The misunderstanding is funny however. We translated that phrase literally from English to Galactic Trade, so it still doesn't really make sense, like a lot of idioms and turns of phrase don't. Boot camp is slang for what can either be called recruit training or basic training. There's a recruit company being put through the mill to join the Undaunted Marine Corps. They've been at it for a while. They started about a month before we broke Serbow orbit once we realized how long we were going to be there."

Miu'Kin nods slowly. "What kinds of things occur during this boot camp? Is it very different from Apuk martial training?"

"Yes and no." Tyler starts. "From what Nara, Masha, and my new Apuk pilots have told me, most Apuk warriors are very individualist in nature. Only the Imperial military, which is seen rarely on Serbow itself pushes team work and group identity to any serious degree, and that's something they're still working on. They have the espirit of an elite corps, especially their marines, but it's not quite following the human model yet."

"How does the human model differ?" Miu'Kin seems like she might just start taking notes, clearly interested in what Tyler's telling her.

"Well I'm not a Marine, so I'm not the best source for this, but all human recruit training focuses on breaking down the individual, and resocializing them to deal with the demands of military life. This includes holding the group above the individual, and promoting deep bonds of loyalty within the group. Marines on our world, especially the United States Marine Corps, are famous, or perhaps infamous for their loyalty to their warrior brotherhood. So while most militaries instruct their recruits in the history of their service, the US Marine Corps preaches of it's glorious history like it's converting pagans to their religion, and a lot of those boys and girls come out of their recruit depots as believers. Brimming with stories about heroes of legend like Dan Daly, John Basilone, Raphael Peralta, Bradley Kasal, and always the great prophet of their faith, Chesty Puller."

Tyler sits back and grins.

"Honestly it's hard to get too upset with them. The Corps more than walks its talk, as grating to admit as that might be. Their reputation for never saying die and only surrendering when they have their backs to the wall and have completely run out of every possible method to resist is well earned. Much to the frustration of many of their would be detractors."

The pilot considers some of the Marines he flew with once upon a time, in a place very far away from here with a grin. Marine swagger really was something, even by fighter pilot standards! And when that Marine was a fighter pilot, well it was one hell of a show.

"They have a lot of legends in their ranks, and plenty of legendary battles to talk about. Places like Derna, Belleau Wood, Iwo Jima and Fallujah. They're actually simulating the battle of Iwo Jima for the recruits right now. It was a brutal fight during humanity's second world war. I flew in the simulation on the first day, throwing a classic prop driven fighter aircraft called a Corsair around the digital skies. It was a lot of fun."

Miu'Kin considers all that for a moment, taking it all on board. "Well that's really interesting! Do you know any of those stories, Tyler? Surely your Navy back on Earth has some good stories too? Right?"

"We've got our fair share of heroes and legendary battles too of course. I'll see about having dinner with the Skipper and the rest of the Bridgers soon. I'm sure you won't have to twist his arm too much to get a few good stories out of him. Captain Bridger's a Marine's Marine and he loves the stories as much as any other jarhead does. Now for Navy stories, let me tell you about one of our own battles of the second world war, it takes place off an island called Samar, where a small unit of ships called Taffy Three, tasked with defending a vulnerable landing fleet have to hold off damn near the entire enemy fleet!"
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Cindy

Cindy giggles as her newest big sister swings her tail a bit more and Cindy clings a little tighter so she doesn't slip off. Miss Dar'Vok was really nice! She'd seemed a bit sad when she'd come aboard the Tear so Cindy had 'breached her room' with the help of her big sisters to bring her a welcoming present and a cupcake. Everyone likes cupcakes! That had done the job, and Dar'Vok had been integrating into the common room that the big sisters occupied just outside the Den proper.

Cindy wasn't allowed to move her room down here just yet. They still needed her in the den to help! But she was spending more and more time playing and studying down here, and she was looking forward to moving in with her big sisters! That would be lots of fun!

Just another successful big plan for Cindy Bridger! She'd be an officer like Papa in no time!

Cindy scrunches up her face a little bit as she considers the difficulty of pursuing an officer's commission and studying genetic medicine at the same time... but she just had to be patient and work hard and she could do it!

Mood improved, Cindy follows the swing of Dar'Vok's tail and lets go at the apex, letting herself land on the couch with another giggle.

Joan looks over from where the Cannidor sisters had just set up the dinner table into its 'armory bench' configuration. Namely putting down a chemical proof mat to keep the normal surface clean and free of strange chemicals from small arms repair.

"Alright Cindy, I think that's enough playing for a bit. You need to give Dar'Vok a break you know?"

"Okay! Thank you for playing with me!"

Dar'Vok turns and pats Cindy gently on the head.

"Oh that's not trouble at all. little cinder. You're such a well behaved girl aren't you?"

Joan chuckles. "Oh she can be a little menace when she wants to be too. She's far too clever for her own good. Cindy. Come do your evening weapon maintenance before dinner."

"Okay!"

Cindy races over to the table and scales her way up into her elevated chair, before reaching into her bag and withdrawing the stiletto style switchblade that Mama Diana had recently given her. It was a big responsibility to have it at all, even if she couldn't unlock the blade without an adult's help! Next she pulls out a far more practical knife similar to one Papa carried. This was a pure utility knife and Cindy actually got to use this one! With adult supervision of course.

"So Cindy." Joan asks, leaning over and taking a look at the weapons before unlocking the blades with a kiss of axiom. "What's the difference between a weapon and a tool?"

"A weapon is a type of tool designed specifically for and optimized for fighting. A tool can be used for fighting, but has more applications and is more functional in those applications. Improvised weapons are literally anything."

"So what's the difference between your two knives?"

"A stiletto is a long, thin blade optimized for thrusting, usually from concealment. It can pierce things, and can't really do much else. My other knife has a thicker blade with a different profile and a little saw section. It can be used for all sortsa stuff! I used it to help Mama Firi cut some fruit the other day! I asked to try it with the stiletto too and it kinda made a mess of the berries. It just smushed'em a bit instead of cutting them unless I was reaaaally careful with the tip."

Joan nods, and pats Cindy on the head.

"Correct. There's very little difference in many respects. They're both potentially dangerous pieces of metal if used by the wrong people, or if used carelessly. They deserve our respect and our attention. What else do they have in common?"

"They both need to be maintained and cared for properly!"

"Atta girl. Just like Mama Diana taught you. You're getting good at this. Didn't even stumble on a couple of the big words this time!"

Cindy beams up at Joan as her big sister passes her her tool kit. She had a small set of Cindy sized screwdrivers, a tiny magnetic pan for parts, an oil bottle for the moving parts if needed, a cleaning solution, a rag, and finally her whetstones. 

Apparently you could sharpen stuff with axiom too, but Cindy couldn't quite figure that trick out yet. Plus she liked sharpening. The repetitive motion was relaxing, and she liked spending time with her sisters and listening to them talk or teach her things.

Dar'Vok watches as Cindy quickly takes apart her knives and fits on the special sharpening grips Mama Diana had made for her. It kept the blade at the perfect angle to be sharpened and protected her hand from accidentally slipping, all while ensuring that she was learning the proper technique for when she was big enough to do it all on her own without support. Soon Cindy's happily sharpening her tools and Dar'Vok turns to Joan.

"How in the world do you have her doing chores like this already? And so happily? I've seen Apuk girls in warrior training who couldn't even be bothered to care for their war swords."

Cindy raises a hand before Joan can even respond.

"Go ahead and tell her, Cindy."

"Papa says that if we have tools, it's our duty to care for our tools, if we do, they'll take care of us. Letting a tool fall into disrepair is a failure of the owner and guarantees a failure of the tool when you need it."

"And what does that mean for weapons?"

"If you're willing to stake your life on something working properly, care for it with equal importance as you care for your life. My stiletto is a weapon, a tool I can defend my Mamas and me with! If I don't take care of it, it won't work when I need it."

Dar'Vok exchanges a look with Joan as Cindy goes back to work.

"...Does she... Understand all that?"

"Somewhat. Mostly she's been listening to Mother Jaruna and Father instructing us, and she'll ask us questions. She's also gotten a few direct lessons from Father and Mother Diana. She won't be a warrior if she doesn't want to be, but she'll damn well be able to handle herself. She's a Bridger and that means fighting like a lion when push comes to shove."

"What's a lion?"

Cindy sticks her hand up again, and Joan nods.

"Tell her Cindy."

"A lion is a large feline predator from a place on Earth called Africa. The males have very fluffy manes and an appearance that human explorers from another place called..."

Cindy scrunches her face up as she tries to remember how the difficult English word is pronounced.

"Eu-europe. They thought the lions looked regal, and the mane was kinda like a crown. So lions were the rulers of the wilds of Africa! Papa says it's a bit more messy than that though. They’re a way to say being brave in human language."

"Good girl Cindy. Make sure you show Dar'Vok some pictures later, okay?"

"Okay!"

Dar'Vok settles herself on to the other side of the table. "I feel a bit odd considering I have nothing to clean. I've yet to be issued my weapons."

Joan snorts. "Shit, we can't have that, can we girls? Boudicca, got a spare plasma pistol for Dar'Vok? You might not be family just yet, but you are living with us and I fully expect you to join us in keeping the kiddos safe."

Boudicca grunts in response, not even looking up from where she's got her shotgun broken down and a plasma pistol is passed over to Dar'Vok.

"Keep it. I got spares."

"...How rich is this family that spare plasma pistols are a thing?"

Khutulun rumbles with a chuckle.

"Shit girlie, haven't you seen the size of this beast? Our father didn't win himself a princess just on martial strength. Well. Actually. Suppose he did, but he was the perfect guy for the job well before that."

Boudicca nods. "Yeah wait till you see the rest of our war gear. We'd be pretty well squared away even if we didn't have all these resources. Mother Wichen's a crack machinist. Have you figured out what you're getting for weapons?"

Dar'Vok nods as Cindy hums to herself to get a good rhythm going as she works, happily listening to the adults talk.

"I picked out a rifle and my lord said he'd handle a sidearm for me. I also have my war sword."

Khutulun hoists her intricately decorated Great White Shark shotgun up to check the bore, and Cindy giggles as a sudden thought occurs to her.

"Ms. Dar'Vok should get a shotfun!"

Dar'Vok cocks her head. "...Isn't it a shotgun?"

Khutulun grins. "Nah. The kid was right. They're shotfuns. I bet you any amount of credits you please you’ll enjoy the hell out of one of these. Nothing says fu- err.” Khutulun looks over at Cindy for a second and checks her language. “Nothing tells bad guys to knock it off quite like a 40mm slug… or the new high explosive rounds we’re almost done developing.”

“...High explosive rounds?”

“Dual purpose too. Means anti-personnel and anti-armor.”

“...What’s the normal ammunition like?”

“A giant hunk of metal, or a… shit. Boudicca, what did father describe it as? That American civil war officer he quoted.”

Boudicca looks up from her own shotgun. “A withering hail of iron. Or something to that effect. Buck shot is honestly not a fair description of our rounds. Shotguns in 12 gauge are a normal defense and hunting tool on Earth. Even children can use them with appropriate training. Buck shot is a spray of specifically sized lead balls for hunting deer. 40mm on the other hand is into the artillery round size range for human munitions. What we have are properly termed canister shells. They propel a wall of large round projectiles at high velocity towards the target. Buck shot from hell, and used in still larger cannons to break all out assaults.”

Cindy giggles as Dar’Vok gets a thoughtful look on her face.

“...Well that does sound like quite a bit of fun actually.”

“Yay! Shotfun!”

Khutulun leans over and smacks Dar’Vok on the back. “That’s the ticket. Soon as we're done cleaning stuff we'll show you Mother Wichen's ordering interface. She'll get your weapon done before you go earn your cloak I'm sure of it. She takes care of the family and the sword sworn, and you're somewhere in that category. Or will be."

Dar'Vok starts to respond when there's a sudden commotion behind them.

Cindy quickly stands up in her chair and turns around, and finds Esprit and Fenrir wrestling aggressively as Mikasa and Maximum watch on. Mikasa looks more than a little exasperated by her siblings' antics, while Maximus's whip-like tail is wagging eagerly, clearly suggesting the energetic Doberman is just looking for an opportunity to pile in. The loud noise had been Fenrir rolling into a side table and knocking it over.

Esprit slips free of Fenrir's paws and is off like a shot, with Fenrir happily chasing her around the room with an energetic bark that could shake the dust out of the hard to reach corners of the ceiling. They do two laps around the room before Cindy's had enough. They know better than that! She stamps her little foot and shouts at the top of her lungs.

"Fenrir! Bad dog! Don’t you cause trouble like that!"

Fenrir comes to an immediate halt, clearly slightly confused as to where that slightly demanding tone had come from. The older girls share a look. Cindy couldn't know it, but she'd managed to sound like a decent approximation of a tiny, but still fairly angry Sylindra, hence Fenrir's confusion.

Joan chuckles and reaches over to pat Cindy's head.

"Thatta girl, you tell em. Fenrir. Esprit. Calm down. I'll get everyone something to chew on. Then when we finish maintenance we'll take them to the park. Clearly they need a chance to do a little exercise, and I heard Mother Wichen's squirrel bots are finished."

"Yay! The park!"

Cindy grins, and turns around to set back to work before all of Joan's sentence catches up with her.

"...What's a Squirrel Bot?"

"You know those fluffy tree rats at the main people park that Mikasa and Fenrir like to chase?"

"Uh huh! I know what a squirrel is, sister!"

"Right. Well Mother Wichen noticed how much the dogs like to chase them, but letting the dogs chase the squirrels too much isn't great for the squirrels. They could get hurt if they get caught for one, right?"

"Right..."

"Well Mother Wichen developed a squirrel bot, so basically it's a moving plush toy that acts a lot like a squirrel. So the bots run around and leaps and bounds and do all those things that get the dogs really excited. That means the dogs will chase them, just like the real squirrels."

Cindy nods, considering that for a second.

"Oh, so the doggies will chase the squirrel bots and get super tired!"

"That's right! I bet it'll be a lot of fun to watch too. So make sure you do a good job taking care of your tools so we can go, okay?"

"Okay!"
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Neysihen

A simulated dawn finds the last of the recruits climbing to the top of Mount Suribachi. To a woman, they're tired, bedraggled, and look like they've been chewed up and spit out by some cosmic horror... but as Neysihen helps her senior drill instructor form the platoon up to march on to the parade field that's waiting for them... Neysihen doesn't see tired eyes anymore. Not a hint of the exhaustion she'd seen when they started their final push up Suribachi this 'morning', remained in 'her' girls.

Instead, Neysihen saw pride. Beaming forth like a laser into a dark room, the weight and exhaustion sloughing off each woman's shoulders and leaving their spines a little bit straighter, their shoulders sharp and their chests out. Parade ground perfect. Save for the dreadful state of their uniforms... but then this was how the Crucible worked.

They hadn't raised the flag on Suribachi, another platoon had managed to get their patrol up and into position first, but in the end... it didn't really matter that much. This was a team effort after all, and like the original photo that Neysihen could picture so clearly in her mind's eye... it didn't matter who raised the flag. 

In that moment they were every Marine, or in this case, every recruit. No one girl could have put the Undaunted blue and gold up on her own. No one platoon 'beat' the others. It was a team effort, and that too was a critical lesson of the Crucible and the Undaunted.

As strong as an individual can become, as critical as self mastery is, the real power to change worlds comes when those individuals come together as a deeply interconnected team. Or as one of her DIs had told her platoon in a more pithy moment. Teamwork makes the dream work.

Back on Earth, graduation from the US Marine Corps Recruit Depots at San Diego and Parris Island was not when a recruit became a Marine. Recruits become Marines in a far more private ceremony at the end of the Crucible. Guests were theoretically allowed to attend, but were rare. 

This ceremony was for the Marines themselves, new and old, as they welcomed their new members to their ranks. Even Captain Bridger, had he been a normal naval officer, would not have attended. Lieutenant Colonel Ghorza would have led the ceremony. Instead she's at the Skipper's left as the recruit company passes in review and forms up in front of the reviewing stand.

The company commander, a man from the Republic of Korea named Kwan Jeon, and the commander of the battalion's Charlie company for his 'day job', reports in to Captain Bridger. The captain gives an order to the proud ROK Marine that Neysihen can't hear. Captain Jeon spins on a heel and takes three steps forward, then he calls out.

"Company! Pa-rade! Rest!"

The assembled recruit company moves to the more relaxed position as Captain Jeon clears out from between the recruits and their drill instructors and the Captain as Jerry steps forward.

"Good morning. I'm going to keep this short, you have a warrior's breakfast to get to, and I assume most of you would just about kill for a hot shower at this point, which we'll ensure you get after the corpsmen check you all over to make sure you didn't hurt yourselves. Today, marks around a hundred years since the battle of Iwo Jima, the battle you just fought a simulation of. It is one of many battles, of the many Corps of Marines that hail from the planet we call Earth. However, I maintain Iwo Jima is something special. What makes it special can be summed up in two quotes."

Jerry starts sweeping his gaze through the crowd, giving the uncanny impression that he's making eye contact with every single recruit.

"Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz said, “Among those who served on Iwo Jima, uncommon valor was a common virtue.” Now that you've lived this battle in part. Fought this battle. I think you can understand what our forebears went through on this sulfur island in the middle of the deep blue Pacific, that inspired those words from Admiral Nimitz. Times have changed. Our weapons. Our tactics. Even you recruits yourselves, are like nothing those who came before us could even begin to imagine in some ways. Yet. That doesn't change anything. It doesn't change what the Corps demands from you, the perseverance, the dedication, the sheer grit to never say die, to drag your enemy out of the hole they're hiding in and beat them to death if you're out of ammunition. It doesn’t change the essential character that makes us different from every other body of fighting men and women to ever exist. Marines are still Marines. Whether they're from Earth, or Centris, or one of a million other worlds. Our Corps of Marines is a bond that stretches from here into the very depths of Cruel Space... so long as we remain worthy of it, and today, you have proved that you are worthy."

Jerry paces back and forth a few steps, his eyes sweeping through the assembled recruits again. before coming to a halt behind the podium.

"The next quote... well some of you may have heard me say it or refer to it at one point or another previously. The quote is from the Secretary of the American Navy, the civilian in charge of the United States Marine Corps, and our Navy brethren, James Forrestal. He just happened to be coming ashore at Iwo Jima on 23 February, 1945, when Marines from E Company, 2nd Battalion, 28th Marines, raised the American flag on top of the real Mount Suribachi. Secretary Forrestal turned to Major General Holland Smith and said; "The raising of that flag on Suribachi means a Marine Corps for the next five hundred years."

Jerry gestures behind him, where a flag pole flutters in the simulated breeze with four flags on it. At the top was the new gold and blue banner of the Undaunted Marine Corps. It's eagle, starfield and anchor device showing a constellation that featured Sol prominently. A deep space observatory had managed to pick out the constellation as part of the Cruel Space mapping initiative, and it had quickly become a human symbol.

Beneath this new set of colors for a new Marine Corps, the scarlet and gold banners of the US Marines, and the ROK Marines, who made up the majority of the training cadre, and the more varied colors of the UK Royal Marines, were flying no less proudly,, snapping in a simulated breeze.

"Well ladies, as I said at the start of this little speech, by my count we have at least four hundred years left on the clock, and I can use a few good Marines to help me carry our legacy to the stars. Maybe run that clock back up to five hundred years and beyond. Anyone willing to help me out?"

Neysihen is suddenly yelling before she's even aware she wanted to shout out her response, the proud roar responding to the Captain making the very real walls of the danger room rattle slightly before Captain Bridger gestures for quiet.

"That's what I thought. Captain Jeon, award these Marines their emblem, and may the gods watch over your endeavors as we carry our banner across the galaxy. Semper fi! Carry on!"

Another roar answers the Captain as Captain Bridger steps away, the Drill Instructors quickly getting their recruits back under control and to the position of attention as Captain Jeon returns with an aide carrying several large wooden boxes, solemnly passing one of the boxes to a drill instructor from each platoon, who falls in behind their platoon's Senior Drill Instructor as they start towards each platoon's first recruit in the formation.

Nearly three hours go by in a flash. They receive their emblems, and are marched back to their 'barracks', where a horde of Navy Corpsmen and nurses are waiting to do med checks on the no longer recruits. Monitored by the ever irritated Dr. Joanna McCoy, the process is ruthless in its efficiency, quickly ferreting out recruits who were walking wounded and getting them off to the side so they can be cleaned up and treated after they get the grime off their bodies.

A hot shower and a change of clothes later and they were in the chow hall, shoveling piping hot food down at a pace that would have done their human counterparts proud. Neysihen and Purisha were both ravenous, and gulped down a steak and eggs breakfast with plenty of bug juice. Weapons were turned in, gear was packed, and finally they were dismissed. While most girls have the next few days off before reporting to their units for the next stage in training, Neysihen and Purisha are already heading towards the command deck on the double.

They'd been slipped a note by one of their DIs at chow.

They were to report to Captain Bridger's office, just as soon as they were released.

Neysihen and Purisha knew why of course, but it was still nerve-wracking as they reported to Yeoman Chalis, the Navy Petty Officer who served as the Captain's secretary, and piled their sea bags neatly in a corner out of the way.

Then they sat for a good ten minutes, trying not to fidget, both telling themselves that they were being silly when this was a positive meeting, but still the sensation of being called to stand tall before the authority managed to get its icy claws dug in on them here and there.

"Ladies, the Captain will see you now."

Neysihen exchanges a look with Purisha and they rise as one, marching through the door to report in, heels clicking as they make a sharp right face before the skipper's desk.

"Private First Class Neysihen Laksmana, reporting as ordered, sir!"

"Private Purisha Velour, reporting as ordered, sir!"

Jerry considers them for a long moment, looking deep into their eyes.

"At ease ladies, take a seat."

It's only then, as she settles into a chair that Neysihen realizes Eymali is also in the room, leaning against a wall casually. It seemed this meeting was going to be all sorts of interesting.

"Well ladies, I have to say I'm impressed." Jerry begins. "I expected quite a bit out of both of you, but I'm pleased to say you both wildly exceeded my expectations. Based on your performance, and the leadership potential you displayed, I've cut orders for you to both be promoted meritoriously to Lance Corporal. Normally I'd only do that for the top Marine in a recruit platoon, but the two of you were so consistently above and beyond the standard that I believe Admiral Cistern will forgive me for being a bit more generous than usual."

Eymali nods. "I am very impressed as well, my dear apprentice... or perhaps it shall be apprentices soon enough? That can wait however, until Jeremiah concludes his business."

Jerry turns to focus on Purisha slightly. "Purisha, in particular... well. You knew the terms of our deal, and you came through with flying colors. With performance like that I know the two of you will eat the commando course alive... if you keep your same attitudes. Conquer this next mountain, and we'll have a whole new world of challenges to show you."

Purisha visibly, to Neysihen at least, suppresses a gulp, but nods sharply. "I'm ready, sir! For anything you can throw at me!"

"We'll see about that, Lance Corporal. Now... Huntsmistress Eymali has business with you both. Business that is also relevant to me as a Huntsmaster with a hand in your education."

Eymali prowls forward off the wall, the mighty huntress oozing with strength to those who could read her movement. "As I said, my apprentice, I am most pleased with your performance. You not only hunted well, you led the pack... as did you Purisha. I'll have a reward for you Neysihen, but Purisha, I'd like to make our training arrangement from before you went to boot camp a formal one. I'd like to take you in as my second apprentice."

Purisha lights up with a grin, before her brain catches up. "What exactly would that entail, Lady Eymali?"

"Much like Neysihen, I would be responsible for teaching you the various arts of the hunt as studied by the Lodge of the Shadowed Blade. My goal as defined by the Grand Huntsmistress, Lady Mariale, is to train you both to become fully fledged huntresses. I find this goal... unambitious. My task is complete when you are both huntsmistresses and I send you off to take apprentices of your own. You would have to move out the barracks and into the Den... but I suspect you wouldn't mind that, as you'll be rooming with Neysihen, Dar'Vok, a new Apuk soldier in the service of our clan, and the elder Bridger daughters. Nicer accommodations than the barracks to be sure. You'll have your own small cabin instead of a cubicle in a squad bay."

"You'd really... want me as an apprentice?"

"Yes, you have incredible potential, and have more than shown you have the will or natural talent to keep up with Neysihen. I'd like to nurture that potential and help you reach it. If you agree... then you and I will have to do some work nearly immediately, as in a few days, I'll have a challenge for you to earn your PSD pistol, to match Neysihen, and to formally mark your joining our household. With a huntsmaster and huntsmistress in the same family you can consider it something of an informal adoption if you like. After that you'll need to earn your honor blade... and I have a very stimulating challenge in mind for that."

"I... uh. I'm in! I'll do it!"

Eymali nods. "Excellent. Enjoy yourselves tonight, as I'm sure you want to celebrate with your friends and get your things moved to the Den. The three of us will begin training tomorrow afternoon. We must prepare Purisha for her challenge, and I'll have you be the one to train her Neysihen, to see where your own progress is. I'll still help of course, but I have full confidence in the two of you to get Purisha ready to earn her sidearm and her honor blade."

Neysihen looks over at Purisha and gives her friend a nod. "She's got this ma'am!"

Jerry leans forward. "Well, in that case, it sounds like you two need to get some R&R in before you go back to work, so we won't keep you longer. Dismissed."

Neysihen and Purisha practically race out of Jerry's office, stopping only to grab their sea bags, the excitement only building as they realize exactly what just happened.

"Neysi..." Purisha starts. "The girls are never going to believe this."

"We'll tell them the story a few times till they do. Come on, let's go get the rest of our stuff, get the right rank on our collars, and get our stuff moved into the Den. If this Dar'Vok girl is around maybe she'll want to come to dinner with us? She's in direct service to the family it sounds like, not the Undaunted... I bet there's an interesting story there."

"Sounds like a plan! Race you!"

"You're on!”
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The multimedia room Neysihen and Purisha had rented for their 'grad party' with their friends, Talciea the Ikiya'Mas, a former pirate turned Undaunted Navy police officer, Mikena, a Merra woman who had the glittering gold wings of a naval aerospacecrewman on the left breast of her blouse, and a new friend. The blonde beauty known as Dar'Vok was rather... subdued for an Apuk woman, but Neysihen had heard from Eymali that her new roomie had been through quite a bit recently.

Drinks had been passed around and food ordered as the girls completely forgot the action movie they'd been intending to watch and focused on swapping stories and catching up instead. Talciea in particular is leaning in, wide eyed as Purisha describes what just happened to her earlier in the day, that had resulted in her moving her stuff into the much talked about but rarely seen Bridger family quarters called 'the Den'.

"Holy crap Purisha, that's amazing! You really got taken on as an apprentice by Lady Eymali? She was part of our final testing in the Master at Arms course. Part of a ship's security is detecting unseen threats after all. We busted most people, Cloaken didn't stand a chance with our training from Lady Cascka, but Lady Eymali was something else entirely, only the sharpest girls in class, and our most talented girl with axiom had a chance to even guess she was there never mind stopping her!"

Purisha beams with pride as she takes a deep swig of her drink. "I know! I'm really excited. I never thought she'd offer me that... plus it means I get to room with Neysi, Dar'Vok and the elder Bridger daughters. We invited them along but they had training on the Power Armor Assault Course booked in already... I think they were doing it for fun. Apparently their little sister was coming along to watch from the control room."

Mikena taps her chin for a second. "Those are the three Cannidor girls right? Just won their power armored infantry badges for the action on the Talasar Spire when the three of us got ‘invited’ to join the Undaunted?"

Neysihen nods. "Yep, that's them. Made the engineering section’s hangar bay run purple with Narlabore blood with their mother, Jaruna. You'll meet them soon enough, they were distant to me when I initially moved into the Den, but that was more about relevant position and me immediately leaving to go live in the barracks prior to boot camp. Now that I'm fully 'on the team', they've been nothing but friendly. They really wanted to come along tonight, but they're damned serious about their training schedules! I think we're going to enjoy living with them! Dar'Vok too of course!"

Dar'Vok stiffens slightly at being mentioned. "Ah. Yes, I think I'll enjoy living with all of you too. Normally there should be some distance between the Bridger daughters and I as a vassal of the family, but they've been quite warm and welcoming, like I'm new kin instead of a new soldier in their father's employ. They've teased me a bit of course, I haven't fully 'earned my place' yet. Though I have fought next to my lord in battle, and that earned me quite a bit of credit from Miss Joan and the other Cannidor sisters. They appreciated that I came to their father's aid. Miss Cindy seems to like me as well. She's such an adorable little girl."

Talciea holds up a hand. "Whoa! Hold it there Blondie. You've been awful quiet and you just dropped a bomb on us all of the sudden!" The rat-like alien leans in, grinning. "I smell a story. Come on! Spill! How the heck did you get into a battle alongside the Skipper? We've been floating around in the black for awhile and were in port for months before that. I know some stuff happened on the surface, but I never got details of any serious shenanigans."

The Apuk woman sighs softly, collecting herself. "I uh. Was a guard for the Countess of Vynn, who kidnapped his highness... or more precisely, he let her kidnap him so he could proceed to break out of her trap. I think he'd just been intending to humiliate my former employer, but then she uh... threatened to have his children killed in an 'accident', and insulted his wives, save Princess Aquilar. The Countess thought my lord was unconscious, but I know now he was awake. He was out for blood after that. I know Princess Aquilar was as well. I do not pity the countess, but opposing the Captain and Princess Aquilar seemed like a terrible idea to me then… and the results certainly convinced me my conclusion was correct."

Talciea chuckles. "Go figure that crazy ass story was one of the true ones! Everything I heard about that was so wild I couldn’t believe it.”

Mikena raises an eyebrow and looks Dar'Vok straight in the eyes. "Turned on your boss kinda quickly, didn't you?"

Neysihen glares at Mikena. "Miki, you can't just say..."

Dar'Vok holds a hand up. "No, that's entirely fair. I did. Though it was not nearly as quick as it sounds... honestly I was half way out the door and to disappointing my ancestors as it was. The Countess's underhanded courtship methods weren't quite the last straw but they were damn close. I was treated horribly by my liege and my superiors the entire time I was in the service of the county of Vynn. My clan has been loyal vassals to the Vynn for centuries! The sheer indignity and disgrace of it all was just too much to take. I was very isolated as well. So then his highness comes along and offers me a chance to redress my personal grievances with the countess, and end up in service to a family connected to the Imperial house..." Dar'Vok shrugs. "Honestly it was too good to be true, and if it was true, I'd have been a fool to refuse."

Mikena considers that for a moment. "Fair enough, objection withdrawn. Besides, switching teams beats death all hollow. All of us here except Neysi are proof positive of that... and we met the Captain in far more 'lethal' circumstances than you did Dar'Vok. You were just watching him, Talciea and I were theoretically trying to kill him."

"In that case Mikena I would say it's extremely lucky that you're alive. I have seen my lord work as I said... and considering the nicest thing my lord did during the 'escape' from the Vynn estate was to drop nearly a hundred guards with null, he's just. Something else. He is... very inspiring to watch at work. Now that I've completed my training with Princess Miri'Tok and the commandos I think I am better able to understand what all he was doing as opposed to just trying to keep up and keep my head down."

That got Neysihen and Purisha's attention and they exchange a look before Neysihen says;

"Wait, you trained with the imperial marine commandos?"

"Yes, I had the... honor... of being trained personally by Princess Miri'Tok, as a favor to their highnesses, to ensure I was ready for my new role. I was in training much of while you and Ms. Velour were in boot camp. Princess Miri'Tok believes Neysihen and I, and I imagine now Purisha as well will learn quite a bit from each other in time, and be all the more effective members of the Bridger household for it."

The grimace on Dar'Vok's face when she said the word honor wordlessly communicated just how brutal the training she'd received at the hands of Princess Miri'Tok had been, and Talciea quickly passes Dar'Vok a beverage.

"Well you're on the other side of it now. Drink deep and savor victory."

Dar'Vok takes a deep swig, but shakes her head. "Not victory. Not yet any way. For now I'm wearing the same fatigues as the rest of you with different insignia, but in a few days time I shall be issued my actual uniform. Along with my weapons and other equipment. Once I receive them, a challenge has been prepared for me by Major Nikita, the mistress of the sword sworn. While I shall not swear my sword as they have, I shall still be one of the Bridger family's household troops, and it has been determined I must earn my place... and my cloak."

Talciea lets out a low whistle. "Damn, that sounds like it's going to be something else entirely compared to any of the training I went through. On the plus side though, I've seen one of the sword sworn's uniforms, that's a slick outfit to be sure, and those scarlet cloaks they wear look damn good. I can't imagine what you're going to have to do to earn one."

"Neither can I... especially as I... asked for a greater challenge."

That got wide eyes all around the room as the other four women share a look.

Mikena reaches out and rests a hand on Dar'Vok's knee. "Look I know we just met, but if you need help we're here for you, self harm really isn't anything to joke about." Before laughing. "Seriously though, why in the world would you go into what was certain to be a hell of a challenge... and make it worse?"

Dar'Vok blushes, and looks away, unable to meet anyone's eyes as she mutters her response.

"You know we can't hear you girlie." Talciea says, fighting to contain her laughter.

"I uhm. I wanted a puppy. One of the Dire Wolves. Like Fenrir. I was in the room when he killed the former Countess of Vynn. I was scared of him initially, but that was just my nerves being a bit jittery. The Countess had a stun cannon set up as a trap and it had ripped my nervous system a new one. I was able to sit with Fenrir later and give him pats. He's a big sweetie, and just wanted to protect his master... so I figured I want a companion like that. I haven't... had many friends. Or any companionship for a while. So I asked for a more difficult challenge on the condition that I will be rewarded with a dire wolf to partner with as a war hound... and a pet."

Dar'Vok buries her face in her hands for a second.

"Major Nikita decided to interpret that as 'One of the current batch of dire wolves that are in training.' when I meant 'A fresh cloned puppy from the next batch.' so lesson learned on being careful what you wish for I suppose. Since I'm asking to join that program immediately, I thought it would be rejected. Instead, the Major, First Sergeant Ramos and Gunnery Sergeant Vera agreed... a little too readily. So I'm rather suspicious of just what my test will be. Thankfully I'll be running the power armor assault course a few times a day to ensure I'm warmed up."

Mikena stops, her drink halfway to her mouth. "...Did you say you're running the power armor assault course? Don't you... like. Need power armor for that?"

"I am Apuk. Armor would mean less damage to my clothing potentially, and give me more battle space awareness, but I am born with many of the benefits of power armor... and for as harsh as Princess Miri'Tok's training was... I have made some improvements. I will be ready for my test."

Neysihen nods. "Well if you want to do a little sparring or practice against invisible or otherwise cheating opponents Purisha and I will be happy to help you out. I'm sure Fenrir will appreciate you bringing one of his litter mates into the den. Mikasa and Maximus will like it too. They're always eager for a chance to get a new playmate."

"Thank you, I would... like that. I also must say I very much like these dogs, I know I have implied that, but I wanted to say it. I believe I have come to understand why humans value their companionship so much. They are... pleasant. Princess Aquilar has launched a program to bring a new form of the Dire Wolves to the Apuk as pets and guardian companions for children. Especially boys, but any household with children will be encouraged to apply. I believe the program will be popular... the recent busting of the Orega girls organization, the tens of thousands of kidnapping victims the sorcerers freed. Well. Apuk families are holding their children a bit more tightly now, even though a great evil has been vanquished. A young Dire Wolf can kill a full grown Apuk warrior. The Countess was a spiteful, vindictive creature, but she could fight decently, if underhandedly. Fenrir killed her regardless. A full grown Dire Wolf with the new thermal protection they’ve worked out for the breed should prove to be a formidable obstacle for any malcontents."

"To say the damn least." Talciea chuckles. "Cap'n Lilien never went for child stealin or slavin. Not sure I coulda gone for that either personally, but I'll say, any target, be it money, a person, weapons, whatever, with a guard like that Fenrir critter? You couldn't pay me to hit that site. Not without the kind of firepower that'd bring the authorities down on your head like a sack of bricks! N’that’s before I even consider that he’s about a quarter of his full size! Maybe less!"

Mikena stifles a laugh. "All the better now that you're part of the authorities Talciea."

"Aw, bite me Miki. Flying around with those damn spooks, thinking you're so cool."

The two women playfully swat at each other before breaking into giggles, and Neysihen feels herself relax just a little bit more, savoring the warmth of the quiet little room with her friends. She'd actually enjoyed boot camp over all, but it was very good to be home.
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Dar’Vok

She considers herself in the mirror for a moment as she finishes buttoning the coat into place. The uniform was distinctly military, but because she wasn't Undaunted military it had been decided she'd wear a different color. A color that her future blade sisters would also wear as they left the service of the Undaunted... and stayed with the Bridgers to fulfill their oaths.

The cut of the wine red blouse was the same as the swords worn wore, with what she was told was called a mandarin collar, with the buttons of the blouse off set to the right. A blue imperial style warfire sash marked out her flames, and waist, paired with a thick leather belt with a strap over her left shoulder, and a drop leg holster that she slid her new Field Pistol into, where it locked in with a satisfying click.

The trousers were in black, with a scarlet stripe that would match her cloak... if she managed to earn it today. The stripes disappeared into a set of knee length boots of polished black leather. Apparently they were in a Horchka style, a style identified with fencers, duelists and a certain kind of adventurer in the pre-space flight days of the Horchka before they were uplifted by the Galactic Federation. They also came pre-set up for the boot knife the sword sworn, and now Dar'Vok, all wore on their dominant side.

A pair of black leather gloves completes the look and... she looks. Cool? It was an odd sensation, looking at yourself in your work attire and actually thinking you not only looked good, but really liking how your uniform presented you. The lack of a skirt was certainly odd, but if the Horchka could wear trousers, she certainly could!

Dar'Vok gives herself another look up and down in the mirror, at the new crest riding on her right shoulder, and the rank tab on her left, placing her as a sergeant based on her previous experience. She was the most junior sergeant in an outfit of just over twenty women, who all outranked her... but a sergeant all the same.

She quickly puts her long hair up into a bun with two long pins, one of which doubles as a backup needle dagger, an exotic weapon that could pierce armor with a proper throw. A gift from her mother that she'd never had a chance to really wear before. The Countess had hated any form of individual expression in her guards, but here she was encouraged. Actively. If she wanted to further customize anything all she had to do... was ask.

She glances in the mirror again, really looking at herself.

It wasn’t quite a stranger staring back at her… but it was a very different Dar’Vok than the one who had been taken under Miri’Tok and the imperial marine commando’s care a few months prior, that much was for sure.

She’d been pushed to her limits, again and again. She could hear the scream of plasma cannons firing as she raced through an assault course. Feel the sting of a vine from the dark forest as she maneuvered through the infamous maze at the Vana’Kesh training center.

At first, she thought it was too much. That she’d quit. Surely she’d quit. She couldn’t take all this!

She was just… her.

That thought, that little bit of self doubt hurt… and then it pissed her off royally. She’d been going along with things for far too long. Just getting by, waiting for an opportunity to go off and do her own thing. Try to be a warrior for real, instead of just suffering under the boot of Countess Vynn for the sake of her family’s honor and oaths.

And then, at the moment her chance was handed to her, she wanted to quit? That’s not the answer of a warrior. Never mind a proper heroine, like the ones offering her instruction. All the training she could take. As long as she wanted. They would train her till either she broke or Princess Miri’Tok was truly, honestly satisfied.

Ignoring that chance… ignoring that offer would have been betraying herself, her family, and what Dar’Vok thought it meant to be Apuk. Worst of all, it would mean she’d be letting the dead Countess win.

That thought had really brought her from being merely pissed off to a towering rage. She’d attacked her training with everything she could bring to it after that. She pushed her body in ways that she couldn’t possibly imagine, and she was, to quote a movie that Jerry had sent her to watch on a rare down day, ‘born again hard’... and it felt good.

A brush along her belt confirms the four magazines for her pistol were in place, along with the small emergency medical pouch.

It was a clever uniform to be sure. Formal looking enough in cut and style as to be a dress uniform... but the material, and the way it was laid out and tailored meant she was perfectly comfortable fighting in it. Especially with the armor concealed in it. She'd even run the power armor assault course in an unadorned version to confirm the fit and make some final adjustments.

There were just two pieces missing.

Dar'Vok clips her war sword's sheath into place on her left hip, and instantly feels more whole. It was an old friend, another gift from her mother before she passed.

All that was left... was the cloak.

The first cloak of a new group of soldiers for the Bridger family. A position that had been made by Lady Sylindra... more or less for her. She couldn't join the swordsworn. Their oath with their liege precluded that. Yet she also was more than a regular soldier, which Sylindra was firmly convinced would also come to serve the Bridgers in time.

Dar'Vok believed that few people respected, or indeed comprehended the sheer scale of Sylindra's ambitions, and the terrifying amount of will the woman had. Then again, she'd heard a rumor that Sylindra had received some lessons in statecraft from the Empress herself... after holding her own with the same in a discussion that was more like a duel!

Well. It was just a rumor, but Dar'Vok knew for a fact that the Empress respected Sylindra quite a bit... and that meant a lot. It certainly offered a hint at how Sylindra seemed to take everything in stride. Dar'Vok knew she certainly couldn't have dealt with everything her ladyship did.

Running a competitive high technology business on Centris alone and fighting to the top of the heap against massive corporate opponents as a concept made Dar'Vok want to go hide in a comfortable barracks and talk about beating people to death the old fashioned way instead of dealing with politics of any flavor. Never mind trying to run an expansive and complex operation like the Crimson Tear!

The clock chimes and stirs her from her thoughts. She'd been in a contemplative mood since she finished her training and reported to her new home.

She looks around her quarters. She was a long way from a barracks, or even her little apartment back on Serbow. She had a luxurious amount of space for a starship, complete with a private 'head', as she'd been instructed the proper terminology was. Communal shower facilities, but that was hardly a hardship when she had space to spare and the credits to do... uh. Something. With that space.

A glance around the room reminds her that she'd been working on decorating somewhat, but mostly she'd brought her few cherished possessions including a few family heirlooms, some clothes and some electronic devices. A small stack of physical books, a tower of data slates. A poster or three from a few popular movies, including one signed by the original author of a series she really enjoyed. All the odds and ends that ended up as an 'essential' part of someone's story, and here she was, in deep space, starting on a brand new chapter, in a very different place and culture than she'd ever been in before.

The one point she had anchoring herself to her home and clan was her small war shrine. With a rack for her war sword laid out on a cloth dyed in her family's colors, and a small statue of the goddess, it brought her some degree of comfort.

The Undaunted were different. Not that different was bad, but she was still adjusting and took solace in her faith. A glance up and to the right marks out her empty weapon rack, and to the left her empty armor rack. She was getting a more advanced model of an infantry hard suit, all the sensors and other tools of power armor complete with the surgically installed implants required to make full use of it.

The weapon rack... well. Its new occupants, save the pistol on her belt, were waiting for her in the common room. She just had to decide she was ready... and present herself to her liege.

Dar'Vok rests herself onto the kneeler she had before her shrine and quietly offers up her prayers to the goddess. She wouldn't keep Jerry waiting... but neglecting her worship on an important day like this one seemed ill advised.

Prayers completed, uniform straightened, she steps out into the common room, where Jerry is waiting for her. He's wearing the same household uniform she is, in wine red like her, instead of the Undaunted or Apuk dress uniforms he was entitled to. His version had gold stripes and trim, and his left shoulder bore a star pattern that had some meaning in Volpiri, that Dar'Vok had more or less translated as 'Field Marshal', an appropriate title for the martial master of a large clan.

Dar'Vok knew her lord found it embarrassing but she knew that Lady Sylindra was just preparing for the inevitable. She'd have new blade sisters before long, of that Dar’Vok was certain.

His blue cloak, trimmed with its black fur mantle, and the sword at his hip managed to give him a slightly rakish, barbaric look, and Dar'Vok knew some among the crew called Jerry the 'wolf lord', or 'jarl'. There was a joke or reference there that she didn't quite understand, but there was respect being offered to her master there too.

Dar'Vok kneels down on one knee, bowing her head to her new liege.

"My Lord, I stand ready to serve in your defense. I pledge my life and my honor to you, your clan, and your line."

*Rise Dar'Vok. I already have your word of honor, and you have already fought for me, and my clan. We welcome you home after your time of training with honored Princess Miri'Tok.*

Dar'Vok manages to keep the surprise off her face. She probably should have gotten used to Jerry speaking in cindertongue, but it managed to surprise her every time. Keeping her face straight she rises as bidden.

"I have some things for you Dar'Vok. The weapons you requested. Has your new pistol been serving you well?"

Dar'Vok's fingers automatically caress the grip of the Field Pistol, confirming the 'hand cannon' as she'd heard it called, is still there.

"Yes my lord. I have selected the special armor piercing ammunition for my standard load out, and have been practicing daily with it. It is... amusingly destructive. Not as potent as warfire perhaps, but far more precise."

"Excellent. Let us see to your other tools then."

Dar'Vok eagerly moves to the first large case. She knew what was in the two cases and their attendant ammo cans of course, but she was still excited to get her hands on the weapons she'd selected for herself.

The first was a massive bullpup rifle in .50 Browning Machine Gun, a large and potent round that had a very satisfying recoil to it. She'd seen an Agela woman at the range wielding the odd looking rifle she now knew was called a GM6 Lynx and been utterly transfixed. She'd introduced herself and asked if she could take a few shots. Nikea Savić had agreed and after putting a magazine down range Dar'Vok had fallen in love with the powerful rifle. 

That it could make accurate hits at such incredible range paired with a good quality scope and her forthcoming armor's optics only added to the joy of the weapon in her mind. That it had a wide variety of exciting ammo types was yet better still.

"An interesting choice of primary weapon Dar'Vok." 

Jerry notes, clearly amused by her joy at receiving the weapon.

"I have seen and heard of the kinds of threats my lord regularly faces, it seemed to me that 'bringing enough gun' was critical to my service to you and your family."

"Hence your second selection being Jaruna's favorite cannon."

Dar'Vok blushes. "Well. Yes. Though I confess I both admire the weapon, and the warrior. Lady Jaruna's confidence and skill is inspiring. Your four eldest daughters were also very insistent that I acquire a 'shotfun'."

"Jaruna's good like that. Ask nicely and I'm sure she'll be happy to give you a few pointers. I bet Joan and the girls would enjoy having a fourth along for their training sessions. Cindy will be happy to watch too. Speaking of, your armor is being delivered today. Unless you're having any second thoughts, you'll go in for your armor implant surgery tomorrow."

"...I am humbled by your generosity in equipping the least of your warriors as you have my lord. However... what if I fail to earn my cloak?"

"Then you'll still need your equipment to train and do your job on probationary status till you do earn your cloak." Jerry clasps Dar'Vok on the shoulder. "That said I'm not worried about you earning your place fully, or earning that dog while you're at it. I was glad to hear you made that request from Nikita actually, I was worried you might be scared or nervous around Fenrir. You did get a rather... up close demonstration of his teeth."

Dar'Vok resists reacting to the mild understatement. 

She'd been quite literally at eye level when Fenrir's powerful fangs had pierced the throat of the Countess of Vynn. She had been hit across the face with an arterial spray of the countess's life blood. Had watched the light die in the woman's eyes. Countess Adryn'Vynn had not died alone... but the sheer manic glee on Dar'Vok's face had probably spoiled any comfort her presence might have granted the countess. She'd survived! Her enemy lay slain! Her vengeance achieved!

It had been a heady mix of emotions to say the least.

Then Fenrir's blood stained muzzle had turned her way and the rush of victory had become cold, cutting fear. All of her emotions had been a jumbled, hot wired mess thanks to the countess's stun cannon. It all came rushing back. Yes her enemy, her lord's enemy lay dead... but Countess Vynn had been her mistress but a few hours before. Bound by oaths from her ancestors to the most ancient and noble house of Vynn.

That too had been a heady mix of emotions. Shame. Fear. Sorrow... to a small degree. Not for the death of the Countess, but the death of something that had once been so important to people who were important to her. Not the Countess herself, but Dar’Voks’ part of the Vok clan's oaths to the Vynn, had died with Adryn'Vynn. The evil old bitch had proved a truly unworthy master... and fully accepting that, was also a strong emotion.

Small wonder Dar'Vok had been shaking when she'd been helped to her feet. Small wonder it had taken what amounted to a few therapy sessions with Miri'Tok to really get her head on straight.

"Fenrir did what he did to protect you, and if only by good fortune, me, in the end my lord. I cannot fear such a loyal beast for coming to my defense. Besides... I have... gotten to know him now, and he's quite a noble creature. For as naughty as he can be. Such clever creatures, these dogs."

Jerry nods. "I'm sure you'll make a fine handler if you can recognize those traits in them. It's a noble path you've selected for yourself, it'll also give you an extra capability when you're on duty in light equipment that I think will be excellent. If we're lucky Fenrir will at least consider listening to you too, so if it's just you, Fenrir, your dire wolf and the automated defenses protecting the Den, he'll be actively working with you."

"I'm sure he'd do just fine without my orders or guidance my lord..."

Dar'Vok places the GM6 back in its heavy duty case and reaches for the next one, undoing the snaps and revealing one of the massive 'shotguns', known as a Great White Shark. The GWS 40mm shotguns were delightfully... brutal in their way. With a heavy action that pushed massive, brass cased shells into the breach with a satisfyingly loud noise, Dar'Vok knew the monstrous weapon was more field artillery than it was a mere shotgun. It simply didn't compare to the more reasonable 25mm or 12 gauge weapons the rest of the sword sworn and the normal infantry used. Still she had the strength for it, and part of her seemed almost... drawn to the weapon.

Getting to customize it hadn't hurt either. It had been an enjoyable moment with Joan and the elder Bridger daughters as they walked her through Wichen Bridger's ordering interface. Hers had ended up looking like something out of a very particular kind of Apuk myth. They didn't actually do firearms. Or any arms besides a sword or the occasional ax. Not for heroines any way.

Choice of weapon aside, she'd had it done up in the Apuk heroic style, with runes and etchings like a weapon from legend that had been taken out of a war shrine. Her family crest was engraved on the 'inside' of the weapon by the breach, facing her, and it was mirrored on the side that faced outwards with the Bridger family's crest.

She breaks the action open, then opens the ammo crate. First she pulls a box of shells out and inspects them, checking for the interrupted blue band that confirmed the rounds were training buckshot, loads a few magazines, and then the chamber, slamming the action closed with a satisfying KER-CHUNK as the brass case disappears into its home of reinforced metal. Another firm click as the magazine settles into place and a quick check of the safety and she's ready to put the shotgun into action.

Finally, she pulls a bandoleer out, and belts it around her waist. It had six pouches for magazines, and loops for a decent amount of specialist ammo. Mostly slugs for now, but Joan was getting her some of the High Explosive Dual Purpose ammunition that the girls had developed with one of their mothers. She might have to fight light armored vehicles, mechs or a pissed off enemy Cannidor and not feel like using warfire one day after all.

The gleaming brass shell casings seemed to complete the uniform somewhat, even as she vanished the bandoleer into an axiom pocket, ready to emerge around her waist should she need to fight.

Dar'Vok takes a slow breath, and faces Jerry, before bowing from the waist.

"I'm ready."

"You look ready. Let's find out for sure."
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The walk down to the simulator feels slow. Not in terms of how she's walking, but as if time's slowing down. She's more aware of... everything. She knows the test won't begin in the corridors, most likely, but she's hyper aware and hyper vigilant anyway. Readily meeting the gazes of the occasional gawker who had a look at their odd little procession of two. 

The Captain was a familiar site for most, but he was in a new uniform, and someone new was with him. She too was in that uniform, and she was carrying a heavy load of weapons. Her association with the Bridger family immediately made her an object of interest and curiosity for many.

She fought down the slight sense of embarrassment or tickling self consciousness that threatened to distract her. This was, in its own way, a test of her sense of duty. Of her professionalism. This was her first public appearance in the service of the house of Bridger, test or no test. She was a bodyguard first and foremost. 

She could have emotions about herself on her own time. When she was working she had to be focused entirely on her principle, and threats to the principle. She existed solely as a shield for the principle. If someone endangered his life, or the life of another member of the clan, her first move was not to strike the assailant, but to put her body between the threat and her lord and his family.

If she survived that initial moment of defending her lord, then she could strike down the foe with all the fury she could muster. If she did not, she would simply have to be satisfied with the knowledge that her lord, and her blade sisters, were extremely skilled warriors, and they would avenge her.

Her eyes were fierce now when she looked in the mirror and had her ‘game face’ on. Her countenance hardened by Miri’Tok’s careful cultivation. Her bright blue eyes burned like her teacher’s now. A little trick of the axiom, that nonetheless required one’s heart to burn passionately, as Miri’Tok put it.

She made eye contact with just about everyone as they walked by, and human or alien, her intense gaze made them flinch just a little. All save for one of the Cannidor warriors. A woman that Dar'Vok recognized by reputation, both for her manner of dress and her prodigious bust, as Zraloc, the leader of the Crimsonhewer sisterhood aboard ship. A strong warrior, and a loyal one to her lord. They exchange a curt nod as they pass in the corridors, and then they're gone, heading down into the bowels of the ship.

There had been talk of just having her run the Power Armor Assault Course with special conditions, but with her own request for a greater challenge, it had been moved to a location that could provide a more... variable challenge than the somewhat predictable path of the PA assault course.

She has no idea what she will be facing, or what the challenge would look like until she arrives.

All she could do was prepare her body and her mind.

The test had already begun in reality. Life itself was a test in many Apuk philosophies. How she escorted Jerry through the corridors would set public perception of her as a retainer, and perhaps in how Jerry himself saw her post training. A million situations, little and big, would test her resolve, test her character, and test her will... and only in the final accounting when she stood before the goddess would she know if she'd be found wanting.

It was good to be able to think like that again, instead of just being miserable and dooming herself to a cursed afterlife. Training with Miri'Tok had been brutal. Leaving everything she'd ever known behind had been hard. Yet, now she had hope again. Someone had faith in her again. Now she needed to ensure her new liege felt that faith was not misplaced.

The silence is palpable, but... comfortable in a way. She understood her lord to a sufficient extent. She didn't need to fill the silence with dead chatter. Her lord would speak if he wished. She had to see to her duty first, and that meant being aware, not focusing on a conversation like some dilettante school girl out for a walk with her father or big brother or something.

An idle part of her mind did find it interesting that she ascribed a familial role to her lord. That of father, or elder brother. Perhaps it was because she looked up to him? Or found him inspiring? Something to consider, but later.

The lift stops and their boots ring sharply on the deck plates as they pass into the training simulator one. The room's already active, and they walk into a forest. Dead as only a mix of holograms and hard light constructs could be... but 'real' in its way. Bouncing off a tree would hurt if she was thrown at the wrong angle for example. 

Still. It was the lack of any form of scent that always killed holo environments for her. Some advanced simulators did try to recreate the 'scent scape' of an area, but that was the type of thing found in the homes of the wealthy, or resorts for the same. Not in training sims aimed at hard use by warriors.

There was a slight breeze however... something that didn't strike her as likely for a simulation of this quality. It stuck out in her mind, and she’s getting the shotgun into position even as she pulls Jerry bodily behind her. It's not enough however, three crackling blasts of electricity lance out and while Dar'Vok manages to catch one on the light armor concealed in her uniform, the other two hit Jerry, and he goes down with a pained groan.

Her shotgun snaps up, eyes tracing the stun blast she blocked back to its source. With the Great White she didn’t need perfect accuracy, she just needed to catch them with one or two pieces of 00 buck shot and slow them down so she could re-engage. Her finger caresses the shotgun’s trigger and there's a mighty roar like a monster from a myth as the 40mm round of buck shot reaches out and hits the unseen assailant in turn, leading to an invisible figure tumbling from the branches to the ground.

Dar'Vok glances downwards and checks on Jerry. Breathing, unconscious, and not able to move any time soon. She could theoretically lift him easily and bound away, but she was exposed here, lowering her gaze long enough to safely grab him and run would likely expose her to too much damage from too many sources. She needed more information, and that meant, for the moment, standing and fighting.

She pumps axiom into her body, eating a stun blast that would have dropped an unenhanced Cannidor with a grunt as she steps over Jerry's prone form. She breaks open her shotgun’s action and quickly loads a slug from her bandoleer into action.

KER-CHUNK.

The shotgun comes up as another stun blast comes in, just barely missing her and leaving her free to tracking the shot and firing again, then firing a second time as she just misses her mark. The massive slug turns a tree into splinters and sawdust, outlining the second invisible attacker as she rushes away. Her third shot of the engagement catches them square in the back with a full charge of buck shot, and there's the tell-tale sound of a lethal hit being registered on Apuk style training gear.

In real life, there'd likely be some form of negotiation at this point. Demands to surrender her principle, possibly attempts to bribe her, but that is not the point of today's exercise. There would be more training for that sort of negotiation later. Today was ensuring she could fight and defend Jerry to her superior's satisfaction, and Dar'Vok was determined to not be found wanting.

Her blue eyes narrow as she scans the tree line. There was at least one more invisible fighter out there. Possibly Eymali Bridger herself, which made her other two opponents Neysihen and Purisha, or perhaps Huntsmistresses on loan from the JSOC. 

Any of those women were formidable, and it pleased her to have done well against them... but that would only be just one part of the test. She needed to wrap this up quickly, lest the second phase start before she finishes the first.

Thankfully, Miri'Tok had been nothing if not thorough in her training. She particularly hammered places Apuk warriors were traditionally weak. Using axiom as a weapon or for defense was second nature for an Apuk. Using the many sensory benefits of axiom enhancement was far less common among the Apuk warrior caste. 

Miri'Tok had made sure that Dar'Vok had fully absorbed the folly of that particular cultural bias. Knowledge was power. Be it battlefield knowledge, or other kinds. The more you knew, the better off you were.

A deep breath has her opening her 'third eye' as Miri'Tok had referred to it, really just opening all her senses wide open, and enhancing them to a wild degree. She'd even learned a basic attempt to mimic the wild human sensitivity to movement that Miri'Tok herself had been studying, and it was that little sensitivity that gave her the final edge she needed. 

The third assailant is very, very good, but she still moves the environment around her as she moves, and once Dar'Vok knows where to look the invisible warrior stands out like a signal flare.

Not Eymali then. Her reputation was that she was a literal ghost. Passing without trace.

Neysihen perhaps then?

Dar’Vok can just barely hear a muttered curse as the assailant drops a smoke bomb and throws a few other distractions around the clearing to attempt to distract her. The tone of the woman’s voice reveals the other woman as Purisha, as she dashes back and away, clearly looking for some cover from the buck shot, and to negate Dar’Vok’s advantage up close. Thankfully, Dar’Vok had her Field Pistol ready and waiting.

When the Feli Marine comes back up with a spread of stun shots, Dar'Vok is waiting for her with a double tap with her beautifully machined hand cannon. Once she'd gotten the other woman's measure, it was all over in terms of the stealth fight, a lesson Dar'Vok was sure that Eymali would be working on with her new apprentice, with all the tender mercy of Miri'Tok teaching Dar'Vok.

Still with the first round down, that meant the second would be coming. 

Not to disappoint, hard light warriors erupt from the woods on all sides, racing forward with a mix of range and melee weapons. Dar'Vok transitions back to her primary weapon in a blink and the massive shotgun roars as Dar'Vok fires rapidly, locking the action to the rear as she empties the tube, then unceremoniously drops the empty weapon to dangle on its sling and goes back to her field pistol. She fires until the slide locks back once, then slaps a replacement magazine in and resumes shooting.

The constructs are rushing her from all sides and she simply can't keep her attention everywhere at once. She had to constantly be turning and engaging targets from every possible angle. In a normal fight, she’d need to move. Not moving was outright suicidal. With her liege laid out at her feet, moving was not an option this time, so she stayed as mobile as she could be without taking a single step back.

That did not however mean she was out of options.

Her internal furnace surges as she calls warfire, the once blue flames now tinged with green, a condition that Miri'Tok had finally deemed satisfactory but a week prior. She weaves the flames into a waist high ring and then explodes it outwards in a surge of energy.

The imperial marine commandos used warfire in ways Dar'Vok had never even considered, which meant now she used warfire in ways she'd never considered. Sword, shield, siege weapon, wall. Warfire was only as limited as the warrior that wielded it, and many Apuk warriors were limited indeed.

Even as the horde continues to rush her, trying to swarm her with bodies, Dar'Vok does not move from over her fallen charge. If they wanted him, they'd have to get through her first, and as her sword flashes out of its sheath and shatters three hard light constructs it's clear that she's going to make getting through her a very difficult proposition.

On and on they come and by blade, by flame and by her bare hands she smashes everything that comes out of the damn woods with her fury building every second. She could feel her temperature rising. The fire was in her veins now. She was only getting stronger and more vicious as the fight went on and she started to tire. It wasn't supposed to work like that, but she'd been trained to a fighting edge and now she was hungry for this fight in a way that almost scared her a little.

The rest of her though? It embraced this newfound flame whole heartedly. If she didn't need to focus on her breathing to keep calling warfire she'd be singing battle songs at the top of her lungs and taunting her foes to dare and step to her. For the first time in her life, Dar'Vok, felt... mighty. 

She had suffered, fought and bled for months, holding on only by sheer force of will... but that had been enough. Enough for Miri'Tok to shape her into a weapon. To give her the tools she'd need to truly become a warrior worthy of the title... and while she might not wear their uniform... part of her felt that, in that moment, she could finally call herself Undaunted.

The slide of her pistol locks back as she engages two final targets, the first carrying a plasma cannon, and the second hauling a human weapon of some description. The first succumbs to the last of her field pistol's ammunition. Instead of try to reload her hand moves fluidly up to her hair, drawing and throwing the needle dagger in the blink of an eye, the armor piercing weapon landing right in the hard light construct's eye.

She's left panting, she can feel herself tiring, but she knows. She can feel it. It's not over yet. So when a massive hard light Cannidor finally storms out of the woods in full power armor, she's not surprised. Dar'Vok doesn't shrink. Doesn't even think. She just screams out a response to the Cannidor's roar of challenge... and plants her feet even firmer into the ground.

Her scream turns into a deep breath as she takes all the fire crawling through her body and channels it. Gathering it too herself as she breathed deep, before burning down the Cannidor construct with a gout of bright green warfire... that admittedly faded to blue as the power armored warrior finally succumbed to her flames, the hard light shattering into fragments like glass as the projector drops to the floor.

She can feel proper exhaustion setting in now as she automatically reloads her pistol. Her new uniform was already torn in a few places from blows she'd barely noticed as she'd fought for what could have been an hour, or mere seconds. She could feel those wounds now. Just the familiar bruises of simulated weapons fire.

Dar'Vok covers the tree line with her field pistol. She was down to her last magazine, her sword, and warfire, but no more foes emerge from the woods this time. Instead, she looks down to find that her liege has vanished.

She’s alone.

She'd been left to collect her thoughts and collect herself. It’s only after she’s had a moment to catch her breath, fix herself and her clothing up with axiom, and retrieve her dagger that they come for her.

Two of her new potential blade sisters, the ones she was intended to serve under directly, Vera and Sheryen, emerge from the woods, cloaks gently flapping around their legs. They do not speak, they merely gesture her forward. Then fall into each side of her, flanking her as they escort her deeper into the simulator chamber.

There, on a cliffside straight out of a tri-d movie, Jerry, and the whole of the swordsworn wait with a few other members of the household, including Princess Aquilar, and the princess's dear friend Princess Miri'Tok. 

Dar'Vok fights down any reaction as her eyes meet Miri'Tok's single green eye, she doesn't know if she's succeeded for sure after all, but the warm smile on Miri'Tok's face tells her everything she needs to know. The Battle Princess commando, one of the most lethal of the Empress's servants... is proud of her.

She can’t help but perk up a bit. There was no way she’d failed if Miri’Tok was smiling at her like that!

Her gait becomes a march as she presents herself once again to her new liege lord. He too had a smile on his bearded face. Her lord was proud of her too, and that alone made her feel refreshed. Restored.

Someone believed in her again.

Slowly, she kneels, and draws her sword, and offers the weapon up to Jerry. He takes the weapon, and inspects it, as her breath catches in her chest. He gives her war blade an approving nod, then summons a touch of green warfire, searing a word in a language she didn't recognize into the blade by the hilt.

"Rise Dar'Vok, you have no need to kneel here. The swordsworn, and now you, the first of the cloak bearers, are my companions. Honored friends, if not adopted daughters of my house. I am honored to have the service of a brave heart like yours."

Her cloak is draped around her, even as a little tug of axiom here and there finishes cleaning her clothing, leaving her pristine with the fur of the mantle tickling her neck as she feels the weight of the crimson fabric now hanging on her back and over her shoulders. She takes her blade and inspects the word now etched into the weapon.

"What does it mean my lord? The word?"

"It's Ancient Greek. A dead human language. The word is "Axios', or 'Worthy', and let no one, you included, ever doubt your worth again."

Dar'Vok can feel her chest swelling again as the solemn affair breaks down into back slaps and teasing welcomes from her new blade sisters, welcoming her like a little sister who'd been away for a long time and had finally come home. She had the strangest urge to give Jerry a hug, to receive the fatherly approval she'd just directly. He did say they were like adopted daughters right? Still. That would be improper... in public. Perhaps, later she could ask. For now though, she savored victory... and realizing she finally had a place she actually belonged.

Long years of misery. Of training, of studying, of squirreling away every credit she could while trying to work up her nerve to throw away her honor and her oaths to a petty tyrant. Of being utterly alone. Of working up her courage to contend for a Princess's crown or one of a dozen other plans to leave the County of Vynn behind her for good.

Now, many light years from Serbow, in the company of good, honorable folk, who valued her, respected her and cared for her, it was all worth it.
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Jerry

The skittering of nails on metal deck plates echo through the empty dining room as Fenrir chases after the tennis ball like his life depended on it. The rapidly growing puppy was around the size of a Caucasian Ovacharka, and with a much less dense coat compared to its distant cousin. The intelligent canine was much sharper than any other dog Jerry had ever owned, and he'd had some damn bright dogs in his time. Mikasa, the American Alsatian and Maximus, Nezbet's Doberman weren't slouches in the intelligence department but Fenrir blew them out of the park.

Jerry swishes his fingers, snagging the tennis ball with axiom and making it bounce hard off the deck and Fenrir leaps for it, twisting in mid air to snag the ball perfectly. If Jerry didn't know any better he'd swear the pup was outright showing off... but that would be crazy wouldn't it?

"Fenrir! Bring it back!"

Jerry calls out, and he looks over at Mina. The Volpir beauty smiles up at her husband from where she was manipulating a computer and a set of high end recording equipment.

"Got the shot!"

Mina's smile is infectious. The mischievous tomboy had recently been promoted and was now running the enlisted side of the ship's internal security. Her mastery of drones and cameras mostly came from her security background, but she put it to work for all sorts of family projects when the need came. She'd been the one to wire up the quantum entangled stealth drone with Babydoll that had made the mating hunt video much more exciting than it could have been, without giving Jerry up to the huntresses.

As a bonus, the camera had proved instrumental for the prosecution of Huntsmistress Naryitiri and her daughters, something that Mina was still very proud of. Nothing quite like getting footage of a criminal making a murder attempt, actively boasting of a criminal conspiracy and fingering the ring leader, in sparkling clear HD to sell charges to a jury. The prosecutor had done everything short of sending Mina a gift basket for making her job so easy.

Today's exercise was getting Fenrir a little work out, and getting B roll to advertise the new pet strand of dire wolves to the Apuk populace.

Mina pops up to her feet, stretching herself out completely and glancing Jerry's way to ensure he was watching as she did. Her recently dyed black hair bounces a bit. She'd matched Sharon's color, then had it cut into a very aggressive bob that went nearly to her neck line at the front and then was cut aggressively up to the nape of her neck at the back. Classy, sporty, it kinda looked like she'd styled her hair into a set of wings. Still short enough to make daily life easy without a bun, but long enough that Mina Bridger cleaned up very nicely indeed for such a rough and tumble gal.

"That was perfect! I'll clean up the footage and get it over to Aqi's secretary after dinner."

Fenrir trots up, nails announcing him as he drops the tennis ball at their feet, panting softly as he looks up at his master and his mate.

Mina chuckles. "Oh fine. One more, then we'll have dinner, okay?"

Fenrir barks an affirmative, and Jerry once again wonders just how smart the talented animal actually is, only for Mina to take advantage of the distraction to gently sweep his legs and dip him down and plant a very passionate kiss on his lips!

"You could have just asked."

"Surprising you is more fun. Besides this way I get to be in charge. Who knows when I'll let you up?"

There's a chime as Firi rings the bell for dinner up the passageway.

"Well you were saying you were hungry for one, dear heart."

"Oh foo, spoiling my fun... though if I recall right dinner's something special tonight right?"

Mina steals another kiss and helps Jerry back up to his feet.

Jerry dusts himself off before nodding.

"Yep! We had one of those big Apuk birds... I can't recall the name in Cindertongue. I think the boys like to call them Mega Turkeys or something. Anyway it's one of Dar'Vok's favorites, and we all like the meat so I bought a couple for special occasions, just like I have special treats tucked away for birthdays and the like for everyone. Or at least know what everyone likes so we can clone it if need be. Still, Dar'Vok won her cloak today, so Firi decided the time was right to break one of the birds out."

"And you agreed with that?"

"Mina, I'd think you'd know before anyone that your half sister outranks all of us as long as we're within the confines of the Den. If she decides that one of our not quite adopted daughters gets a treat meal as a reward we all just say 'Yes ma'am', and ask how we can help."

"Heh. She is like that isn't she? What did Diana say about her? Tiny, but fierce! Or was that Jaruna?"

"Mhmm. I thinK Jaruna said it first, but anyone who gets a good feel for how Firi actually works comes to the same conclusion. Spirit of a full size Kodiak bear from back on Earth, compact package. She's all sweetness and light right up till someone fucks with her, and then may the gods have mercy on your soul."

"Don't have to tell me twice, I helped set up the Den's defenses. She built some nasty tricks into these walls. Some amazing safety features too. Did you know the vestibule has a hidden wall that can slide into place, then weld itself vacuum tight? It's got an air lock built into it! With the generator, backup life support and all that jazz, this whole place is technically a damn escape pod."

Jerry chuckles and strokes his beard. "Maybe that's why Syl told me to not look too closely at what we paid the shipyard back on Centris for the modifications to the Den. I really don't want to know what all that ended up costing."

"Me neither. Like we're pretty damn well off, and the Cannidor seem hell bent on giving us enough money to buy a nice solar system, but damn."

Jerry, Mina and Fenrir head out into the passageway, making their way towards dinner, already able to catch the scent of fresh deep fried bird. Proper Apuk style of course. Jerry suspected Firi had called on Miu'Kin, Tyler Sarkin's fifth wife, as an expert in Apuk cuisine to make sure she could do everything just right.

A very embarrassed looking Dar'Vok has been installed in the right hand seat at the head of the table as the guest of honor for the evening, Syl surrendering her usual seat and sitting next to her mother and Diana for a change, chatting happily as a drone hauls the heavily laden platter into place and begins to carve.

Mina steals another kiss at the entrance to the dining room. "Hey, date night soon. Any ideas?"

"Hmmm. Action movie night in, maybe? Or did you want to go 'out'?"

"We can hit the range then do a night in. Maybe go to the park and get a treat first? Let the dogs run around?"

"Why the range?"

"Wichen made some new toys and I wanna try'em."

"Alright sounds like a plan."

Another kiss sees Mina heading for her usual seat as Jerry starts to go around the table. Wichen barely looks up for her kiss, she's busily tinkering with some mechanical part or another, ignoring the glare she's getting from Syl across the table as she welds a circuit then takes a sip of the wine that had been selected for the evening. Next to her, Nezbet, Wichen's favorite conversation partner, is eyeing up the bird with what can only be called passionate lust. The gluttonous Takra is drooling a little bit as she takes in the scents of the freshly cooked meal.

"Careful Nezbet, you'll end up ruining that gorgeous figure of yours."

"Nyahaha, Nezbet maintains perfect nutritional balance..." She glances down at her still rounding stomach. "Besides, feels like kittens almost eat as much as Nezbet does. Nezbet will be most pleased when she delivers and she can begin getting back in shape. Is hard to run."

"You are fairly far along dear. Not too long before the kittens arrive."

Another kiss and he's wrapping up Sharon in a hug from behind before kissing her neck through her long, unbound raven colored hair, drawing a shiver from the lovely Marine.

"Hey gorgeous."

"Hey yourself."

Sharon leans back for a kiss, shifting the sling that baby Indra's curled up and napping in, clearly having just finished her own dinner.

"Was watching the Crucible video while Indra was nursing, I want to go on the OpFor next time! Assuming the next time isn't before I pop the twins out."

Jerry gives Sharon's stomach a fond pat. "We'll have you back to your svelte self soon enough."

"Mhmm, don't I know it! Knowing you, you'll be conspiring to ruin my figure again just as fast as you can."

"That decision is entirely yours and you know it lover mine."

"I know, but it's fun to tease."

Mishka is next in line, and is dozing in her seat a bit. Jerry gently caresses her cheek, soothing her as she startles.

"You okay, Mish?"

"Mhmm. I'm fine. Just a long day. Lots of fussy babies today, Doctor McCoy came for check ups for two of the litters, and immunizations for another two groups of children."

Jerry winces. "I didn't know Bones did children's medicine."

"Oh she was fine, don't worry about that. She's surprisingly sweet with children!"

"Huh. I'd have never guessed. Maybe her own pregnancy hormones are melting the ship's most infamous ice queen a bit?"

"Mhmm. I suspect she's always been like this. I've seen her playing with Mikasa when she thought no one was looking too."

"Interesting indeed. Can I get you some tea or something, dear? Can't have you working too hard on me."

"Oh. No. I'm fine, really. Just need to go to bed early tonight... and well. I think I'm set for date night soon, right?"

"Yep. Quite soon."

"Can we... take my litter to the park? Just have some quiet time, the five of us?"

"Sure, a nice easy day sounds like just what the doctor ordered."

A bit further down the line sees him at the end of the table. This was where Jaruna held court. It was much easier to accommodate the larger bodied members of the Bridger family at the far end, and it was hard to get bigger than Jaruna's ten foot bulk or Cascka's elongated serpentine body. It was also where Dar'Vok would normally sit, along with Neysihen and Purisha. 

There’s a brief glow as Cascka summons a small axiom effect of some kind, barely pausing for breath as she explains some facet of an axiom technique to the rapt attention of Neysihen and Purisha. Right up until the lovely lamia-esque alien makes eye contact with Jerry and almost literally starts to glow, bounding him up in a few of her coils for a full body embrace the way only a Nagasha can.

"Hello Cascka, how was your day?"

"Mhmm. Even better now. Don't forget you've got training with me soon."

"I won't. What are you teaching Neysihen and Purisha?"

"Oh they joined my training hall formally today to work on their axiom control. They're such diligent students! I was very impressed. I was just expanding on our lessons about point control and what the nerd squad boys like to call 'silent casting'. Or rather creating axiom effects with little to no signature. It's a difficult art, but valuable for a huntress... or a commando."

"Getting a leg up on the commando course girls?"

Neysihen and Purisha both nod eagerly.

"Yes sir!"

"Yessir!"

"You girls don't have to answer like you're in boot any more, and we're rank off in the den remember?"

Neysihen shakes her head. "You're still the head of the family we're part of. You deserve respect."

"Would that change if I just went and adopted the two of you?"

Purisha's ears explode in a wild set of wiggling, her tail waving erratically, an expression of strong surprise in a Feli.

"I uh. Dar'Vok did say you considered retainers to be something of adopted daughters I uhm. It."

"Calm down Purisha. I was teasing a little. Though if you girls stick around long term as part of the family I wouldn't be adverse to adopting you into it. Speaking of adoptions. Where's Joan and the girls? I don't see Cindy either."

Neysihen nods. "Oh, I know! They're out for dinner tonight. A pre-arranged treat for Cindy actually, she completed a module in her schooling and asked for burgers in the park with Mikasa and her big sisters. We were going to go, but since it's a special night for Dar'Vok, we wanted to be here for her."

"Sounds like the three of you are becoming good friends."

"We've all been through similar experiences one way or another. Dar'Vok's a bit slow to open up... but then so was I."

Neysihen's mouth pincers dance in a motion that generally indicates embarrassment in the Yauya.

Purisha slaps Neysihen on the shoulder. "Wouldn't know it from how much ass you kicked in boot though, sister."

Jerry raises an eyebrow. "I'd say both of you have blossomed pretty significantly over the last few months. You're an all new woman yourself Purisha."

"Hehe. You really think so?"

"I know so."

Neysihen considers something for a second. "Si-err. Jerry. How hard would it be for us to... earn our cloaks? You know. Like Dar'Vok and the swordsworn?"

Jerry strokes his chin for a moment. "You'd have to discuss it with Eymali and Major Nikita, but I think we could arrange that if it's something the two of you want. Though at the rate you're earning weapons if we add swords to your pile you might be a bit too busy to learn anything else. How's the wrist blade coming along Purisha?"

Purisha raises her right arm, the Yauya honor blade firmly locked inside its gauntlet.

"I won my first today, while Dar'Vok was winning her cloak actually. I'm going to work with Wichen and Neysi to get my second done before the Commando Course begins next week."

"Seems like we're celebrating you too then. I know that's a significant moment for an apprentice huntress. Any special requests?"

Purisha shakes her head. "No I'm okay, thank you, sir. Err. Jerry."

"That's the spirit. Jaruna, how do you think these two are doing?"

Jaruna chuckles. "Oh they're gonna be just fine. Especially now that I can teach these two and young Dar'Vok over there the finer points of assault and close quarters combat. We'll make sure they hit the commando course like a damn artillery strike. Can't have you three lettin the family down after all. Sides, teaching's about all I'm damn good for at the moment."

"Not too long before you deliver."

"And not a damn day too fragging soon. Looking forward to this little warlady being out and about so I can mind my girlish figure and actually fit in my damn power armor properly. I need to drop something fierce. Even if it's just a sim."

Cascka's coils fall away as Jaruna scoops Jerry up, the ten foot tall Amazonian shark alien bringing him up for a deep kiss. 

"Not that I'm upset about gettin milf'd up, mind you. Still damn excited."

"Heh I never doubted it for a moment, gorgeous."


16

With another kiss for Jaruna, Jerry's back on his feet and ready to begin working his way up the table again on the far side, stopping for a moment however when he doesn't see a particular member of the family. 

Firstly, Nadi's missing, and looking again with axiom enhanced eyes doesn't give any of the tell tale signs of an invisible person being present, which means Eymali's nowhere to be seen in a more literal sense than normal. Jerry turns to look at Neyishen and Purisha.

"By the way girls, where's Eymali?"

Neysihen loudly swallows a mouth full of dinner roll.

"Sorry. She said she needed some time to herself. To meditate and rest after a busy day."

Jerry nods, the introverted Eymali needed to retreat from the busy family life of the Den occasionally. Especially if she was busy all day already, like say training her apprentices.

"I'll check in on her after dinner and bring her a plate, thank you Neysihen."

Instead of heading up the table, Jerry turns to the right and heads into the kitchen, where Firi's hard at work with one of her sisters. Both women get a kiss, and Firi loads a drone with a few bowls of Nanak berry sauce, and a red rimmed 'human only' bowl with a dark red berry sauce that could only be cranberry sauce.

"They finally managed to make cranberries work?"

To say Jerry was fond of cranberry sauce was a mild understatement. Nanak berries in its various forms were a poor substitute for the invigorating tartness mixed with sweetness of an Earth cranberry sauce.

Firi nods. "They did indeed. I knew you'd be excited, even if I'm not sure how you eat them. The scanner says they'd be so tart it defies belief. Not dangerous, near as I can tell, but not tasty either, even with the sugar I added."

"Grandma's recipe cause you any trouble?"

"No, it was very easy to follow once I got it translated into Galactic Trade. It was good practice with English. I think I'm getting the hang of it finally, but really it's a monstrously complex language!"

"That's because English is something like three languages wearing a trench coat. That likes to hide down dark alleys and beat unsuspecting languages over the head with a club, and go through their pockets for loose vocabulary. It uses a wild amount of loan words from foreign languages. Sayonara is a perfectly valid way to bid farewell to someone in English for example. It's originally Japanese, but if you use it, most people will know what you mean."

"I think I need to increase my scope of study to understand how this language came about properly."

"Well its original form was Old English, a 'Germanic' language, which... well. Look it up. It's completely incomprehensible for most English speakers. Then the Norse and French languages had a massive impact on the English language for various historical reasons that are too complex to get into before dinner. A lot of those loan words I mentioned are just straight French."

"Fascinating. Such an interesting world you come from darling. Though I am glad my studies are progressing. I've started singing a few English nursery rhymes and songs to the various babies, and have taught them to the nannies. I've also taught them a few songs in Volpiri for the kits. I know Ghorza's got some recordings for her daughters in Horchakasha, though goodness knows how Lagertha's going to pronounce the language. She very clearly doesn't have tusks like her mother and her twin after all."

"Well if she's anything like Ghorza she'll probably figure a way out on pure stubbornness."

Firi chuckles. "Like you, you mean. You're just as stubborn as Ghorza is. If not more so."

"Heh. Guilty as charged."

Firi steals another kiss, then playfully swats Jerry with a towel. "Now out. I need to finish the dessert so I can come sit down and eat myself!"

"I'm going. Are you setting a plate aside for Eymali? She's gone to her sanctum to rest for a bit. I also haven't seen Nadi..."

"I heard just know when you asked Neysi. I'll make sure she's properly fed. As for Nadi, she's eating with her babies. The first clutch is on to solids and the second's developing quickly. The third hasn't hatched yet of course, but she really tries to make sure she gets one on six time with her daughters. Cindy's started helping her more actively with the Kohb babies in particular, they're so mobile and active they really need extra supervision compared to everyone else's children and Cindy's really proving she's a wonderful big sister!"

"Hmmm. Sounds like Cindy will need a treat of her own soon enough. I think I'll have a word with Babydoll about getting a simulator featuring a pony programmed. Sims can't be warm, or have a scent, but she can get started learning some aspects of horsemanship at least. Learn how to ride, that sort of thing."

Firi grins. "Oh Cindy will love that! A wonderful idea."

Jerry gives both wives another kiss, and goes to leave the kitchen.

"Thanks darling. Both of you. Phenomenal work tonight."

Back out of the kitchen and into the dining room, Ghorza's already puckered up, pulling Jerry in by the collar before giving him the kind of tusky smile that only a Horchka warrior woman can truly make alluring.

"Mhmm. My favorite flavor."

"My kisses?"

"Mhmm. Especially after you get us such lovely new warriors pledged to our banner. Watched Dar'Vok's test before I came home. Pretty damn impressive. Even if she isn't a Marine. She'll do a fine job keeping you out of trouble and protecting the Den. I also know my two newest Marines did a downright stellar job."

Both Neysihen and Purisha do their best to ignore their battalion commander's compliment and focus on their food. Difficult when she was literally seated next to you.

Jerry chuckles.

"Heh, considering the first thing Dar'Vok did was help me get in trouble, are you sure about that?"

"Hmm. Fair point."

Ghorza goes back to her meal and next up is Diana, who doesn't even break stride in her conversation with Syl and Inara as she leans up to get her kiss.

"I'm just saying it's interesting is all."

"What's interesting girls?"

Diana looks up. "Just, for all that axiom levels things out, and makes certain features more common, it's interesting how pregnancy size varies so much for species. Setting laying eggs or not aside, four is down right exceptional for humans, but fairly normal for Volpir."

Inara nods. "Litter size averages from two to four, six like Sylindra is an exceptional pregnancy. Eight, like my sweet Firi, is absolutely unheard of."

Diana takes back over. "Yet eight is average for an Apuk clutch, and eleven to twelve is large, but not considered exceptional. Which makes me wonder what an exceptional or eye opening clutch would be to the Apuk. Might have to see if the galactic index has information on that."

Syl taps her chin with a finger before taking a sip of tea. "I think Aqi mentioned the largest clutch she'd ever heard of being twenty, and that was the kind of thing that was an actual news headline, not just 'a large clutch'." Syl glances at Aqi, sitting to her right, but she's clearly dozing at the table. "I'd ask, but I'm not sure I should wake her..."

Jerry starts moving to the right, acknowledging Inara with a friendly pat on the shoulder and is surprised when she reaches up and 'traps' his hand.

"Jerry, would you be able to find time to join me for tea again soon? I feel like I haven't had a chat with my favorite son-in-law in awhile."

"Sure Inara, I'll have a look at my calendar tomorrow and see when I'm available."

"Wonderful."

Syl's reading and waiting for her kiss, and her arms snap out around his neck, turning a kiss into a deep kiss, mischief glittering in the vixen's eyes.

"I missed you."

"I missed you too. Nightcap after dinner?"

"Consider it a date."

Jerry solves the issue of Aqi by loading her plate up with a heaping serving of meat and her favorite Apuk style sides, then gently kissing the crown of her head, moving gingerly between her horns and her actual crowns.

"Mhmm? Oh! Dinner! Where did this come from?"

"I figured if you were that tired you probably needed to eat too."

"Mhmm thank you husband. It was a long day training with the girls. Seeing Dar'Vok's test was about the only chance I had to slow down all day! When I wasn't training I had unending paperwork to do."

"Anything I can help with? Royal duties are meant to be split between us you know."

"There's some things in your inbox already, but I'd appreciate it if we can find time to sit down with Ner'Kas and go over some things soon."

"Alright, I'll make it happen. How's the manuscript coming?"

"My publisher approved the second draft of the Miro'Noir and Vernon Shay based fantasy story. They think it's amazing with the revamp I did to the romance now that I have a deeper understanding of how Miro'Noir feels, but they also think it'll perhaps be the most controversial thing they've ever published."

"Well sharing is caring in this galaxy after all, so a blatant depiction of obsessive monogamy's about as taboo as it gets. I take it they're not shying away from publishing?"

"Oh hardly, they suspect it'll make a mint. I'm glad I chose to skip an advance for a higher degree of residuals on this one. I suspect it'll make quite a bit too. The movie will also help. Apparently the director got halfway through the manuscript and got so excited she almost lit her tablet on fire. I suspect the controversy involved will be a potential career maker for her if she pulls it off."

"We'll just have to see. I'll leave you to eat your meal darling."

"Thank you, nightcap after?"

"Syl?"

Syl looks over from her conversation, processes what she'd half heard and nodded. "I'd love a chance to sit down and have a nightcap with you Aqi."

A proper kiss for the princess and Jerry's made it all the way back to the head of the table, where Yuuko, seated on his nominal left is juggling her food and the personal computer she uses for writing. She has two electronic tablets with different books open on them and a notepad crammed full of notes in the same tidy scrawl. She leans up for her smooch on autopilot, not tearing her eyes away from her work for a second.

"Busy tonight, Yuuko?"

"Getting close to done on my latest dissertation. I'll be defending for my Mythology Doctorate via conference call in the next two months or so depending on how long my paper sits in review."

"Isn't this your third doctorate?"

"It is, and I still hate the process so this will probably be my last for now. Xenoanthropology, Galactic History and now Xeno Mythology are more than enough for one lifetime I think, especially when I have no desire to teach. I will however award myself a third tail I believe."

"I look forward to more of your plush fluff being around." Jerry notes, reaching down and combing one of Yuuko's tails with his fingers gently. "Why did you start with Xenoanthropology anyway?"

"Because there's an actual career field there besides writing books, which is all Xeno Mythology is really for."

"So you're writing a book already?"

"Based on my paper actually, yes. I'll be going over a large number of human myths and fables, then correlating them with two lines of 'research'. First, the concept of a 'universal myth', and the points of commonality between human myths, developed in isolation and extreme circumstances, and pangalactic myths. Then some more investigative speculation on how consistently human mythology features people that sound a lot like axiom users. I've already got an in with one of the research teams dedicated to studying Cruel Space and I'll be presenting some of the research I've helped them with. Using human myths as a guide post timeline wise, we think we might have narrowed down a few periods of time where Earth was out of Cruel Space. The Australian Aboriginal dream time for example, seems to be a solid contender."

"Sounds fascinating. I want a signed copy when you're done."

"Actually I was counting on you as a pre-reader if you don't mind."

"Happy to help darling."

Yuuko returns her focus to her work as Jerry takes his seat, where a flustered Dar'Vok is picking at her food somewhat.

"Food prepared how you like it Dar'Vok?"

"Oh! It. It's wonderful I'm just a bit. Embarrassed. Is... is it really okay for me to be eating with the family like this? I'm just a guard-"

Jerry cuts her off with a sharp motion of his hand. "That's incorrect actually. You're one of my retainers not a mere guard, one of my *war banners* in Cindertongue... but even if you were a guard, if you're invited up to the head table, why wouldn't it be okay for you to come and eat your fill?"

Dar'Vok stares at him, shock widening her eyes for a moment as she nearly drops her fork, just barely catching the utensil and returning it to her plate.

"A full retainer. You were serious about that?"

"Completely. Especially after your display today earning your cloak. You did exceptionally well. Better than we could have hoped for. You even managed a burst of green warfire at the end. Not steady green flames, but enough to deal with the threat at hand. It was extremely impressive Dar'Vok. You should be proud of yourself."

"I. I am. I mean I know I did a good job but I..."

Dar'Vok mouths 'A retainer' to herself, seemingly still trying to wrap her mind about the significant changes that had been occurring in her life.

To be a retainer to a family, not just pledged to service, was the equivalent of being a full on knight in human Western chivalric traditions. She could theoretically raise troops of her own. Could manage lands in her liege's name and be relied on to rally to the family's banner in time of need. It was a position that commanded a great deal of respect in Apuk space, and was considered a great honor.

"...Are you sure?"

"Very much so Dar'Vok. I don't exactly have lands for you to manage, but if you're still with us when we colonize, I'll have a fief for you to call your own if you don't join with a family before then."

"I... I... Th-Thank you."

"No Dar'Vok. Thank you. You went through a lot. We've talked about your suffering. Now you're finally home, and that means eating with family at least from time to time. I suspect you'll take most of your meals with Neysihen, Purisha and my eldest daughters."

"Yes, I value their companionship greatly. I uhm. There was a case of 40mm shotgun shells and an ammo can with a bunch of concussion grenades out in front of my door when I got home, was that...?"

"A Cannidor house warming present from Joan and the girls I'm sure. Once you're recovered from your surgery I know they're champing at the bit to help you get your armor broken in too."

"I uhm. I'll have to tell them that I'm very much looking forward to that. Perhaps we can bring Purisha and Neysihen as well. Individual runs of course, but going through the power armor assault course with the six us would be... fun."

"That does sound like fun. You should definitely get the others to do it. I'm sure they'd be game. Just like I know Joan and the girls are itching to see your new shotgun."

"Oh!" Dar'Vok sits up a bit as her face lights up with a smile. "That's right. They helped me with Wichen's site, but they haven't actually seen the finished result yet!"

"Show them after they hand Cindy off to Sharon for bed time. You'll need to clean your weapons after your trial anyway, and evenings are generally weapons maintenance and movies down stairs."

"Sounds... perfect."

Dar'Vok grins, and starts to eat far more eagerly now, leaving Jerry to turn towards his own meal with a smile. It was always nice to watch someone with potential truly come into their own. It would be even better to see just who Dar'Vok would become over the coming years, and that too was well worth celebrating.
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Dar'Vok

It was interesting how her emotions could shift so quickly.

Today had begun with waking up to find that Lady Eymali's cat, the very large feline predator called Espirit, had snuck into her room! Which had been very surprising to say the least. She certainly hadn't expected to wake up to a near sixteen pound predator curled up against her!

Apparently Espirit had a habit of snuggling with any Apuk woman who's door code was left 'standard', or had their custom code added to the access tool on her collar, the cat having been given a wide degree of access to let her move around as she pleased, and retreat from social contact, such as with the family dogs, as she needed to.

Jerry had explained that cats as a grouping of animals seek out warmth rather aggressively. So Espirit essentially used her Apuk snuggle buddies as living space heaters. In return she provided her 'glorious presence' as Jerry had called it, smiling all the while. Espirit did do this 'purring' thing, that well. It made her feel better? Somehow? It was a mysterious ability, one Jerry swore had nothing to do with axiom, but waking up to the purring Espirit had made getting out of bed very difficult.

Well. More difficult. She was exhausted from the day prior... but that wasn't what was keeping her in bed. She was relaxed in a way she hadn't been in decades! She was just over all... happy. It was an odd feeling. Being happy. After many miserable years of lonely drudgery in the name of her family's oaths and honor. After just a few days in the direct service of the house of Bridger, she was already conspiring to bring her entire family into permanent service of the Bridger family. Just as soon as they settled.

That would take some time, but in a galaxy of agelessness she had the time provided she didn't fall in battle, and Dar'Vok was getting the sense that she was a lot harder to kill than she used to be if nothing else.

So the morning had been a good one, once she'd extracted herself from underneath Espirit, showered and gotten herself a cup of chirrut root 'coffee'. The lovely flavors of the chirrut root was a rich treat by Dar'Vok's standards. She only had been able to afford the cheap, mass produced stuff, which was frequently cut with other herbs. It was only the real deal that offered the potent medicinal effects of 'true' chirrut root.

On the Tear, they only had the good stuff available. No Ma'Xel Homestead here! It didn't even cost that much from the ship's store. Apparently her liege made a point to subsidize little, easy to manage luxuries like that. 

Various teas, human and otherwise. Favored Apuk broths, Chirrut Root, and of course the infamous and terribly dangerous human brew known as coffee. Dar'Vok wasn't entirely sure what coffee was, it smelled okay, but pointing her scanner at it nearly seized the device up with how many warnings it set off. The amount of stimulants alone was astronomical, and Dar'Vok swore she'd heard Jerry saying the other day that the way to tell if Earth coffee was made properly was to see if it could dissolve a horse shoe.

She'd had to look up what a horse shoe was.

Still, if the chemical would dissolve a forged piece of iron like that when properly prepared, Dar'Vok didn't want it anywhere near her!

It was a strange day to a degree. She wasn't on duty today, she'd been given today and the next two off to see to setting up her quarters and getting her life in order before she assumed her new work schedule. She just had her important appointment today and was otherwise on liberty. 

She wasn't entirely sure what to do with herself on that liberty... but she had her new friends, also on liberty to let them rest up and relax before the commando course, and... well... the subject of her meeting would likely keep her busy too.

Striding through the corridors half a pace behind her liege, cloak swirling, she'd been as proud and pleased with herself as she could be, pride being her next major emotion of the day after the warm contentment she'd felt during her morning routine.

Everyone on this ship knew what one of the scarlet cloaks meant. It distinguished her in a way that only the others who wore the cloak, and the commandos with their unique duty belts that bore their kukri fighting knives could possibly understand. In its way it was almost like she had a crown. Better perhaps in others... because she was the only Apuk in the galaxy with this particular honor. Was it the equal of being named a battle princess by the Empress? No. She didn't have that level of skill… not yet anyway, but it was still a rare and singular honor that had her sticking her chest out and strutting as much as walking.

She deserved it in the end. The eight spined goddess knew she'd worked herself to the point of breaking her body to get this far. She'd even needed a minor healing coma at one point during Miri'Tok's training! The imperial commandos had demanded much of her... but nothing they didn't demand of themselves, and that had spurred her on. Now, war sword and field pistol at her hips, cloak on her back and she was here!

Yet.

She still felt the slightest bit of trepidation with where she was walking with her liege. For she'd earned a second reward for her efforts.

It was time to pick up her new partner.

That new partner... worried her to a degree. She'd come to like Fenrir. Come to accord with the strangely intelligent and cunning beast. She knew he was friendly, even liked her! Occasionally bringing her his tennis ball for a toss or begging for pats like the other canines the Bridgers kept in their household.

This new dire wolf though. She knew nothing of this animal. Would its temperament be similar to Fenrir's? Its intelligence? She knew that Fenrir was smarter than his littermates by a degree, but how much of a divide was there actually? She also knew that puppies, on the whole, were energetic, excited creatures for the most part. Like any baby of most species the entire world was an adventure! So they were very eager to sniff, explore, and play at every opportunity.

Fenrir of course knew when it was time to work, and as Dar'Vok had seen, time to fight. He shifted with almost instinctual ease. Like he could read the mind of his master. Would her wolf be the same? Fenrir's litter mates had already been through extensive training, and she would be training with her new partner going forward. 

The whole thing was... fascinating, even if she was just a touch nervous. No one in the galaxy save the humans really did anything like they did with animals. Why would you need to, if you had axiom? If you needed a more sensitive nose, or eyes, or ears, you could simply enhance yourself.

Yet... Dar'Vok suspected she saw a capability that the galaxy was indeed missing out in not developing equivalents to military working dogs. Dogs in particular were very social. The reading she'd done suggested they could detect to a degree, people who meant their masters harm or were in some way suspicious. Something owners and handlers colloquially referred to as dogs being excellent judges of character. 

A dog was another brain as well, completely independent of the handler once given a task. They were fully capable of standing watch, of observing and protecting or accomplishing more complex tasks when trained properly without taxing the mind of the handler or owner. More independent in some ways than a drone with even a fairly complex Simulated Intelligence onboard.

So when she enters the Dire wolves enclosure, her mind is much like the former Countess of Vynn's throat. All over the place.

Dar'Vok suppresses a chuckle at the thought. She'd been working on human style humor with a little help from some of the Human Marines who worked in the armory.

Once inside though... It's like she's stepped into a whole other world. There's a fairly significant airlock system, less for pressure and more for keeping the occupants of the park inside where they belonged. On the starboard side of the room, was the kennel facility itself, which protruded more like a building into the massive run the Dire Wolves lived in. The other side of the bulkhead was a similar facility for the Marine battalion's working dogs. With the Kennel 'building' housing the chief handler's office, space for veterinary medicine, food storage, and of course the kennels themselves.

Dar'Vok had seen them on a previous visit. Far more than a mere cage, the kennels were the dog's battle stations, and reporting to their kennel on the battle stations alarm sounding was the first thing they trained puppies to do. The kennels were rated as escape pods, with dedicated life support and emergency beacons. 

If the Tear suffered catastrophic damages, the ship's MWDs would have the same chance to survive as their two legged counterparts.

Mikasa, Maximus, Espirit and Fenrir also had kennels in the Den, as would her own companion.

More impressive perhaps, is what had been named 'the run'. Hardier, more wild terrain than the two terrariums that served the ship's population, the run was a large space that had trees, a cave to sleep in as their den. Hills and cliffs. Even a little river that was fed from a self contained supply. The dire wolves were able to run among the trees and play, either with their pack mates or with their handlers in a place that nature would have provided for them... if such beasts had ever been born of nature.

That the dire wolves had been made based on Horchka misunderstandings of human pop culture was a secret Dar'Vok found rather amusing... and considering the results were such majestic beasts, she could hardly fault her blade sister's imaginations, nor the talents of Lady Sylindra's geneticists.

Especially not when she saw them on the run.

They were out racing through the woods now, cresting the ridge in an ongoing game of some sort with Fenrir in the lead. Majestic was certainly the word as the powerful animals surged through the trees, throwing up the occasional rock or clod of dirt with the force and speed of their passing. Swift as the wind it seemed, and this was not nearly as fast as she had seen Fenrir run. This was merely play. Yet even under their thick coats, she could see the strength of their bodies and the glint of cunning in their large golden eyes.

She's spell bound, even as the chief handler comes up and salutes Jerry.

"Gunny Pryde, we're here for a pick up."

The big human Marine had been a professional dog trainer in and out of the military his entire life.

"Yessir, I have one picked out and ready to go. Or at least to try. We'll see how Sergeant Dar'Vok does with Miss Hel, we haven't attempted to bond her with a handler yet."

"Behavioral issues?" Jerry asks.

The Marine shakes his head. "No sir. Just didn't bond with any of the Paladins immediately like most of her litter mates. We have a few more 'unattached' pups if Hel doesn't take to Dar'Vok, but I have a good feeling about you Sergeant."

Dar'Vok cocks her head, trying to parse exactly what the Gunnery Sergeant meant by that, but decides to press on instead. "What does her name mean?"

Jerry nods. "The first litter all got named after stories from the Nordic faith. I apparently set a trend by naming Fenrir, well. Fenrir. Hel is the name of the goddess of the underworld. Fenrir was a great wolf known as 'Odin's bane', destined to slay the chief of the gods in Ragnarök, the Nordic end times. They were actually siblings."

"So Hel was a large wolf as well?"

"No. She resembled a human, allegedly half beautiful woman, and half corpse."

"...That... how does..." Dar'Vok cocks her head again, trying to figure out how a half dead goddess shaped like a woman could come from the same mother as a massive wolf.

"We'll discuss it later. For now, let's get in there and see if this Hel's ready to make a new friend."

There's a slight edge to Jerry's tone that has Dar'Vok's focus immediately. She could ask her lord questions about human religion any time really. They were on business here.

Gunny Pryde leads them through the airlock and into the run proper. Fenrir immediately splits off from the pack, racing over to greet his master as Gunny Pryde lets out a sharp whistle.

"Hel! Come!"

A second great wolf splits off from the pack. She's smaller than Fenrir, Dar'Vok notes, though not by much. Just looking at the pack she was likely the largest of her litter mates after Fenrir. Her coat is predominantly gray, with darker tones all the way to black, and lighter tones to white in spots that seemed to give her a natural camouflage... or perhaps make her look a bit... otherworldly.

Dar'Vok considers that the shewolf was well named if that was the case. Especially as she got closer and saw Hel's left eye. Her right eye was golden, just like her siblings, but her left eye was a rich green that seemed to stare directly into Dar'Vok's soul as she crouches down and holds out her hand.

Gunny Pryde is talking, but Dar'Vok can't hear him. She suspects Hel can't either. Their eyes are locked, and the world falls away as the shewolf warily approaches the stranger. The heavy leather collar that protected her neck, and carried both her ID tag and the special badge that would protect her for a time if she got spaced was worn and had clearly been bitten a few times. Hel's breath is coming in ragged pants as she slows to a walk.

Dar'Vok can hear her heart pounding in her ears as time itself seems to slow to a crawl.

Hel prowls closer, sniffing as she comes. Her massive fangs are bright white, and clearly well cared for. The same kind of fangs that had ended her former mistress's life in a spray of life blood.

She should, by all rights, fear Hel slightly. Fear the several hundred pound predator that was coming ever closer to her. Instead, she knew no fear. Only... curiosity perhaps. An emotion she suspected that Hel was feeling too, as the shewolf pads comes to a rest before her, settling on her haunches. Massive. Imposing. A nightmare made flesh for the ancient humans who were hunted by wolves in the dark so very long ago.

Instead of taking her life however, Hel delicately sniffs Dar'Vok's hand, then gingerly gives her a lick, as if acknowledging her greeting. Dar'Vok moves a bit closer, and gently begins to give the mighty beast scritches. Something the noble shewolf accepts with far more dignity than the playful Fenrir. She is enjoying herself though, Dar'Vok can tell. How exactly she knows that, she isn't quite sure, but she's as sure of it as she can be as sound starts to come back... and she hears Hel's tail dragging across the ground as she wags.

The two men are looking down and smiling at her as she bonds with the shewolf, and Dar'Vok suddenly feels mildly embarrassed as Gunny Pryde breaks the silence.

"Well sir, I'd say they're getting along marvelously."

"Looks like it Gunny. How about you run Dar'Vok and Hel through some basic commands, maybe have Dar'Vok run the schutzhund course with Hel if they're really doing well, just to see how they do."

"Aye aye, sir. I'll have one of my lance corporals get some of Hel's stuff packed up. I assume she'll be going home with you, miss?"

Dar'Vok blinks for a second, forgetting how to speak for a second as she recovers herself.

"Yes, I do believe she will be. I'll bring her down for exercise and play of course, just like Fenrir."

"Of course. Well, come on ladies, we'll let the skipper get back to work, and get you through the basics. We'll keep it fairly quick unless we notice a problem, as I do believe you're supposed to be on liberty today."

"Yes, but I would like that. As long as it takes to ensure Hel and I are ready."

"With that kind of attitude, I suspect it'll take no time at all."
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Sharon

One major downside of being deep in the black was it meant you didn't have terribly much to do as a communications specialist. Besides routine communications from the Dauntless on Centris or other Undaunted posts, there simply wasn't much going on. Nothing to to work on save the occasional hail on the rare chance that another ship or station came into contact with the Crimson Tear for.

She couldn't even put herself on decryption work to keep herself busy. It was all handled by the computers now, and her bridge station wasn't set up to handle it even if they did have to do things by hand. It was the downside of being the boss to a degree. She had people for that. It was also the downside of being a watch officer, she was at her post, and focused on her work. 

Even when she didn't have work. 

Not that she sat watch too often. The senior staff had work to do after all, but Jerry made a point of taking the conn regularly, and his senior officers followed their skipper's example. All the more important now that she wasn't just Sharon Graves, but Sharon Bridger. She had to work even harder, not just to prove she was worthy of her position, and a good leader to her people, but also to show she wasn't receiving any favoritism professionally on the one hand. 

On the other hand she now owned a portion of the Crimson Tear. It was her family's vessel. Her vessel. It was her home in a way that it wasn't for sailors or Marines that were assigned to the ship, and hadn't in one way or another joined the more permanent community aboard the deep space vessel. 

Among humans this state of affairs would have been... complicated to say the least. Among aliens however this was fairly normal, and Sharon found the Bridger family was very well regarded by their crew. They were seen as excellent owner-operators who all put in more work than the senior family on a ship like this was necessarily expected to once they'd progressed into full ownership. 'Normal' for very large vessels was several large clans operating large scale starships with either a council owning the ship jointly and electing a captain, or one family owning the ship and employing the others. 

For the head family, senior and pregnant wives did not tend to work nearly as much as the Bridger girls did, as they gained seniority they would inevitably move into leadership roles, or 'retire' and remain in the ship's home port. The second wife of the head family, if not serving as executive officer or skipper, would frequently stand as the community leader for the families that remained planet or station side wherever the vessel in question made its home port. Sometimes keeping one or two or all of the family's husbands and varying amounts of the children. 

Especially for trips out on to the frontier or even worse, into wild space, both of which were considered quite dangerous. 

Those family members who were no longer part of the ship's crew would provide the other support tasks necessary for the operation of a large starship, or seek out second careers and pursue their own interests, giving even more room for members of the family to move through the organization's apparatus. 

Aboard ship, the head family's direct work force then would frequently be composed of junior wives, and adult daughters, with teenage girls joining their mothers and elder sisters as apprentices. Seniority and time in service counted for a lot in these organizations, but merit and education were only ignored in the most hidebound crews, which generally saw more 'rebellious' daughters leaving to join other ships. 

It was all fascinating, and really made Sharon wish she'd taken the time to finish her master's degree in anthropology. Though considering she now had effectively unlimited time, she could always start working on going back to school remote... an appealing idea while bored on watch, but as her slightly rounded stomach gently pushing against her desk reminded her, she'd be plenty busy soon enough. She'd always been slender, and that just made a baby bump more pronounced, upping her cup size with axiom hadn't changed that in the slightest. 

More or less mentally on auto pilot she sets her communications equipment to searching all known frequency bands. Frequency scanning while exploring wasn't a bad idea. Some stellar phenomena could be detected via disruptions in various types of communication systems, especially more short range equipment. Plus you never know when someone might be trying to reach out. Maybe she'd detect some species trying their own version of the human SETI program, beaming messages to the stars. Or, more likely, pick up a distress call. 

Equipment ready, she checks her notepad and resumes her current watch past time. Trying to figure out what in the hell to name her twins. 

She'd been prepared for one boy, not two. She'd always liked the name Luke, and that would be an easy sell for Jerry, she was sure of that, but she'd never expected twins in general! Never mind twin boys! It gave her a pang of sympathy for the newest Bridger wife. Diana carrying four was utterly mind blowing as a concept. Twins were wild enough. Still, that left her with her own dilemma. The next boy's name she'd have considered would have been Chad, but she'd unknowingly given that one to Firi, who'd been so taken with the name that she'd named her own son Chad when she'd delivered her litter of eight a few months back. 

Another mind blowing concept. Eight! 

Sharon suppresses a shudder. She didn't know how Firi did it. Mama Inara too. They were both so... Momish? Momly? Had big Mom energy? Something. Something Sharon didn't feel entirely like she had herself yet, despite Jerry fairly pointing out how good she was with Cindy and Indra.

Thinking of her sweet little Indra gave her a little pang in her chest. She didn't like being away from her kit too long, even if she knew 'her' baby was perfectly safe and perfectly happy, usually playing or napping with Syl's litter. It was an excellent counterpoint to her self doubt. She already was a Mom. Not just for Cindy, brilliant, whip smart toddler extraordinaire, or for her very, very large step daughters in the form of Joan, Boudicca and Khutulun, but she had an infant of her own to look after, and sleeping with Indra in her arms just made her feel... warm. 

"Hmmm. Perhaps I need to see about having tea with Mama Inara again..." Sharon murmurs to herself. 

Having the older woman around had been a great comfort to Inara's nine biological daughters and nieces in the Bridger family, but also to her daughters-in-law. Sharon in particular had been feeling her own mother's absence in her life more and more as of late, so having a maternal figure to turn to for advice and a friendly ear meant the world to her. She'd grown quite close with Inara... and while part of it was the secret of Indra's 'birth', giving them a tight bond, the way family bonds formed Out of Cruel Space was beyond valuable to Sharon. 

They were family in the end. Even off Earth where families worked a bit differently, that still meant something. 

A flashing red light on her console draws Sharon's full and undivided attention as she pulls her head set on fully. An attempt to listen gives her static, and what may have been a syllable here and there in galactic trade.

A glance at the sensor screen she kept up on one of her monitors showed a clean scope except for some stellar weather and the occasional asteroid, so where in the world could she be getting a signal from? 

Sharon stretches her fingers out and begins trying to isolate the signal, working through different frequencies and trying to use different protocols punch up the signal, even putting more power into her own systems to see if she can increase the signal gain... until finally, just before tapping in the ship's Gravia hacker Babydoll for help, she finally manages to get a somewhat clear signal. 

"General Distress, General Distress, Shuttle CV-17019-A General Distress, Crew Incapacitated, Engines Offline General Distress..."

"Conn! Comm!" 

Diana shifts in the chair, as Jerry directs his attention to her. 

"Captain, we have an automated distress call coming in. It's faint, but I was able to punch it up a little bit. Apparently it's some kind of shuttle."

Jerry's brow furrows. "The hell would a shuttle craft be doing out this far?"

Sharon shrugs. "From a station nearby maybe? We've heard there's a synth controlled station or two that don't exactly advertise their presence."

"And we had that ion storm roll through the region recently which might be messing our readings up any way. Go figure axiom energy actually has consequences, especially when it interacts with other parts of nature. Who could have possibly guessed?"  

Sharon does her best to suppress a smile. Jerry getting sarcastic about weird axiom anything was a favorite of hers when they had some time together. They found themselves in an absurd world by human standards and something about how he talked about it always made her chuckle. Especially when she had to listen to more 'wide eyed' takes on axiom on the regular from humans who hadn’t quite gotten over their romantic phase with the galaxy’s energy source. 

Jerry meanwhile drums his fingers on one of the arms of his captain's chair as he considers the situation. Finally, he speaks.

"Sensors." 

Evie nods sharply. "Yes Captain?"

"Work with communications and find me that shuttle. If it's a trap, then we're going to ruin the pirate's whole week, if it's people in trouble then we're going to go get them." 

"Aye aye." 




Evelyn 

Evie smiles to herself as she turns to her sensor board. A little chirp indicating she's getting the data feed she'd just requested from Sharon's comm equipment. The senior staff on the bridge were a well oiled machine and she appreciated being part of such a functional group. Even better that it was her family's vessel, and she was proud of everything they did together. 

The signal she'd gotten from Sharon on the other hand was a bit more challenging. However if she tracked the strength of the signal to the movement of the ship she could at least start guessing as to location and start reaching out with the Crimson Tear's powerful network of sensors. If the distressed vessel had been any larger than a shuttle craft she was damn sure she'd already know where it is, but electrical disturbances could make a small mass of metal like a shuttlecraft extra difficult to find. 

It's why the little utility vessels generally had very powerful distress beacons on them. Which didn't help if they got knocked out by a storm of course. It wouldn't be too hard for the crew to restore, but if they were incapacitated... Evie frowns. There was a chance they were already too late, which meant she needed to work faster. 

A few simple key commands have parts of her staff working on individual tasks, doing their best to get a fix on the signal direction by launching a few high speed probes on specific courses. It took longer than Evie wanted it to, but before long, they had the signal nailed down. 

"Captain! We have them!" 

Jerry grins. "Strong work, my compliments to your team. Nav, get those coordinates from sensors and feed the new course to the helm. McCoy, as soon as you have the new heading take us to three quarters speed." 

"Three quarters, aye sir." 

"Let's go be big damn heroes." 

Evie feels her heart flutter a bit. She might be a professional, but it really wasn’t fair when her husband dropped cheesy lines like that! From anyone else, she’d roll her eyes, but he was her hero… so it became all the more endearing. 

The fox-like alien suppresses a chuckle as she tightens up her sensor fix on the small shuttle craft. If there was anyone aboard left alive, they’d save them, of that she was certain.
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Bari

It was a motley crew that had assembled in one of the Nightstalker's hangar bays. With the shuttle confirmed to be in a spin with some lingering ionic energy nearby, it was determined the greater mass and stronger shields of a full sized lighter, instead of Armadillo's CSAR assault shuttles, was preferred for the mission at hand. 

The special operations pilots had then drawn straws, and Bari and Rowdy had won the right to make the rescue flight with their new ride, the freshly modified and rechristened Eclipse Rider. In the back would be Chief Cullen as usual, a team of medics... and the surprise addition of Bari's sister wife, Cascka.

The Nagasha woman was gingerly strapping herself into Nagasha style crash webbing, which was more like a chair with a harness crossed with a padded cargo net than anything else. Of course with the sheer amount of woman to contain, especially her long, serpentine tail, it made sense. It's not like she could use just a normal chair. 

Nagasha ejection seats were even more complex, generally working out as small escape pods. So she strapped her torso into a Nagasha style crash chair, then clipped the webbing in place to keep the rest of her from flying across the compartment.

While Chief Cullen handles getting the medical team and a fire team of Marines strapped in for what Bari suspected might be some fairly hairy flying, Bari herself checks in with her sister wife.

"Are you sure you want to come along Cascka? We've got it. Really."

Cascka shakes her head, her poise managing to make even that little motion regal in Bari's eyes. She really was a princess! Of an interstellar crime family any way, but Bari could watch Cascka and Aqi taking tea together for hours as the two refined beauties chatted and were just so... them!

"I'll be fine Bari, honestly. I'm not so weak that a little danger scares me... and I suspect I can actually help in this situation. Possibly in ways even your gifts with piloting can't."

"Okay!"

Bari double checks Cascka's straps and gives the other woman a fond pat on the shoulder. Cascka was one of Bari's favorite sisters in the end, and Bari knew her sister wife's power was beyond understanding for someone like her. Someone more. Normal. Or at least not as educated or as gifted in the axiom arts. All that power may well come in handy! Power... a thought blinks into Bari's head and she realizes Cascka can probably start helping now!

"Hey... can you find the shuttle? Like. With your powers?"

Bari makes a finger waggle motion that Jerry, Sharon and Diana all used for axiom. Apparently it was a human shorthand for 'magic' of any kind.

Cascka goes to respond. Then stops. She takes a slow breath in and out, and lets her eyes shut, glowing slightly for a second as she reaches for the power of the universe.

"I have it."

"...Any one aboard? Like. Alive? We'll need to get it regardless, but if there's no survivors..."

Cascka purses her lips and her brow wrinkles as she focuses.

"Hmmm."

"What's hmmm?"

Cascka opens her eyes and lets out a little sigh before looking up at Bari.

"I'm honestly not sure. There's no obvious life signs from here, but there's something... that. I don't know. I'm sure there's survivors. It might be lingering disruptions from the ion storm or damage to the shuttle itself perhaps. It might also have been a smuggling vessel and some of its systems for hiding contraband of some kind."

Bari nods, and taps her chin. "Bit small for a smuggling vessel but it's possible. Good information, thanks Cascka!"

In a blink, Bari's up into the cockpit and settling into her seat to Rowdy's right. She straps in, connects her life support umbilical to the ship's system to give her light flight exo-suit's tiny generator a breather and begins her part of the power up checklist.

"You get Cascka settled in okay?"

Bari looks over at Rowdy and sees... almost a stranger compared to the woman Bari had met a few months ago. Well. Not quite. It was still obviously Rowdy, but she was so young! She was literally sitting next to a teenage girl in the end, even if Rowdy had learned some axiom shaping techniques to at least get her body back to her old shape... with a few minor improvements that Bari suspected Rowdy had been considering anyway. 

Her nose was a bit straighter and there were some freckles missing. She was a bit curvier overall by human standards, which meant she was still insanely slender by galactic standards. Plus there was her voice. The slightly crackly shifting voice of a young woman instead of the smooth, mature drawl that Bari had become familiar with.

Rowdy was still working on that. 

"Yep. She's ready to go boss, said she thinks she might be able to help us out."

"Well considering what she can do with axiom I'll just damn bet she can. Might be able to do some scanning and sensing our computers can't too if something's fucky."

"Mhmm. That's what I was thinking. I asked her about life signs and she said that there's no obvious life signs from here on the ship, but something's bugging her. She's dead certain there's survivors aboard."

"Well we'll trust your sister and her spooky bullshit. Gonna be a good exercise anyway even if we're just matching locks with an empty shuttle... and we'll have your other sister flying cover for us it seems."

Bari looks up from her power up checklist. "Oh, Masha's going to be leading the flight escorting us?"

"Yep, with one of her new wing women. No sense in not being careful out in wild space. That's why we've got a few Marines in back with the medical team. Not that I think they have a snowball's chance in hell of getting past Cascka if whoever's on that shuttle is determined to find out today, instead of being in serious need of help."

A few more minutes of work sees the special operations craft slipping out of the Tear's forward landing bay and into the void. In moments she's joined by a pair of starblades, taking up an escort position. Before Bari can trigger her comm unit, Masha's voice comes over the radio.

"Talon 1-1." Masha pauses for a second, clearly reading something. "Strike that, Merisee Hope this is Starblade flight, you ladies looking for an escort?"

Rowdy chuckles before triggering the radio herself. "Well we'd certainly appreciate it if you girls would keep rude strangers off our backs while we try to save these people. That we’re testing a special sub system, our actual name is Eclipse Rider.."

"Copy that Eclipse Rider, consider your backs the safest in this part of Wild Space!"

Bari lays in the guidance, and once she gets the shuttle craft fixed on their sensors, looks over at Rowdy who brings them in on a wide looping course.

"Where did the name Merisee Hope come from anyway?"

"It was the name and transponder of the lighter that Nezbet Bridger and Nara'Sarkin stole from a pirate queendom after assassinating their admiral to try and escape. Right before you met the captain and came aboard actually. The ship ended up in critical condition in one of the Tear's bays, so it was scrapped. We, being the Nightstalkers and Intel, collected all the useful stuff out of it. Copies of the ship's nav computer data, things we could use to fake up histories for our own ships, and of course her transponder. So the Merisee Hope lives again. I was just testing the system. has two full transponders and a transponder masking system that can swap between false registries, but won't stand up to more than cursory inspection. Between those we should be able to disguise ourselves pretty easily."

"Makes sense to me boss!"

Bari looks forward and begins messing with her sensors again.

"Visual on the shuttle."

The shuttle was not in good shape, Bari could tell from a casual glance. It was spinning, had no running lights and clearly was not able to move under her own power. There was scoring across her hull that suggested severe electrical damage. Her scanners confirmed what her eyes saw and also indicated that the little craft still had some power. It had emergency power, apparently feeding the beacon primarily, but not life support... strange.

"No life support ma'am, but the shuttle still has emergency power."

"Hmm." Rowdy taps the crew intercom. "Lady Cascka, anything you can share for me about the shuttle?"

"...'' There's a long moment of silence. "There are definitely survivors. They may be in stasis or something perhaps? It doesn't... something feels... strange."

"Right. Well we were gonna have to do this eventually. So Bari we'll need to match the shuttle's rotation, match the locks and gently slow her down. If her gravity systems are off line we don't want to splatter the people we're trying to rescue against a bulkhead!"

"Captain..." Cascka's voice comes over the comm again. "I believe I can help. If you can get me a visual feed down where I'm strapped in, I should be able to protect the crew and slow the shuttle's rotation with sufficient gentleness to ensure no or minimal injuries as part of effecting rescue."

Rowdy nods in the corner of Bari's vision. "Well. If you think you can help, I'm all for it Cascka. Chief Cullen, get a portable screen tuned to our visual sensors to Lady Cascka please."

Some time passes, enough for the silence to weigh on Bari just a little bit. She and Rowdy exchange a look and as Rowdy reaches for the comm unit, the shuttle starts to glow slightly.

"Boss, not sure what Lady Cascka's doing exactly, but the hold's lit up like a rock concert." Cullen's voice comes over the intercom.

"I think she's saving the day, Chief." Rowdy responds, jaw going just a bit slack as Cascka begins arresting the rotation of the shuttle ever so slowly. Ever so gently. All while keeping the survivors that Cascka was sure were inside waiting for rescue clear of any hard surfaces or the risk of going flying from one bulkhead to another as the G forces they were experiencing slackened off.

Before long the shuttle's rotation has stopped, and the small vessel orients itself and begins moving towards the Eclipse Rider's docking port, which finally shakes Rowdy and Bari out of the almost trance they've been in watching a master adept at work.

"Rowdy to Chief."

"Here ma'am."

"Start docking procedures. Let us know if you need any maneuvering thrusters."

"...Docking with what?"

"The shuttle Chief."

"...The sh- how the hell?" Chief Cullen's audible confusion would have made Bari giggle if they weren't in the middle of a possible crisis. "Okay, on it. Lining the locks up now. Sergeant! Get your Marines over here. Doc! Get moving, we're looking at... locked in five."

Five minutes pass in the blink of an eye and a green light pops up on Bari and Rowdy's control board as the airlocks seal. There's a slight rush of air as pressure equalizes between the two vessels, and Rowdy reaches back and seals the cockpit door.

Just in case.

There was no need however. In another minute the comm channel opens.

"This is Hospital Corpsman First Class Nazari, we have a problem."

Rowdy takes the call. "What's the problem, Doc?"

"We have three casualties but we can't treat these patients."

"We have everything short of a full trauma surgery on the Eclipse if you..."

"No you don't understand, they're not organic. They're synths. I don't know much about synth engineering, but I think they're in a fairly critical state. We need to get back to the Tear! Fast!"

Bari and Rowdy share a look.

"Well. That is not where I was expecting that to go." Rowdy says. "Get us moving. I'll handle the comms." Another flip of a control and Rowdy's back on the control frequency for their mother ship. "Raven, this is Eclipse Rider."

"Go ahead, Eclipse."

"I have three synths in critical condition aboard the shuttle. I need clearance into a bay and an emergency... team of mechanics? To that bay yesterday. Honestly not sure what the procedure is for an injured Synth."

"We'll get it figured out. Return to one of the forward bays to drop your passengers, then return to the special operations bays to park."

"On our way."
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Wichen

She was energetic on a slow day. She knew it. Some people even found her... a bit much to deal with. Or annoying if they were being uncharitable. Jerry never found her annoying. He always had time for her. Took interest in her projects and the little endless things she found fascinating. It was really relaxing... but she was still a lot to deal with for pretty much everyone else. Not everyone had such incredible taste in companionship as her hubby after all!

Still, while she could run off at the mouth, or get overexcited, or occasionally get overwhelmed in one situation or another, when it came to work or crisis situations, Wichen Bridger was all in. Her brain just locked in and she focused with laser intensity on the problem at hand. She admittedly needed people to cover her flanks, but she didn't stop till she dealt with the issue. 

Whether that was fixing an engine, blowing up an armored fighting vehicle or dropping a gun woman with a well aimed small arms shot, or her preference, dicing said gun woman into what the sailors in her gunnery department would refer to as 'chunky salsa'.

Wichen's mind briefly bounces onto the subject of salsa as she hurtles down the corridors, racing towards the landing day where the Eclipse Rider was coming in. Apparently salsa was generally a sauce based on tomatoes, a type of fruit called a nightshade, that was, of course, poisonous, because this was human cuisine. Mixed with onion, an irritant, garlic, and peppers that contained varying amounts of capsaicin depending on the individual making it. Ranging from merely toxic to 'stop your heart from shock' lethal.

Humans really were insane.

Wichen throws herself into a bulkhead, bouncing off of it to make a turn about two tenths of a second faster as she gets closer to the landing bay. A quick message across the ship's internal commnet had ordered that any personnel with experience treating, caring for or repairing synthetic lifeforms report to one of the forward landing bays yesterday.

The humans got really energetic themselves when they were dealing with a subject that was entirely out of their depth. Most of the humans knew what synths were academically of course, but the crew of the Crimson Tear as a group had encountered few, if any of them in any serious sense, and not in any circumstances where a synth might have been injured and in critical need of care to survive. It was cute really, even in the face of a somewhat dire situation like this one. They got all shouty and excited in ways they didn't normally. Even her normally unflappable hubby really hated 'being caught with his pants down', as he'd once described it to her.

An interesting feature of humans, and especially the Undaunted that most galactic citizens observing them probably didn't even notice. Part of their drive for self improvement and mastery was learning. Knowledge is power was a maxim Jerry often repeated, as did her new sister Diana. They liked to have a grip on things, and generally speaking did, but occasionally the galaxy threw them a real curve ball with something that to them had been on the far edge of science fantasy, not even science fiction till recently.

It was always interesting to remember that her hubby and the rest of humans hadn't even been off Earth for all that long! They still had a lot to learn as a species, and the curve ball known as synths could throw anyone for a loop even without humanity's limited knowledge of the galaxy.

Lucky for whoever the people coming in on the Eclipse Rider however, Wichen had worked on her share of synthetic bodies.

Admittedly she'd mostly been weaponizing them, or installing custom equipment of one kind or another, but when a life was at stake you treated a tune up like you'd treat a surgery for an organic, so Wichen had gotten a firm grip on synthetic 'medicine' such as it was.

Another hundred meters of sprinting and a quick axiom tap gets her to the hangar right as the Eclipse Rider's ramp hits the deck and corpsmen hustle down with Synths on special anti-grav stretchers that leave their patients weightless. 

Critical for caring for larger species like Cannidor, and extra critical for synthetics, whose bodies were much heavier than a comparable organic.

Extra thankfully, these three Synths all appeared to have been born from Tret. The shape, size and bipedal 'lay out' of the body made them a lot easier to work with than say, a synth who'd been born of a Nagasha species.

"Doc! Get those stretchers on the ground, I'll triage them right here!"

Wichen calls out as she crosses the last of the distance. A flick of the special axiom pouches on her belt unfurls them into a proper tool belt. She had everything she needed. Probably. Mostly. 

She grabs her scanner and kneels down next to the first stricken woman as more boots pound across the deck plates. Wichen's ear twitches. One set of feet were heavy on the deck plates. Very heavy. Which meant Senior Chief Gunner's Mate John Halsey was here with the components she'd ordered him to shake loose for her from various store rooms and other shops.

She doesn't look up from her task. Instead she finds a diagnostic port behind the 'ear' of the synth's body and plugs her scanner in.

"Senior Chief, you get everything?"

"Yes ma'am. Took a minute to get the tech geeks to shake loose some of the correct drive enclosures but we have everything."

"Good, hopefully we won't need them..."

"What would they even be for?"

Wichen curses under her breath as she reads the diagnostic screen.

"Unfortunately, I'm going to have to show you. This one's body has serious electrical faults. I can fix them, but a short or something at the wrong time could kill her!"

"So what do we do?"

"This."

Wichen moves the Synth's body around a little bit, rolling her on to her side. Each Synthetic body was an individual work of electronic and mechanical art in the end. Especially if the Synth Ascendancy or another synth religion was involved in the chassis' construction. Some things though were more or less standardized specifically for situations like this one. 

The form factor of the Synth's organic lineage also limited things somewhat, but the Synth Ascendancy in particular was rather romantic with where they placed the specialized neural drive that formed the 'brain', and indeed the 'soul', of a Synth. They placed it where the heart would be in an organic member of the species.

Which also freed up the organic brain housing unit for sensors and the like and meant larger, more stable and reliable drive systems for the neural architecture could be constructed.

Wichen finds the access panel she wants and quickly gets the Synth opened up. A few warning labels and other information in one of the Synth languages confirmed Wichen was exactly where she needed to be for an extraction. She doesn't waste a second, she purges herself of static electricity and then purges her axiom signature and then gently begins undoing the interlocks that connected the drive to the body. 

There's little resistance, this chassis was extremely well made to say the least, and in moments Wichen is holding the specialized drive. It was big for a solid state storage device, but interacted with a lot of standard connections, and certain models of common drive containers were sized specifically to be able to house a synth in an emergency situation.

"Carefully... carefully... Chief, bring me that secure drive container."

"Right here ma'am... what is that?"

"This Chief, is our synth. Their mind. Their soul. Is in this little box. The chassis, the body around them completes them, but this is their beating heart, and when the body's a risk to the mind, we can safely pull them out... kinda like putting an organic into a medically induced coma for their own safety. If one of those shorts I found manages to foul things up and break through a surge protection circuit or a fuse then the 'life support' for the Synth's critical functions could be damaged."

A few more quick motions sees the drive securely tucked away in its new temporary environment and Wichen finishes mapping all the faults in the body before sending a power down command to the chassis' axiom drive core. Then she's on to the next Synth in line.

"So what makes them so special? If you can triage and talk at the same time."

"I can multitask." 

Wichen grunts as she moves the second Synth into the rescue position on her own before two sailors jump in to help. 

"Synth minds. Cores, as they're generally called, aren't just a solid state drive. A synth isn't just software. They're hardware too Senior Chief... and something more besides. Something... complicated. The core holds a neural matrix constructed out of high energy crystals. It's a map of the brain structure of the parent species... the crystals themselves are very reactive to energy. They can grow, and shift, and change, not unlike an organic brain. Different to be sure, but utterly incredible."

Senior Chief Halsey considers that for a second. "...Damn. That's a lot going on inside of a tiny box."

"That's not even half of it. It's a unique... computer really, but like I said, reducing things down to just hardware and software isn't... it's not enough. I'm not a synth myself, and I'm hardly racing out to replace bits of my meat with machinery, but there's just something about an engram, when a sapient life form gives of themselves to 'birth' a synth, that pure software and hardware, even in the same configuration can't replicate. Can't even come close. It's why AIs like the ones in human movies aren't a thing. All the clever coding in the world can't give AI the 'spark' required to actually be... well. Alive. A person."

Wichen grunts again as she finishes her diagnostics on the second Synth and moves over to the third.

"Second one's stable. We'll need to plug them in and help them do some internal repairs with the benefits of easy and plentiful external power to feed their internal systems, but they're not at risk of dying on us."

"So if Synthetic Intelligence and Simulated Intelligence software lack the spark on their own to be true life, where does that leave the Gravia? They're pure math right?"

Wichen shakes her head as she plugs into the third synth.

"If anything, Senior Chief, the Gravia are the most alive creatures in the galaxy. We all have a spark as species. Something that lets us reach to be more than just an animal. The Gravia? They're nothing BUT the spark. They are life distilled down to its purest essence and given shape and a chance to interact with the galaxy. Shaped by math... and by the culture of the Gravidists to be sure, but they're raw life energy in a way that's... a real headache to understand."

Wichen can practically hear Senior Chief Halsey nodding sagely. "So like most things involving the Gravia."

"Just about."

A quick series of chirps on her scanner gives her interesting news.

"Okay, third girl... she must have seen whatever hit them coming. She managed to put herself into a protected wait mode. The system will hibernate till the threat is passed or rescue arrives. It doesn't seem to be waking her automatically, but I didn't send a rescue signal either..."

Wichen switches to her wrist computer and quickly pulls up the appropriate program after checking the read out for the appropriate port in the Synth woman's system. Almost immediately she sits up, her biomechanical eyes adjusting and desperately trying to focus.

"Whoa, easy there sister. You've had a rough go of it."

The synth woman looks around, her mind clearly processing.

"A Voxltara class mass conveyor hangar bay? A Feli... three Tret, and a Panseros...?"

Senior Chief Halsey, Rowdy and a human hospital corpsman all chuckle before the Senior Chief takes a knee.

"We're called humans, ma'am. Can you tell us what happened?"

"I... we got caught in a residual swell on an ion storm, our shuttle wasn't in great shape to start with and I-" The synth woman's eyes went wide. "Wait! Marin, Teren! Are they okay?"

Wichen pats the woman's shoulder, trying to soothe her.

"Easy girlie. Your crew mates aren't in quite as good a shape as you are. I had to extract one of their cores. Her chassis is going to need some intensive repairs. The other one just needs to charge for a bit."

"Oh thank the singularity..." The still unnamed synth woman settles for a second. "Goddess... how long was I out? The station! They could still be in trouble!"

Wichen and Senior Chief Halsey share a look before Wichen responds.

"We're not sure yet how long you girls were adrift. Come on. Let's get you up, top off your internal energy and we can go talk to the Captain. If there's people in trouble he'll want to hear about it."
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Jerry

Neori Mechanis was the Synth woman's name, and she was sitting across from Jerry, bundled up in a blanket and sipping at a synthesized chemical that was somewhere between motor oil and an electrically charged stimulant that her system could apparently process in some helpful way. 

A blanket and a warm drink seemed a bit odd for taking care of a Synthetic life form in an extreme situation, but it could legitimately help Synths with strong shocks to their systems. A left over from their organic heritage and part of their simulated nervous system perhaps? 

Among the Synths themselves Jerry got the sense that they had other coping strategies or methods of care, but the woman had proven rather recalcitrant to talk about those practices. 

Being a bit reserved was apparently common enough for Synths from certain cultural blocks, so Jerry had issued orders for everyone who came into contact with the synths to not press things. These were guests in the end, and people who seemed to be in dire need of help.

Still he couldn't deny that it was a bit odd looking at the Tret woman across from him. She wasn't using the type of customizations that could let a Synth blend more readily with organic society, apparently common for first generation synths, or synths who interacted with organics frequently. 

Among their own people, your hardware was as much 'you' as your skin was to an organic, and many customized their 'internals' or did things to highlight or beautify them in a strange merging of synthetic flesh and machine that left Jerry somewhat embarrassed considering she was more or less sitting in his office in the buff. 

With nipples and genitals concealed she wasn't... naked... in a way, but she was very clearly nude in others. It made Jerry feel like a bit of a prude to be certain.

Though the whole process of how a synthetic body was shaped after organic bodies, and how deviating from that in significant ways could induce crippling dysmorphia on the Synth in question was still a mind blowing one to Jerry. Never mind the simple fact that a Synth and an Organic could breed two different ways, producing either organic or synthetic children was itself wild.

A Synth woman with an Organic husband could fire up a bio printer and artificial womb system that would produce an ovum based on her organic ancestor's DNA. Usually with some modifications to make the child 'hers', as opposed to just a clone of the Synth's parent. Her husband would then 'do the deed', more or less the old fashioned way, and she would carry the resulting child to term. With some minor internal changes she could even nurse the resulting offspring. A male synth could follow the opposite procedure with a female organic partner, 'printing' sperm for lack of a better term.

More interesting to Jerry's mind was producing a synthetic child. A base line synthetic reproduction was just an engram of an existing sapient mind. A 'clone' to a degree, though as the mind developed, it would of course deviate from what was legally speaking, either its parent, or sibling. All well and good, but for a mixed couple that wanted more 'organic' style children, that is to say a hybrid of the two parents, there was a process for that. 

It involved linking the two minds in what Jerry automatically labeled a 'mind meld', and through a process that a galactic encyclopedia did not describe in any useful way, producing a 'child' of the two minds. Software support was involved, but there was also apparently a sexual element that was more like traditional reproduction.

Confusing stuff to a man who was rooted firmly to the Earth and the organic world to say the least. He might have adapted to polygamy and the galaxy being dominated by women because men were as rare as hen's teeth. Of super powers being as common as being able to breathe. This though? This was a touch out of his depth.

Thankfully Neori's actual problem was significantly easier to understand.

"So. Let me summarize miss, just to ensure I have everything straight. Your three woman crew was sent out from a nearby Synthetic deep space station, Teal Paradise."

"We didn't choose the name." Neori notes automatically, her artificial eyes still clearly slightly unfocused.

"I figured. Teal Paradise is built into a large asteroid as part of its defenses, and as camouflage. However some pirate clans do know where you are. You've bought off or established good relationships with some of them, and they usually run off the rest, but you got hit about a week and a half back by a new faction in the area."

"Yes. It's really stupid too! This is the quiet season for us. We have two 'busy' seasons and two 'quiet' seasons in a standard year. Busy seasons are high traffic, and we have mercenary warships patrolling in the area to protect the high volume of commercial traffic as they pick up all the raw ore for mass delivery to our clients. It guarantees security to our shipping partners and also ensures they're getting a solid money proposition every time they pick up a cargo load from us. Like. Good money even if we were in the core, but with hazard rates from coming out into wild space, our freighter captains make excellent money."

Jerry nods. "So the quiet season is..."

"When we're doing the actual work... as well as just living our lives. Many of the synthetic stations and colonies are out here to more or less be left alone Captain. It's not... disliking organics. Most of us have organic family after all, but there's less... judgment. Questions. Conflict. Be it over our common religions or our very existence. It's insane to rob us during the quiet season. Most pirates want easier money than ore, and we don't even have large volumes of that stocked up on the station till later. There's some commercial traffic, mostly just critical supplies or luxury goods that we can't receive as raw data or build on site, but for the most part our freighter fleet based on the station take a well deserved couple months off. They make more than enough credits in the busy seasons that they don't need to scrabble for every scrap of work."

"So no idea why they hit you?"

"They were apparently new to the region, so they might just have not known. Or perhaps they just wanted to do some damage for kicks. They raided, and damaged our shielding systems significantly before we managed to drive them off... then the ion storm hit. Not sure if you had to ride it out, but it was a doozy, and it was even worse without shields. Inside the asteroid itself we were mostly fine, but the storm did a lot of damage in our hangar bays and to our various surface facilities."

"Including your communications systems."

"Correct, complete comm black out... not helped by the pirates destroying our communications satellites that they could find, or damaging them enough that the storm finished them off. The lingering effects of the storm were making communications even more difficult with our jury-rigged repairs, so we were sent out in the least damaged shuttle we had to try and see if we could get clear of the remnants of the storm and put out an emergency signal."

Neori gazes down at her lap. "Then we hit a pocket of ionic turbulence. Our shuttle was just damaged enough that it overwhelmed the shields and knocked them off line. We got bounced around a fair bit before another pocket of ion energy damn near killed us. We decided to trigger our emergency beacon, and power down, with a system set to wake us once the local subspace stabilized and it was safe to be active again. Thankfully we were only down for a few days before you found us."

Jerry nods. "Alright, so it sounds like Teal Paradise just needs some engineering support, and you girls need a ride back. I think we can make that happen for you if you're willing to provide the coordinates to us. We can also get you access to our comm systems so you can send messages wherever you need to. Other nearby stations, that sort of thing."

Neori nods. "That would be... wonderful Captain. Thank you. What would... the price for your assistance be?"

Jerry shrugs. "Whatever the going rate for tech support is I suppose? My engineers can't work for free, but I'm not taking advantage of people in a crisis either. Besides, we're out here to explore and meet new people. See if we can make new friends for the Undaunted. Exploiting people who are in trouble isn't a good way to make friends."

"...You humans are very interesting people. I see that the reports from the Synth Ascendancy temples on Centris and Octarin Spin did not exaggerate."

"We like to endeavor to surprise people, and being honest works for that in a lot of the galaxy. Especially on Centris."

That got a proper chuckle out of Neori, the woman starting to relax slightly. "Yes, I spent some time on Centris... it was... formative, but I confess it left me some negative opinions of certain facets of organic life. Something unworthy of a follower of the Synth Ascendancy as a faith. After all the union, the singularity where organic and technology meet is where the soul emerges in its purest form. One cannot believe without helping others on the path. It's one of the reasons I came out here, to reflect, and mature before returning to my duties to help others."

"Are you a priestess then?"

"Just a sister of the church. I hope one day to join the priesthood, but I am afraid I have much to learn about the universe first."

"We all do in the end. To guide others is a noble calling, hopefully you find your way, so you can start showing others."

"Thank you for your kind words, Captain. If I may ask... Do you have any augmentations? It seems to be a rare thing for humans so far, so I always have wanted to ask about the human perspective if I met one in person."

Jerry nods slowly, sensing he might be on sensitive ground here depending on how he answered. This was a matter of religious conviction for her.

"I only have the augments required to interface with power armor."

"No small thing in all due reality considering how the implants interface with the nervous system and brain. One could even consider power armor itself to be an augment with how it connects to the body."

"I suppose that makes sense to a degree. Past that I don't think humans have really developed much philosophy on the subject yet. The only humans we have augmented to an extreme degree that I know of were injured, and went with augmentation instead of a healing coma, usually for practical reasons, or are like me and have specific augmentations to make certain functions either possible, or significantly easier."

"I see. I suppose the galaxy at large is still quite new for humanity in the end."

"We only have a bare handful of us out here after all, and we're all extremely busy trying to prepare the way for the rest of our species to leave Cruel Space. The Undaunted have a firm commitment to freedom of religion however, so if you're perhaps interested in, say, distributing some literature onto our local network, I'm fine with adding Synth Ascendancy material to our books of religious texts."

"It would be a great honor to do so."

"Let's deal with the task at hand first. Come, we'll get the coordinates to my navigator and helmsman, and then I'll take you to the communications officer to send your messages. After that a yeoman will take you back to the repair bay where your friends are being cared for."
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It turned out that Teal Paradise was less of an asteroid and more of a rogue moon that the people who built the place had towed into position in a large asteroid belt to serve as a smuggler's base according to their new guides. The base expanded over the years into a full blown and thriving free port... right until Council Security Forces dropped the heavy end of the hammer on the smugglers.

Jerry figured whatever had been going on out here must have been pretty bad to get the Council to put a task force together and send it out into wild space... especially when they carted off literally everyone, leaving the base abandoned.

There's a slight hum as Neori triggers a powerful internal comm system, signaling an all clear to the base's port control and the massive doors slide open, admitting the Crimson Tear to the interior of the base. There's several layers of very impressive port facilities lining the walls, mostly set up for large 'standard' cargo ships, which tended to just be a skeleton with a command module and engines and a massive amount of cargo containers attached to them, there was still respectable docking for something the Tear's size or bigger.

Looking around beneath the lowest layer of the port, and starting a kilometer in from the port doors, Jerry spotted what he figured were residential areas 'overlooking' the port going deeper into the planet. The better to be protected from surface attack most likely.

Neori steps forward a bit, perhaps watching him observe the structure and getting Jerry's attention.

"Gravity is reversed to the orientation of the planet in the residential areas for a variety of reasons, so while they're 'beneath' us, we're actually beneath them. The smugglers who owned this place originally had it the opposite way, but we find it more convenient, and more aesthetically pleasing. We also have significantly less issues with gravitic shifts than many organics. It did take some fussing with our lifts and the like but I must say I do like the view during our busy seasons."

"Fair enough I suppose. I imagine you do things differently than a lot of organic species in many areas."

"Oh yes, we don't maintain an atmosphere in many sections of the station for example. It's quite expensive and there's really no point. We do have a small organic population and transient organic visitors like yourselves. We maintain pressurized and breathable places for them, and for certain activities. Some equipment functions better in atmosphere... and some of us maintain more 'organic' hobbies. For example my friend maintains a hydroponic flower garden. Many who used to, or were born of a line that enjoyed gardening produce lithium flowers instead, or other forms of crystal growth, or electronically developed flowers. Be it hard light or some other system. Those gardens are truly spectacular, especially if you can see in infrared and ultraviolet as most of us can, but the old ways have their appeal too... they're much more... touchable. I find. And we can still touch, feel, smell, like any other sentient."

"Again, that makes perfect sense to me. I believe you've even enjoyed our mess hall right?"

"Oh yes! I don't need to eat, but I enjoy eating. There's specialized 'food' for Synths of course, but normal food can be consumed and broken down to raw nutrients. It means I have a much more robust digestive system compared to my parent species. I can eat anything a human can and things humans can't for example. I also noticed that compared to my organic sibling I have a drive towards stronger tasting cuisine. Like my taste buds have been dulled slightly as a Synth. Human style food is goddess sent in that sense. Nice to try something that isn't just Cannidor cuisine."

"We'll have to leave you a cookbook. So did the smugglers really build all of this?"

"Oh no, we've expanded the facility massively since we took over a century and a half ago. Wild space is a popular place for Synth communities. We don't have many of the needs of organics, and we can handle much harsher living conditions while exploiting resources in situations that would be down right dangerous even for a properly equipped organic. Which means we can maintain our privacy and generate a fantastic amount of wealth. We mostly keep that wealth electronic, which makes things truly difficult on pirates. There's also heavy defenses in the major access points, which is what drove the pirates that attacked us off. When their hackers forced the door we burned a few of them via their system connections..."

"When you say burned, you mean...?"

"One of our cyberwarfare specialists melted their brains in their skulls. A minor risk for anyone making a direct mind connection into an insecure computer system without appropriate safeguards, which is necessary for a deep dive computer interface for organics. Obviously this risk is non-existent for synthetics, but we have risks of our own to deal with when accessing cyberspace. It is both where we are most powerful, and perhaps most vulnerable."

Jerry nods slowly, taking that on board and mentally making a note of it to pass to intelligence for further investigation.

"I see, any way your hackers burned a few of their hackers, then what happened?"

"As part of that attack we played merry hell with their systems. Pirates are notoriously lax about utilizing any form of encryption or true cybersecurity. Thin ICE at absolute best."

"Sorry, I'm not familiar with the term ICE."

Neori cocks her head. "I figured you'd know what it is, your systems are very well defended."

"We have a Gravia cyber warfare and hacking specialist on the crew. I just approve her budget and accept her suggestions for the most part. I'm not much for understanding computers. I just learn to use them in practical terms."

"Ahhh. I see. Yes. A Gravia would explain the ICE on your systems. Even Black ICE in some sensitive areas I suspect... illegal in some systems, but only an intruder would 'find' it, I think."

"...I'll leave aside that you were apparently exploring our security systems, what is ICE?"

"I assure you, Captain, it was not meant in any hostile way. I was accessing your public information network and did a broad spectrum system scan. I look... deeper than most. I was also going to offer you my services in turn if your defenses weren't up to spec. As to ICE, it stands for Intrusion Countermeasures. We pronounce it 'ice', because it sounds better. ICE covers both hardware and software. Black ICE is ICE that can kill an intruder with neural feedback automatically. Legal like I said, especially on starships, and double especially on military vessels, but more strictly regulated than real weapons in many cases."

"Why is it more tightly controlled?"

"Black ICE is completely indiscriminate. It can easily kill your own people just running maintenance if they accidentally trip the parameters for an attack, or don't 'safe' or 'melt' the ICE properly. In poorly set up systems people who stray into the wrong subsystem by accident can very quickly end up dead. I don't believe there's any risk of that here for the record."

"So it's the cyber warfare equivalent of putting landmines in your garden?"

"An apt description, Captain Bridger. Anyway, we then proceeded to 'put the hurt on them', as I believe your Marines would term it. The main battery destroyed some lighters and a corvette before the rest of the fleet jumped out."

"Oh it was a whole fleet?"

Neori nods. "Yes. Even if we were less defended than we are, a single pirate ship wouldn't raid a place this size alone. They could be overwhelmed and torn apart by people's bare hands with enough numbers arrayed against them once they docked to attempt to take plunder. Maybe a full size capital ship would have the gall, but if this fleet had a proper capital ship, they wouldn't bring it into range. If they did have such a vessel, standard practice would be to scout with the lighter vessels and determine if it's safe, or engage their victims and try to develop a weak spot for an in system jump for the capital ship."

Jerry thinks back to the Tear's first major naval engagement. "We actually did something similar. A good chunk of my crew, including one of my lead navigators, are reformed pirates. A flight of gunships were in trouble and called in the cavalry. We did an in system jump and ended up having a couple pirate corvettes join the party."

Neori's eyes widen slightly, expressing shock in a very organic manner. "Goodness, what in the world could have set a fight off like that?"

"My now wife Nezbet and her associate, an Apuk mercenary who's since retired, performed a decapitation strike on a pirate fleet, claiming a significant bounty for putting their Admiral's head in a bag. Metaphorically. I think." Jerry shrugs. "They stole a beat up lighter named the Merisee Hope and ran in a more obvious way to give a group of freed slaves a chance to escape."

Neori thinks for a minute, clearly reevaluating everything she knew about the Undaunted.

"Perhaps the reports from the Synth Ascendancy temples who have made contact with humans didn't do your species enough credit after all, Captain. If that's the sort of company you keep."

"Well that's the fun part about humans from a galactic perspective I think. There's always a new facet of us to learn about. Then like attracts like, so we meet all sorts of interesting people."

Lieutenant McCoy looks back over his shoulder.

"Captain, we've got docking clearance. A message from the port master says there's a leadership delegation waiting for you."

Jerry nods.

"Take us in to dock lieutenant, security details to the appropriate ports. Tell the quartermaster to see if they've got anything we need and vice versa. Normal trade rules."

"Aye aye, sir. Starting docking procedure."

Jerry turns to a waiting bosun.

"Bosun, send a message to Commander Grey if you please. Engineering teams are to stand to and prepare to move out just as soon as I've got directions for them."

"Aye aye, sir!"

Finally, Jerry turns to Neori. "If you'd care to join me for a walk down to the docking port?"

"It would be a pleasure, Captain."

"Excellent. Commander Bridger, you have the conn. Get me on the comm if anything weird comes up."

A short walk down to the dock port has them meeting up with Neori's compatriots, both still confined to hover stretchers with their bodies locked down. Commander Grey is nearby with his senior engineering staff, clearly itching to get into action. Al and Jerry make eye contact, and Al almost calls the room to attention before Jerry stops him with a sharp shake of his head, instead preempting him with;

"As you were!"

A quick shake of the hand as the locks match and Jerry says to Al;

"Seems like your people are ready to get to work. Haven't seen the sailors from the engineering department this chipper since we had to ban Galaxy safe Human coffee before someone killed themselves on the stuff."

"Not often we get to be medics as well as engineers, skipper. We've got everyone read up on triage of synthetic individuals at least, but from what Ms. Neori said when she briefed me earlier this morning we're not expecting many casualties. Just a lot of folks in danger and in need of help and resources to get everything back on line more or less at once."

Neori nods. "That is indeed the summary of the situation, Commander. Your opposite number is Mechanist Nalryia, she's the chief engineer for the station."

The sound of the massive docking port airlocks cycling, now nestled tightly together within the safe confines of a pressurized sleeve to ensure no depressurization can occur. More sturdy than just a lock to lock engagement and no cycling required to allow for mass movement of personnel and equipment.

The door rolls clear and Jerry activates his HUD, the majority of the equipment required safely on board in his implant. He didn't have all of the sensors, but if he guessed right... his on board IFF immediately pings and receives data from some of the waiting synths on the other side of the docking port. 

Neori had suggested this would be a greeting that would please the station master and the high priestess significantly on top of more organic style introductions, and from lighting shifts on the massive synth Nagasha woman who's IFF beacon identified her as Arisana Powercoil, it was well received indeed.

Ditto her companion, a more normally sized synthetic Phosa who had 'piercings' on her large ears that appeared to be sensor pods at first glance. She wore flowing robes with circuit designs and messages in the galactic equivalent to binary that Jerry figures are chunks of holy scripture. Her IFF pinged as High Priestess Meresa Gearheart.

Jerry strides forward, through the docking port, and into the station proper. He offers the Nagasha a hand shake as they get close. They knew who he was of course, both because Neori had told them, but also because they'd pinged his own IFF beacon.

"Station Mistress Powercoil, a pleasure to meet you."

"And you Captain Bridger, we are deeply grateful for your assistance."

The High Priestess nods, clearly a bit more reserved than Arisana.

"Indeed, we are most blessed that the great code brought you to us when it did, Captain... The Undaunted are a fascinating addition to the galaxy, and it's always nice to meet such a polite gentleman."

"I have the equipment and Neori told me it was an appropriate way to greet you both, so I figured when in Rome..."

Meresa cocks her head. "What is Rome?"

"...Never mind. Is your chief engineer on hand station mistress? I'd like to get my people to work as quickly as possible."

Another woman in a mix of robes and a tool belt and heavy leather apron is called forward, taking the time to bow and rushing to Commander Grey to begin coordinating the work. All without a word said.

Arisana sighs, and clearly resists planting her face in her palm.

"I apologize for my mechanist, Captain. She greeted you, but she's got a tendency of speaking in an ultra high frequency range so she can communicate with her entire team at once. You don't have the receptors for such communication. While they get to work, can I offer you the hospitality of our station?"

"If you don't mind Mistress Powercoil, by the way... are you any relation to Lithia Powercoil?"

Arisana's colors brighten. "Oh yes. My dear niece. I am so very proud of her adventures with the crew of the Chainbreaker. Her husband is quite a testament to our faith, but please follow me. I'll give you a tour and we can adjourn to my office."


23

Diana

Walking around a station that had almost no organic permanent residents proved to be extremely interesting. Then again, going anywhere with Nezbet was never boring. Diana glances over at her new sister, the seemingly happy go lucky Takra had selected more flowing clothing today than her usual Takra warrior's attire. Likely to disarm her opponents slightly if she needed to 'debate' them in any serious way. 

Diana too was wearing civilian clothing instead of a uniform. She was... undercover wasn't quite the term, and even if she had been in uniform it's very unlikely she would have stood out with all the Undaunted military personnel presently on station, but she was observing, and it's a spy's instinct to at least be more than meets the eye if nothing else, and there were plenty of civilians from the Tear moving around for one type of business or another.

A little padding here, some axiom tricks there, and by all accounts, Diana Bridger, human, looked much more like Di'ana Bridger, Tret woman married to a human. Amazing how being more curvy took her from 'object of interest', to 'near invisible', in a heartbeat in the wider Galaxy. She would have likely been more or less completely invisible on Centris, or a similar world, but as she’d just noted this station was almost entirely synthetic population wise, so all organics, especially unaugmented ones, stood out.

It was something Diana had compensated for with a cosmetic addition, a functional communication earpiece that left her with something of a 'techy' look that made her blend in ever so slightly more. She also had contacts in. They gave her eyes a more cybernetic appearance, and doubled as the lens for a small recording system in her pocket. Going too borg'd out would defeat the rest of today's mission, but a little would hopefully smooth the waters for her.

It wouldn't help her much, if at all, if she got pressed into a detailed conversation on the faith of the Synth Ascendancy or something, the religious faction that apparently controlled most of the Synth stations in this region of space, but the goal was to blend in enough to avoid conversations like that if at all possible while having a less obtrusive look around. If she did get pinned down of course, that would also be useful, but she wanted the religious talk directly from the source, not from a random passerby.

Her sex on the other hand was the best camouflage a spy could ask for. Even Synths got a little bit... excited, when a man was present, so going out with a woman, an alien woman, who's kind was common enough in security and anti-piracy gigs that they wouldn't be unknown around here was just another layer of camouflage. 

Compared to say, walking around with her husband. Which would have been like walking around with a neon sign with a built-in fireworks display. That there were several of those neon signs with built in fireworks further up the docks meant there was plenty to look at besides her.

Jerry could be subtle. Diana knew it better than most, if not all of his wives. She'd read more than a few of his mission reports once upon a time. They'd never worked together directly, but his unit of Raiders got called up for special jobs often enough by Naval Intelligence. Reliable. To say the least.

In his current official capacity however, especially out in the wider galaxy? Everything he was and everything he did made him about as subtle as a brick through a window.

With a hand grenade attached to it.

Thankfully the whole prince thing wasn't causing nearly as much trouble as Diana had worried it might outside of Apuk space. Most people either didn't notice or didn't care. He wasn't their prince after all. Nor did they owe fealty to the Empress of Serbow and her colonies. To the right person though, it got the raise of an eyebrow, or a slightly more intense expression, and Diana always made sure to check those individuals out extra thoroughly.

"Are you sure you want to come along for this errand sister? Nezbet needs no assistance to arrange a few cargo freighters with shipping companies."

"I need to learn the ropes of the business if I'm to be of any help in the future sister, I won't have my current career forever you know."

"Nyahaha. Nezbet suggests you will not retire from your current career until forced. You like your work in administration far too much for your own good."

"All the more reason to see what's out there."

It was a perfectly natural conversation from a younger wife to a senior wife... and not at all dishonest. Mostly. Albeit Diana had made herself look a bit more fresh faced and younger. She didn't give much to Nezbet in the way of experience, even if the other woman was a bit more ‘green side’ than Diana was. Besides, any good intelligence operative could appreciate a proper sense for a dramatic flair, even if they couldn't enjoy such luxuries terribly often.

Diana carefully sweeps her eyes around, studying the design and arrangements of the dock, making sure to act like a proper tourist who obviously hadn't been on a space station much, if ever, before. Someone who was still getting her space legs, so to speak. In reality those contacts were doing double duty, acting as the lenses to an axiom recording device she could turn on and off with a thought. 

The goal of today's reconnaissance was to study non-human space station designs of the types built into asteroids. An endeavor the Undaunted would be testing soon. Sure they had all manner of examples and plenty of normally acquired research to comb through, but this was a highly successful deep space asteroid station that had been in continuous use for centuries.

There had to be a few tips and tricks the engineers could pick out of her footage. Her intelligence analysts might also glean some information about synth culture and social habits, something the Undaunted were decidedly curious about for 'enclave' or 'closed circuit' Synths. Integrated circuit synths were completely integrated to galactic, that is to say organic, society. While they might practice or be the children of practitioners of a synth focused religion like the Ascendancy, they weren't raised deep in the unique synthetic culture of the closed circuit synths.

One of the first things she noticed was charging stations being set around the area like organics placed restrooms in large scale public areas. There were heads closer to the port, but the further they got down the passageway the fewer 'facilities' there were and the further the distance between them.

What did stay consistent for the most part was the signage. Lots of big red markings in galactic trade, one of the synth languages, and some form of 'electric ink' that Diana wanted to get a sample of that shifted between several languages. They indicated that what they'd heard from the women they'd rescued was true. Most of the station was depressurized. Your average total conversion Synth was vacuum rated, and hardly had to worry about minor discomforts like cold. So for many areas of the station they simply didn't bother with expensive life support. After all you hardly needed large scale oxygen production if no one around breathed did you?

What was also fascinating was the occasional little outcropping of synth civilization. Here and there, near areas marked as residential entirely, there'd be... well. Bars. For lack of a better term. Eateries... some of which actually served food, since Synths could still metabolize and enjoy food if they had the appropriate equipment. Social spaces to physically congregate, however you sliced them.

Diana had heard something about an electronic hub of sorts that Synths interacted with in cyberspace more or less as fast as their augmented minds could process. Yet, even with that, some still felt the need to share fellowship ‘in person’, even if that was perhaps less intimate than a literal meeting of the minds. It was fascinating, and Diana mentally filed the observation away to ship off to Centris for further interview and study with Synths who had joined the Undaunted.

It was one of the most important parts of intelligence work in the end. Finding context for information. Understanding how a fact existed in the world it was from. Asking questions wasn't enough. You had to ask the right questions, and that was impossible without the context and comprehension to fully understand the society or group you were examining.

That went for coming to understand a possible ally, seeking insight in an enemy nation, or working to understand the world view of a terrorist organization. They all had some degree of logic to them, even anarchist groups that liked to pretend otherwise.

All in all it was a wonderful little excursion to the main office of one of the local shipping firms. One that could be a lot better in terms of the recon work she was doing if Diana was augmented. Which led her to the second part of the day's mission.

There was just one small problem.

They were being followed. Diana does her best to glance around and case the area for the tail she knew was there, but there was little to no disturbance in the axiom, or anything she could pick out with her eyes. She'd only cottoned on because of the hairs standing up on the back of her neck... pure instinct, and a spy's paranoia perhaps... and she'd heard something. A transient sound of an impact on metal... and when she'd glanced that way, under the guise of pointing something out to Nezbet... there hadn't been anyone, or anything there. In a sterile environment like a space station, it was a dead giveaway. The mess up also gave her a reasonable guess of the identity and number of her followers.

Best odds were that Neysihen and Purisha were tailing her as a stalking exercise in harsh terrain against a particularly wily target. Their stealth was indeed impressive. She couldn't quite find them. Not for sure, but one little slip was all it took to be made. A valuable lesson for the girls to be sure. Plus, they might just make themselves useful, seeing or observing things she might miss while she was otherwise occupied. A full intelligence style debrief with the girls and Eymali would be another very valuable lesson for the would be commandos.

Diana resists smirking. She'd make agents out of the newest members of her family yet!

She's only half listening to Nezbet's meeting with the owner of the shipping company, but she digests the details as she pretends to wait patiently nearby for her sister-wife to finish her business. It wouldn't even cost that much extra for an off season shipment. Since the origin point was 'home' in this case, they could always load up on supplies and specialty goods to make the leg home as profitable as the leg out. If not more so. Still Nezbet and her opponent press each other for every credit before the two women shake on the deal and a sketch of the contract is sent off to the lawyers to hammer out for final review.

It seemed the Cannidor would be getting the first of their shipment early.

Diana suppresses a smirk. It was a marvelous play by Syl really, and if it had been at all intentional instead of recovering from a bad situation forced on them by others, a truly devious little plot. The Cannidor had been told there'd be a delay... but now Syl was making sure their orders arrived not even on time, but early without charging the customer extra or anything silly like that. A 'positive customer service interaction'. The clients would rave about the product. They already knew the Cannidor loved pork and beef after all, but they'd also boast of the excellent service they'd received. It was another excellent business opportunity in what had already been a banner year for the cloning services business.

From what Diana had seen of the civilian business's books, they'd done excellent trade on Serbow, and the projected trade once their Serbow facility was fully operational and supplying the throne world and colonies was... decidedly impressive to say the least. All with the prestige... and attendant tax benefits, of being an imperially endorsed business, and one their hosts in the Tier barony considered vital to their fief's future economic prosperity.

Never mind that the Apuk were all about meat in any form, and offering new meats that everyone who tried it could appreciate was like offering candy to children of any species. Syl had to form no less than three queues for the right to place a preorder, and institute a temporary volume per order limit while they got set up to ensure the restaurant industry and nobility didn't snap up every scrap of meat available.

And that was with the preorder price, the 'investor's price', being quite a bit higher than the eventual retail price. Nezbet could haggle far better than her barbarian attitude would lead one to suspect, but when Syl let go of a trytite credit disk, you could see an imprint of her finger print in the metal.

"Are you ready to depart, sister?" 

Diana asks as Nezbet approaches, tucking some hair behind her ear, casually, emphasizing the ear piece as she resists the instinct to drop a bug or two in the office. These people probably didn't have terribly useful information that couldn't be acquired by far easier means than a bug or two.

Star maps of the region could be incredibly useful, but could almost certainly be purchased if they desired them, for far less effort and with far less fuss than an attempted intrusion. It was odd really, she hadn't left a bug somewhere the entire way here, and she occasionally slipped a training bug or two in the vents or something on her way to get a shower in before work, or her good morning kiss from her hubby.

Force of habit. Like a cat knocking a glass off a countertop.

Still. She had to restrain herself here, this wasn't quite first contact, but the stakes were high for their impression on the rest of synthetic society in this part of space.

Nezbet smacks her on the back and Diana turns the forceful, but friendly thump into her staggering forward off balance. One motion and she made herself look a couple years younger than her make up already did. She was a fresh faced young woman after all and by galactic standards she was just barely past girlhood! It had been a touch upsetting when she'd first encountered it. Now though she was merely amused by it. Let them underestimate her for her supposed 'youth', for her 'childish' figure. 

It was just another weak spot she could exploit.

"Nyahaha! Nezbet was quite successful. An excellent barter for all involved. Now, it is time for your errand, yes? You accompanied Nezbet, so Nezbet shall accompany you.”
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The Synth Ascendancy 'Sacristy of Ascension', was a very fancy way to refer to a medical facility that specializes in cybernetic implants. They could also do full body conversion, or 'true ascension' according to their website, but that was a bit much for Diana. A neural link and some other goodies seemed like a good enough place to start. So she'd booked an appointment and sent over her medical records.

She was not however quite ready for what awaited her. It was somewhere between a medical center and... well. Exactly what it proclaimed to be. A place for religious worship, complete with high ceilings, banners, alcoves with what she recognized as holy symbols of their faith. It was... an odd experience to say the least. It only got odder when her surgeon came out to collect her.

She was a massive fully synthetic Nagasha woman who had replaced her hair with writing, snake-like tentacles. She appeared to have full control over all of them, and many were carrying things for her, including a digital notepad and writing implement. 

Instead of a calming white lab coat, she wore a priestess's robes with the common markings of medical professionals worked into them, and Diana made a promise to herself to keep Bones McCoy as far away from here as humanly possible so they could avoid an inevitable diplomatic incident. The woman had enough of a problem with 'magic' medicine, nevermind getting actual religion involved.

"Diana Bridger?"

"That's me."

The Nagasha bows her head regally.

"I am Priestess-Surgeon Narilya Electohart. It is my pleasure to be operating on you today. Please follow me, we will be in room three."

They're quickly shown into the surprisingly large operating room, which had a chair that could clearly shift to accommodate everything from a Kohb to a Cannidor in scale. Diana figured that they had specialized equipment somewhere for Lydris sized lifeforms.

"I must say I'm surprised to have an intelligence officer come to get 'chipped' as I believe they call it in some human media." The priestess starts.

Diana merely shrugs. Considering she was in disguise and recording it was fairly obvious she was something like a spy to someone who could see past the disguise.

"I'm as interested in technological augmentation to my abilities as anyone else in the end. Though I admit I'm not... entirely sure about the process."

Diana put a slight waiver in her voice that had the giant cybernetic snake woman swinging around almost instantly.

"Oh of course dear, this is all a rather new experience for humans isn't it? Well not to worry, I've operated on hundreds of thousands of sapient life forms, and my only problems have been the body rejecting the implant, which is exceedingly rare. Especially now with modern implant technology, which is designed to be biologically neutral. It more or less just 'vanishes' from the body's radar, integrating like any other part of you. Less efficient than more significant augmentation of course, but every little bit closer on the path to ascending."

"...What's that mean? Ascending?"

"To become as I am. The Synth Ascendancy believes that we are beings of pure energy. At our core, the critical part of who and what we are... is our souls. Our crude matter does not define us, nor does it dominate us. In making our bodies more energy efficient, we move closer to our most natural state, and allow our souls to bolster and grow. Many synths live for a great deal longer than their organic counterparts for example. Where organics tend to... grow tired after a few centuries, if they do not die from unnatural causes, long lived full synths do not experience this fatigue. We hold it is because of their energy efficient state. The soul is, at least energy neutral, if not energy positive because of its environment. So it does not feel the need to move on to whatever comes next."

"So the Synth Ascendancy believes in an afterlife?"

"Oh yes, very much so. A realm of pure energy, souls at their most refined, free to grow and develop infinitely without the constraints of the material universe. Of course some Synth religions pair this with a cycle of reincarnation, wherein a soul must become reborn several times to achieve purity enough to survive in the soul realm."

"Is full conversion necessary to achieve purity?"

"Not according to the Synth Ascendancy. Some... misguided faiths, of many stripes, not just religious syntheticism, have such requirements of purity. We maintain it's simply easier. Not impossible. Far from it. One of our founders only had a cybernetic limb and a few organs. Hardly a full conversion. The church existed for a few centuries before full conversion was possible."

"...What about the flesh haters?"

Narilya flinches. "Ah. Heard of them have you? Yes, the flesh is weak, or so they say. They hold that the flesh imprisons the soul, and drains it of its vital essence, possibly to the point of destroying the soul entirely. To leave a sapient consciousness and soul in such a state is to leave that person to a lifetime of torture and pain. It is... an extreme point of view, and is... well. We've fought a war or two with some of their factions. Not our proudest moment, but all were at risk from their particular brand of extremism. Our Arch Canoness at the time determined there was no path for us but to fight on behalf of the galaxy. Thus the knightly orders of the church."

"Oh the church has knights? Interesting!"

"Mhmm. Now let's see about your surgery... a high end neural implant, but none of the telemetry systems required for advanced power armor."

"I'm not much for field work personally. I'm also a bit... unsure of going too far, you know?"

"Well, if it helps dear, humans are already augmented. I've been reading about your species since you made your galactic debut. You're a fascinating bunch. Both in what you can do, and what you represent. Religiously you're of great interest to many... to survive in Cruel Space, the antithesis of life as far as much of the galaxy is concerned. Well I'm sure I don't have to explain why that might be of interest. More interesting to me however was native human augmentation practices."

Diana can't help it. She's actively curious now, and this was the kind of conversation that was gold for learning about galactic points of view..

"Augmentation how? I mean we developed what you probably consider crude mechanical limbs fairly recently."

"Considering your complete lack of axiom, there's nothing at all crude about your latest models. They're technological marvels. Miracles even! You've had mechanical limbs longer than that though. Unpowered, save by the body of the person wearing it perhaps, but with mechanical assistance to replace shattered bodies where healing comas are impossible... and of course the force of will that humans exhibit! I read the story of a man who lost his leg from the knee down in combat. He received a rudimentary mechanical replacement, and returned to combat duty. Remarkable!"

"There's quite a few humans who've done wild things like that. So that's what you found interesting?"

"Ah, no. Though interesting as an evolution. I meant older augmentation. For example, glasses. Focusing lenses. You'd later learn to implant the lenses in your eyes directly. A much more efficient system. Then of course you augment yourselves with your advanced personal communications systems. Most interesting to me though was your biological augmentations."

Diana can hear as much as feel Nezbet mentally join the conversation, and she finds herself wildly curious.

"Biological in the sense of synthetic organ replacements or...?"

"Far older than that my dear, I mean your animals. Domestication for anything except food and small animals for companionship is quite rare in the wider galaxy. Given your husband is most likely the master of your ship, if I understand human surnames properly then I'd guess you know better than most just what animals can do for people. Companionship now, but tamed canine predators to protect and hunt with, hoofed ungulates for transportation and hauling beyond a human body's means. You lacked axiom for these things, and sought solutions around you, breeding and shaping other animals to your needs. To cover your weaknesses or provide resources as appropriate. It's absolutely fascinating."

"...I feel like you should probably talk to Jerry about all this. He's the closest thing we have to an expert on the subject."

"Perhaps I'll send him a message, but I think we've chatted long enough to help you relax a bit. Shall we discuss your operation? Or perhaps you'd be interested in considering some further augmentations while you're here? I can assure you that we have only the highest quality options available."

"...Well. I suppose it can't hurt to find out what you recommend."

"For you? Hmm." The Priestess sizes her up for a moment, as if considering a work of art she wants to create. "Not much frankly, you clearly value your natural looks, which is why you've worked so hard to maintain your body as is after opening yourself to axiom. Organ replacement without need is... silly almost unless you have a specific purpose. Replacement of a healthy limb for anything but full ascension is... not something I practice at this clinic. We are here to make your body more effective. Not mutilate you for no reason."

"Well hearing that certainly makes me feel better... Are there eye augments?"

"Yes. Hmm... I have something that would do just as well as those contacts you're wearing, but be much harder to detect. They have some cosmetic options, for changing eye color and the like, but their major benefit is they can fully integrate a military grade heads up display. Without being paired with the sensors and onboard computer of say, a mech suit or power armor, you won't get as much out of them as some, but it can still display everything from a profile of who you're speaking with at a gala, to directions, to combat telemetry and light ballistic calculations, range estimates. That sort of thing. They can even sync with a scanner if you have one on your person. So if you look at it, you can scan it, and pull a host of information automatically from the net."

"...That seems incredibly useful. They're not... replacing my eyes entirely right?"

Diana put a slight waiver in her voice, and injected a little nervousness into the local axiom and was rewarded with by the priestess gushing over her a bit. The woman knew she was an intelligence agent, and still she was able to pull a string or two to disarm her completely. If anything it was easier as a human, because they didn't project emotions into axiom as readily as aliens, doing it at all generally got aliens who had any information about humans thinking the emotions were particularly strong.

"Oh, goodness no! It's much like a human technology actually, the lens augment is merged in with your natural lens via tele-surgery. As soon as it syncs with your neural link it'll integrate with your vision perfectly naturally."

"...Are there lenses that can do things like say... thermal vision? Ultraviolet spectrum?"

"Certainly! They're mostly for technicians looking for hot spots and the like, doing diagnostics, inspections. That sort of thing. It's merely a higher grade of lens with advanced software and a small augmentation node that links up to your neutral implant. Would you like those?"

"Absolutely. Night vision, the works!"

"Full spectrum it is. That'll require an extra node on top of that to help your cortex process the new information. Let's see... other options. It's hard to make recommendations to a degree. Augmentation is such a personal process. I can recommend equipment within your desires easily enough. For example, the neural implant you selected is very good, excellent even..."

"But you'd recommend another model?"

"Yes actually. It's a bit more secure and has some specs that make it a better interface with organic components. It's less effective at interfacing with, say, power armor, but you said you're not likely to do that sort of thing."

"I certainly don't have any intention of ever strapping on power armor. I'll leave that sort of fun to my husband and some of my sisters."

"Then you'll probably appreciate more robust remote communications systems to interact with more normal technology than the direct link with a suit of power armor."

"Any particular EWAR modules you'd suggest? Defensive or otherwise? What if I want to say... do intrusion testing on my own hardware or set and manipulate defenses? Or defend the systems actively if need be? I have a large bank of extremely high power computers I'm responsible for in a very complex network."

"Hmmm. I can suggest a few things. You'll need something upgradable, with sufficient power and bandwidth... let's see. The ability to attack and defend for testing. I think I know the perfect module. Designed for special forces military hackers originally I believe. Obviously you wouldn't use such equipment to intrude on any private networks or anything..."

There's a slight degree of sarcasm to the priestess's voice that Diana didn't miss for a second. Not that she was surprised. Synths had a reputation as hackers, white hat, gray hat, and black hat all the same.

"Of course not. Purely checking my own systems."

After around twenty minutes, Diana has picked out a fairly comprehensive suite of implants and her chair was shifting back into a reclining position.

"So... what's next?"

"Well first I apply anesthesia via a beam system. Just lay back and take deep breaths. The beam can have... relaxing effects."

"...Relaxing? Like ho-"

Diana stops mid sentence as a very deeply satisfied sensation washes over her body. Warm. Comfortable. A slightly detached, floaty, giggly sensation. It felt really nice. Diana considers the recreational implications of such a device for a few moments until Narilya's voice shakes her from her thoughts.

"Do you know what language she's speaking?"

"Nezbet isn't sure. It's several languages though, not just one or two."

Diana covers her mouth with her hand cheeks burning with a blush.

"I ah... was I talking?"

"Very animatedly. Nothing made sense of course, it was, as your sister just said, in numerous, presumably human languages. It's a common side effect of the anesthesia."

"Whoo... strong stuff."

"Yes, you're done though. So you can get up when you're ready. I'll provide a data slate for your doctor so they can check integration for you in a few day's time, but everything looks like it's lining up perfectly... it'll start integrating with your system in the next few minutes."

Diana stops dead. She hadn't even felt anything! Her hand reaches up behind the nape of her neck, and a little prodding near her spine finds a new addition, right where it's supposed to be. A slight difference that most people wouldn't be able to find if they tried.

"Wow."

"First experience with telesurgery? It really is remarkably efficient isn't it?"

"...Why did I even need the anesthesia?"

Diana's eyes go fuzzy for a second then start to focus as she feels a cool sensation, like dipping her hand in a slightly cold stream, as the neural link merges into her thoughts. Seamlessly settling into her brain as the new lenses refocus themselves and the rest of the systems filter into her thoughts. Her vision had always been good, but now... now everything was an order of magnitude more clear. 

She flicks through a couple of the settings with a thought, bringing up the HUD that starts to calibrate itself to her Field Pistol before she switches into night vision, then ultraviolet, her mind lurching a bit as it works to process colors the human mind simply wasn't equipped for naturally.

Another thought flicks her into thermal vision, going from white hot to black hot, to 'predator vision', the more colorful earlier thermal vision that was useful for finding specific hot spots. Narilya's large body was fascinating to inspect for its different sources of heat. Subtle exhaust ports that were barely visible to the human eye, the axiom reactor burning in her chest. She flicks through another few settings before configuring her new defensive EWAR system with the gentlest touch of her mental energies.

Still a bit giddy from the anesthesia, one of her first thoughts for how rawly useful a neural interlink could be is that Jerry would never be able to seize the remote from her during movie date nights ever again, and the thought makes her giggle a bit.

"Damn. That anesthesia really does hit like a truck. If there's nothing else Priestess... I think I need to get back home and lay down for a bit."

"No, that's everything, and a nap will certainly do you well as the rest of your new systems fully integrate. Thank you for giving this humble servant the opportunity to serve you."

Nezbet chuckles as she rises in turn, throwing an arm over Diana's shoulders. "Come sister, let's get you home. Then you can show Hubby all your new tricks!"

Diana stops as she gets to her feet and looks up at the ceiling.

“Neyishen, Purisha. Come on girls. Let’s go home. On the floor if you please.”

There’s a soft gasp from what sounded like Purisha, and the slight thump of Neysihen elbowing her friend in the ribs for admitting they were busted.

“Damn it, Purisha. She could have been guessing.”

“Shit. Sorry.”

“Just work on keeping it in next time.”

Two shadows drop from the ceiling and drop their cloaks to reveal Neysihen and Purisha in Undaunted Marine fatigues. Light gear only today, since it was clearly just training and not a mission.

“Goodness!” The priestess is certainly surprised by the visitors. “I didn’t even notice you two with my broad spectrum sensors! That’s remarkable stealth!”

Neysihen kicks at the deck a bit. “Clearly not remarkable enough if Diana busted us.”

“Well for what it’s worth girls you did a pretty good job. Come on, we’ll go debrief with Eymali then get some ice cream while I’m still high enough to really appreciate it.”
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Jerry

Petty Officer Ariana Mayen, a well put together young Feli woman who had a slight nervous tick of playing with her hair, was the kind of paperwork Jerry didn’t mind doing. She had made a transfer request to her division commander. She wanted to work in module one. Not change jobs, just her normal duty location. She’d invoked her right to only speak about it with the commanding officer… meaning the reason was personal. 

He suspected it wasn’t as simple as liking a guy, which meant this might be interesting instead of relatively routine.

“So Petty Officer, you wanted to speak with me?”

“Uh. Yes sir. I uh. Want to be transferred to module one.”

“Not enjoying your time under Senior Chief Ramsey?”

“No! Senior Chief Ramsey is a great boss. It. Well.”

The young woman takes a nervous glance around his office, as if she was checking for someone listening.

“I was just hoping I could work closer to the daycare. I want to start volunteering, but with the commute and long shifts in the deck department it’d be hard to see the kids for more than a few minutes a day.”

Jerry does his absolute best to contain his smile. He had to take this as seriously as Mayen clearly was, and that wavering smile as she tried to judge if he was judging her was just about heart breaking.

Feli being able to do big sad kitten eyes fairly easily was outright cheating, and Jerry had no doubt Mayen had a lethal pout. 




“Is it that important to you to be able to volunteer at the daycare?”

“Yes sir. I’m from a big family and I’m. Well. I'm a bit homesick. I’m not sure I’m ready for kids of my own, heh I mean, I don’t even have a boyfriend! So I thought if I could spend a few hours a day with the kids in afternoon and evening care…”

Jerry leaves Mayen hanging for a bit as he checks his manning reports and pulls the appropriate form up on his pad. The way Master Chief Daclan organized things, there were always empty files to fill in most departments, keeping things balanced but ensuring everyone had the bodies they needed. Transferring a junior petty officer was simple enough, and morale was a precious commodity in deep space. 

“I think we can do that, Mayen. You’ll have some extra duties as part of the deck department in module one that you wouldn’t have in other modules. Helping out Sylindra’s staff finding things in stowage for example.”

“I’m good at scavenger hunts! Let me at’em!”

“Okay tiger, calm down.”

Jerry smiles. A bright and enthusiastic personality like Mayen’s was hard to fault. 

“Your transfer orders have been amended to your personnel file. You’ll report to Master Chief Daclan’s second, Senior Chief Tulvee.”

Mayen beams at him, going from sun beam to a sun herself, radiating positive energy.

“Thank you sir, I’ll get over there at on-”

She stops dead, one of her large, fluffy ears perking up.

“...Sounds like trouble in the outer office, sir.”

Jerry rubs his forehead.

“Unfortunately, petty officer, if you ever become a senior NCO or officer you’ll find offices like this one are a nexus for trouble unlike any other.”

∆∆∆

Jerry hadn’t known just how right he’d been. A group of faith leaders and ‘concerned citizens’ had been waiting to speak with him about the controversial topic of the month. Synths. He takes a slow breath as a religious debate erupts for the seventh time in the course of the conversation. He was really trying to be tolerant, but enough was enough, and it was time to bring them to heel before he really got pissed off with them.  

"Gentlemen."

The furious debate goes to a dull roar before Jerry finally raises his voice.

"Gentlemen! That is enough!"

Sergeant Malik Shakir-Mussah, one of the Muslim Imams aboard ship, looks over and has the decency to at least look mildly embarrassed. Shakir-Mussah was one of the significantly more moderate of the devout Muslims who had shipped out of Cruel Space. 

He'd argued, successfully, using Quranic law, that under the situation the galaxy at large found itself in, it was a man's duty to take more than four wives, as the Prophet himself once had in extreme circumstances... but a man's duties to those wives were no different in terms of respect, love, fidelity and standard of living.

That his particular branch of Islam was significantly more progressive in terms of the position of women in the world certainly made the whole thing a little easier. That the truly conservative generally hadn't been eager to go into deep space on what had been thought of as a suicide mission also meant that the majority of the Undaunted's religious were a bit more flexible than some of the faithful back home that were absolutely tearing into each other over some of the revelations filtering back from the universe.

"Ah. I'm sorry sir."

The rest of the small group of men quickly apologize and quiet down a bit as Jerry's eyes sweep the group. A couple flavors of Christian, a Buddhist, another Muslim or two. A fairly strong mix of more cosmopolitan world religions. None of the ship's decent Norse heathen population, or any of the handful of shintoists were present. Their absence is somewhat gratifying to Jerry in confirming that he had a decent read on the communities he personally was connected to.

Jerry lets them stew for a few moments as he collects his thoughts. This sort of thing was inevitable really. They hadn't really interacted with Synths before, and being aware of them wasn't really the same as... well. Dealing with them. That they had taken a Synth Ascendancy chaplain aboard to help move through this part of space and better work with Synth populations in the future was... more confronting. 

Not just a synth, but a full on Synth religion! It was a lot for anyone to wrap their head around. 

So everything had more or less come to a head in a series of debates over the last few days since they'd left Teal Paradise, both in chat groups and in private venues, mostly among the Human population of the ship, as they wrestled with the nature of Synthetic life.

"Gentlemen. I have to admit I'm slightly disappointed with all of you. We're out here to explore. To learn. To seek out new life, and new civilizations. Well gentlemen, we have just met a form of life unlike any other our species has ever truly conceived of. They welcomed us into their home and treated us with respect."

Staff Sergeant Michael 'Jock' Jacques raises a hand slightly and waits for Jerry to acknowledge him with a nod before speaking.

"Sir, we're not questioning their hospitality, but can we really call the Synths a form of life? Aren't they just... y'know. Machines?"

"Well for one. I think you all know the person you should actually be having this conversation with. You're curious, confused. Chaplain Cylbren has been kind enough to join us to help us interface with other synth communities in the region. She is in fact both a priestess of her faith, and a talented engineer. She knows the most about her people, and can almost certainly answer your questions better than you can just guessing."

Jerry rises from his chair, and paces the length of his desk for a bit.

"Gentlemen, the problem with your question is you're looking at the situation wrong. If we reduce this down to the brass tacks. If you damage a Synth, they feel pain. If you threaten them, they feel fear. If you kill their kin, they know sorrow, and if you deprive them of the things they need to live they suffer. If they simulate these feelings... They do it among themselves too. Not just to interface with organics, which says to me it's as part of them as our feelings are to us. That alone is enough in my opinion, not to make them people but for it to be no difference if they aren't. They're person enough that treating them with respect, and courtesy is simply the decent thing to do."

Another few paces as Jerry considers his words, and gauges the impact on his men. It seemed to be sinking in, which meant it was time to go for the killing blow.

"That is... if we ignore the work of Emmanuel Blue on Lakran. We, gentlemen, have proof of an afterlife. Proof of an immortal soul. We also know that true artificial intelligence is impossible. Simulated Intelligence can be quite smart... but it's not nearly as smart or versatile as a living being. All attempts to make an AI have failed, and there are documented attempts for tens of thousands of years. Synths... are different. They are people. Now I'm no theologian, but those two facts side by side certainly suggest that a synth has the 'spark' that makes a person, a person. Now, I just said I'm not a theologian, I'm not qualified to judge, and frankly neither are any of us. In the end, and perhaps more importantly, it isn't our place to judge. Be it their faith or their choices. Just like it's not our place to judge people who refuse healing comas, or cloned parts, or a host of other lifestyle choices. Freedom of religion, and freedom of choice are tantamount to the ways of the Undaunted, and the basic sapient rights enshrined by the Galactic Federation."

That seemed to give everyone in the room something to chew on.

"I'd suggest, if you want to discuss this more, going and talking to Chaplain Cylben. Not to lecture her. Not to debate. Ask her questions. There's a lot in the galaxy we still don't understand, and learning is an important part of any creature's life. Now. If there's nothing else, I have a meeting to get to."

There's a subdued chorus of 'No sir' and the Marines and sailors snap to before turning and walking out the door. The men are quiet, clearly digesting the food for thought Jerry'd presented them with. 

He understood the feeling to be sure, he wasn't quite sure how he felt about Synths either. It was a form of life that was as alien to Jerry as something possibly could be, but for it all Synths generally wanted to be happy, to live fulfilled lives and even have children like any other sapient life form, and he couldn't begrudge them that just because their brain wasn't organic circuitry. Even without the information about souls coming from Lakran.

Once the men have left, Jerry straightens his uniform and steps out of his office to find his meeting is waiting for him. Inara is resplendent in the flowing robes she generally preferred that gave her something of the air of a Japanese fairy tale.

"I'm terribly sorry that took so long, Inara."

"Think nothing of it... I could hear quite a bit through the door, and that was a very important conversation to have."

"I didn't take you as one to eavesdrop, Inara."

Inara's ears wiggle in the Volpiri blush.

"I wasn't... I didn't. It... wasn't intentional, to say the least. My ears are just very... sensitive."

"And my soundproofing apparently is not quite strong enough, but I was just teasing. Shall we go to the promenade? I haven't had a proper look at the system we just jumped into, but the council charts suggest there should be some rather spectacular stellar phenomena to observe."

"That would be delightful. Thank you for finding time in your day for tea with an old woman."

"I can always make time for my family Inara. Not as much as I'd like some time, but whether it's five minutes or fifty I'm there when I'm needed."

"And even when you aren't. Such an attentive husband and father you are."

The quick trip down to module one's promenade is spent in a comfortable silence. Well. Comfortable for Jerry. He got the distinct sense that Inara had something she wanted to say, but Jerry decided to let it go. No sense talking about what may be a delicate subject in the passageways.

A few more minutes sees them seated at a café which had used the same screen trick as the promenade's ceiling on its walls. High fidelity screens built into decorative 'portholes', that gave one a breathtaking, if slightly enhanced view of space. The feed was linked to the ship's stellar cartography system and was more or less showing 'highlights' of the space around them.

In this case it was an enhanced, 'god's eye' view of the local system, appropriate out on the edge of the system's gravity as they were now, and it really was a gorgeous system. Mostly gas giants, but a few worlds reportedly in the green zone that the Crimson Tear was going to check for habitability, and indeed, colonization. Simple survey work, but just one lead from studying old federation survey data panning out could be a massive boon for the Undaunted and humanity as a whole.

Tea and a light snack is ordered and quickly arrives, and Jerry takes a moment to slowly savor some of his preferred green tea before picking up the conversation again.

"So, I hear you've been helping Lursa'Tor with her counseling services Inara. I don't know how you find the time. Gods know the household's busy."

Inara chuckles. "My dear, you should know better than to seek out the answers to a woman's mysteries. You have heard correctly though. I am hardly a counselor, but I am an able enough administrator, so I don't mind earning a few credits helping Lursa'Tor with her secretarial work."

"Considering Lursa'Tor herself was telling me how much of a help you are, and how valuable your counsel is to her, and to the various men and women who come to you and Lursa'Tor, I think you're doing more than just handling her calendar. Just like you were doing the same thing more or less freelance before we made port at Serbow."

"You ah... Remember that, did you?"

"Of course. It seemed important to you, and I know a lot of young men and women have appreciated being able to lean on you, even if just for a moment."

Inara glances down at her tea for a moment, taking a slow sip as she processes a thought.

"I wonder... if you might indulge me with a, slightly… personal question."

"...Sure Inara, not like I have any secrets from my family."

"What would you say makes you the man that you are? I've spoken with many Human men now. Your species really is incredibly unique. So many backgrounds, so many lives and so much experience... of course, even with all that, many of your young men are out of their depth with their own wives. Yet, you have thrived so wonderfully in the same situation. Really just in general you’re such a unique specimen. Even your direct peers with comparable backgrounds like Sir David are so very different from you."

"Mhmm." Jerry lets out a slow breath considering Inara's words. "Well that's a bigger subject than I was expecting. Nor would I say I’m not out of my depth with the girls at times. As to why… Age is part of it to be sure. Experience too. I'm three decades older than many of my younger troops. I've... done things I'm not proud of. In combat and at home. I was even married once before, as a younger man. It wasn't all my fault... but enough of it was. So I went my own way after that. Told myself that this was just my lot and threw myself into my work."

Inara reaches out and gently touches Jerry's shoulder, instantly shifting into a more comforting mode.

"I'm sorry Jerry I didn't..."

"No, it's fine, Inara. It was a long time ago. I had more experiences. Saw more of the world. Matured. A little anyway. As my career progressed I became a leader... and in that way I became a father, and I think that's what changed me the most. I lost brothers as a young man. As a SNCO and officer... I lost sons and daughters, and I knew pain in a way that I honestly couldn't comprehend. I also knew pride, pride that hurt my soul and brought tears to my eyes as I buried them, or decorated them, or sent them on to their civilian lives. Such pride in each and every one of them. Love too. Paternal of course, but no weaker or less consuming for that by far. You've met one of my favorite ‘daughters’ a few times in fact."

"Ah yes, Isabella. A wonderful woman, a bit... harsh, certainly, but she hides a sweet interior under all that grit. We’ve had some lovely conversations. She’s working quite hard to ensure she’s a good wife, not just a Marine… and when the time comes, she wants to be a good mother too. She speaks so beautifully about what she wants for her future it could almost bring a tear to my eye!"

Jerry nods, smiling as he remembers the first time Isabelle revealed that part of herself to him in a moment of self doubt.

"She's got a poet's soul, whether she wants to admit that or not. So that changed me. Wrestling with faith changed me. Travel changed me. Getting a little perspective and being able to look back at who I was as a young man and honestly say I didn't want to be him any more. That alone didn’t change me… but I changed me. To live more in line with the ideals and values I hold dear to me.”

He takes another slow sip of his tea as memories of aid missions after a typhoon, or rescuing the sex slaves of a brutal warlord play through his mind. Of tortured and butchered individuals, punished for daring to stand up to a tyrant when they had nothing more to fight with than words. Of men, his men, broken down and hurting. Or worse. Dead by their own hand after taking their discharge and failing to adapt to life ‘outside’.

“I've seen so much that has made me more empathetic. Softened my tone and how I engage with people. There's times to be harsh, and times to be kind. Many younger men in the military... have trouble with that distinction, and they bring work, and the attitude that lets them do that work, home with them. Some wives and girlfriends can take that. Others can't. In the end, I came to know myself, and who I am. That confidence lets me do anything... even if all I want to do is as simple as loving the people that matter to me like they deserve."

Jerry takes another slow sip of tea. "In the end, I lived a life. Not a good life or a bad life, but it was mine, and as the leaves on the tree of my life turned to autumn... I was alone, but satisfied in my way. I had conquered every mountain, except finding 'the one'. So when the Dauntless mission came up…”

He shrugs, smiling a little bit at how silly the memory seemed now, now that he knew what lay on the other side of Humanity’s desperate mission to the stars.

“I figured it was a hell of a way to go out on a high note if we did all end up dead... and if we didn't. Well. I couldn't seem to meet the right woman on Earth. Maybe I could meet one off Earth."

The big man chuckles and tops off his mug and Inara's with a slow, methodical, almost ritualized pour.

"Turns out I just needed a little luck to run into Sharon or Diana earlier and I might never have left. Yet... I'm glad I did. That we all came together in the way and time we did. My time has returned to spring, I've been given a second chance… unlimited second chances even. I like to think I'm a better man, a better person, and I want to make right. Now I have the time to do it. For me. For those relying on me. I'm still not perfect. I still need to grow... but I was satisfied with my first life, and so far... joy is the hallmark of my second."

"Well said my dear. For what it's worth, I think you've matured beautifully. You've endured so much hardship alone... I almost wonder if love for you is what axiom is to a Human to a degree. You've been so long without it, that you're more sensitive to it, and can better care for it because you can sense it so easily."

"Maybe so."
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Inara

Inara smiles over at her son-in-law, trying to communicate warmth and reassurance in her every motion. He'd been opening up to her more, and now it seemed he'd come to trust her enough to lay all of his cards on the table. It was a wonderful sensation, and what he'd told her! For a man who was, in reality, still so very young, in his first century of life, he'd lived through so much. Loved, and lost, celebrated life and mourned death. A tapestry of life that would now not be cut short by the cruelty of the realm of space that her son-in-law's home world was within.

She takes a moment to nibble at a pastry, letting comfortable silence resume. They didn't need to speak. They'd slowly come to an understanding of each other in the course of taking tea together and the occasional encounter like the bath. Still... Inara wanted to say something more, and when she finally feels the words settle she clears her throat gently and speaks.

"I must say, if this is what you can manage in fifty some Earth years, I must say I'm looking forward to seeing what you're like at a century old. I know humans have a saying, it's not the years it's the mileage, but when I speak with some of your young Marines and sailors, when I help them and their wives find common ground, or even just provide a motherly warmth when their own mothers are so very far away... or indeed, for many of them, have passed on, I can't help but feel their youth."

"Well the human brain doesn't even stop developing for a male until around the mid twenties. So there's actually some brain chemistry working against them there. It's somewhat fascinating. Young human men in bad circumstances, especially if they grow up without a father, frequently find themselves drawn into criminal activity. Seeking belonging. Seeking a father figure. Acknowledgement. Brotherhood. Things a young boy on the cusp of manhood craves almost instinctively. Chasing those emotions, and the sirens of wealth, respect, women, and power... they do horrible things. Many of them die, but of the ones who survive..."

Inara feels herself lean in a bit, hanging on Jerry's words even as a deep sorrow clutches at her heart. All those poor boys. For a woman who was a mother born, the thought hurt her in such a very deep place... and yet. She knew it happened in the wider galaxy too. Just to daughters instead of sons for the most part, because boys were hidden away from the galaxy, and never got a chance to make such mistakes like some of their sisters inevitably would. So instead, daughters went out, seeking belonging and sisterhood, a family they might have never had, and were lured into a life of suffering.

"...There's a percentage of them, a not insignificant amount, who in their late twenties to early thirties... wake up. That's how one man I spoke with told me it felt like. He woke up... and was horrified at what he was doing with his life. Then he found god, to deal with the turmoil in his heart, and started working to try and make up for some of the pain he'd put into the world. We came to the conclusion that what happened was, he became a man. He had been a boy. An adolescent in a man's body. Chasing his passions with no thought of consequence or care for others. That pattern occurs a lot it seems. Men who survive gang life become crusaders to save boys from befalling a similar fate."

"I see. Out of curiosity, if it’s not a matter of simple age or anything, what defines manhood as you see it?"

This was another fascinating conversation you could only really have with a Human. A glimpse at a world where men actually had a chance to be... anything. Inara's ex-husband had been a lovely man, and a good friend, but he was... passive to a degree. He just did what he could for his wives and little more. If he hadn't grown up, it was because he'd never really had to. Going from being pampered and sheltered by his mothers to being pampered and sheltered by his wives. 

Faced with the alternative... Inara had very conflicting emotions about the state of things, both in the galaxy, and on Earth for men... and she was deeply thankful that her grandsons would be growing up with a father like Jerry, who would hopefully guide them to follow a better path.

"Manhood is predicated on responsibility as I see it. For many men in days gone by, this meant being first and foremost, a provider and protector for his family. Nowadays, I think it can be a bit more personal than that. Responsibility for yourself. For your actions. For your successes, and with more difficulty... for your failures. Taking responsibility for those failures means you can't wallow in them. Lash or punish yourself. You need to learn from them, and be better."

Jerry takes a little breath and sighs, before sipping his tea again.

"Coming to grips with yourself like that. Being able to deal with yourself openly and honestly? More difficult than I think anyone wants to admit, especially with a young man's pride. The philosophy of self mastery promoted by the Undaunted follows in this vein."

Inara watched Jerry closely as he continued to speak. Relating more of his life's story and the philosophy of living he'd come to claim as his own. She'd only known him after his first healing coma, so she'd never seen what her daughters jokingly referred to as 'old man Jerry'. The joke being that, to them, he hadn't looked old at all. Distinguished was the word Syl used. 

In this moment though, in Jerry's freshly restored eyes, Inara could see his age... and she could see the mileage. The weariness that used to stalk Jerry's body was still in his eyes at times it seems, a change from the sharp eyed, energetic man who seemingly had a passionate enthusiasm for... just about everything.

Before Inara can respond though, a sharp whistle sounds over the 1MC.

"Now hear this! Void whale breaching real space to port! Visuals will be available on the appropriate channels. That is all."

Jerry looks up, the glint back in his eye. "Well, seems popping into this system's going to be all sorts of interesting already! Have you ever seen a void whale before Inara?"

"Not in real life. I've seen them on the tri vid and other places of course. I wonder what species this one will be?"

"Mhmm. If I remember right there's only a few that can truly 'breach' through real space. Most of them are just large space dwelling creatures. Leviathan is the technical term, but lots of people just call them void whales. Don't look much like a whale back on Earth of course but... oh, here we go!"

The 'porthole' next to them switches views to a port side visual sensor, and sure enough, a void whale in all its glory is rotating through the black, traces of axiom along its body suggesting part of how it's propelling itself. It certainly didn't look like any Earth whale Inara had seen pictures of. Still it was... elegant in its titanic way. Not aerodynamic in the slightest, but then, a void whale would never deal with atmosphere. They were born of the void, and they would die in the void.

"Fascinating creatures really. Amazing how little we actually know about them."

Inara taps her chin for a moment trying to recall. "All species of leviathans have proven singularly difficult to study. The ones that are 'easy' to find tend to be the most dangerous."

"Well hopefully we got some good scans of this subspecies. That alone will be a big win for this system I... oh! A calf!"

Jerry's eyes brighten as a much smaller void whale slips out of its mother's shadow and begins moving along next to her.

"You really do have a remarkable passion for animals don't you?"

"Dogs saved me more than once. From bad guys. From myself. From nightmares. I loved animals as a kid. Reconnecting with dogs helped bring that love back to me... and really. No Human has ever seen anything like this till today. No Human's been here except us. Hell most of the galaxy will never see a void whale this close. Or even be in the same system as one!"

"So excited to explore and discover. It's a charming trait of yours."

"Well it's another thing that's core to Humans in the end. We've always been explorers. Now we're on the greatest voyage of discovery in human history. The greatest voyage of discovery that will ever be in Human history. Each system we explore is another one for the history books. For the Undaunted, and for Humanity. Each Human boot print in the soil of another world, whether we're dropping from orbit for a fight, sending a diplomatic envoy or just exploring an uninhabited world is a victory for our entire species. With challenges beyond the reckoning of most of the galaxy... we've made it this far. and the ability to indulge our drive to explore near endlessly is our reward."

"Truly a poet and a philosopher my dear."

"Melancholy makes philosophers of us all, now I wonder if this is one of the species that sings?"

Seemingly responding to Jerry, the void whale chooses that moment to begin to 'sing'.

Instead of singing vocally like an Earth whale, or indeed many animals throughout the galaxy, void whales, those that do sing, generally transmit a low intensity psychic 'sound'. It's supposedly different for everyone who hears it, and conforms, to a degree, to the listener's perception, as if to better ensure comprehension. Inara had recently been listening to whale song from Earth, and the long, low, haunting melodies of whales from deep within Cruel Space echoed in her mind as the void whale and its calf sing.

"Sounds just like a Blue Whale..." Jerry pulls a notepad out of his trouser pocket and quickly writes a few observations down. "Guess what they say about their communication 'adapting' to the receiver's true... fascinating creatures really. I'm told that the opinion of the galactic scientific community is that the singer species will all be people one day."

"Perhaps they just need a push along the road?"

"Maybe, but they've proven very elusive, extremely confusing and near impossible to communicate with. A Grand Matriarch or two has tried and failed to guide them forward. They're just a bit too... alien for most of us to easily communicate with. They have no tool use for example, and they lack frames of reference for a whole lot of everything. A lot of their daily existence would kill any other species. Then again, I'm from Cruel Space and we managed."

"Hmmm. I suppose that is indeed difficult."

"Plus there's another issue. How do you even begin to uplift a creature that was born in and of the void itself? Their starting position is where the rest of us are trying to get to."

Jerry stops right before starting to talk about something, the uplifting process perhaps as another familiar whistle comes over the 1MC again.

"Captain to the bridge."

"Damn. Duty calls. We need to do this again soon, Inara."

"I'd like that."

Jerry dusts the back of her hand with a genteel kiss and is off in the literal blink of an eye, leaving enough coins to cover their snack and a generous tip. Leaving Inara to chuckle as she finishes her tea.

"That man is simply incorrigible... I... hmm." Something catches Inara's eye as the void whale's song stops and she glances 'out' the porthole again.

"...We're getting a little close to that nebula, aren't we?"
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Jerry

"Captain on the Bridge!"

Sharon pops out of the Captain's chair and moves to the side to clear out of Jerry's path. She'd volunteered for this watch purely to bring the Tear into a new system. It was considered something of a treat for officers rated to stand the watch, because they could set the initial exploration priority. Sharon favored stellar phenomena over planetary survey. Other officers had a focus on in-system resource surveying. 

All things to be done eventually in the course of the Tear's limited documentation of usually barely explored systems, but again, getting to decide where to go first was a privilege many enjoyed.

Jerry nods curtly to his lovely bride and head of his communications department.

"As you were. Status report!"

"Sir, as you know we had a void whale breach real space on the port side of the ship around ten minutes ago. I made the decision to 'follow' the void whale and its calf for as long as possible, focusing on getting as much data as possible. This particular species is quite rare, so maintaining contact and getting as much information as possible seemed like a solid course of action. There's a problem though. The whale's course is taking them close to the red nebula that dominates this part of the system. We originally tracked the nebula as being benign, but now that we're closer it appears to be a bit volatile."

"Volatile how?"

"It 'moves' around to a degree, and it's got some strong energy moving through its stellar mass. Faced with a conductive element, like say a metal starship and our energy shields, it might zap us with a cosmic scale lightning bolt or two."

"Right... well. Helm let's slowly move away and try not to piss off the cloud of doom too much shall we? Status of the whales?"

Evie looks up from her post. "They're going deep into the nebula, they seem completely unperturbed."

"Hmm." Jerry strokes his chin for a second, pondering their behavior. "I've got it. Maybe the nebula functions like a sea anemone for certain species of fish back on Earth."

"What's a sea anemone?"

One of the junior bridge team asks, beating most of the other aliens to the punch.

"It's a form of sea dwelling animal that ends up looking a lot like a plant. They live on rocks in reefs for the most part and use their stinging tentacles to hunt for food. They're anywhere from somewhat to extremely toxic and have developed a symbiotic partnership with certain animals, most famously a fish called a clown fish. The clown fish, and other symbiotes live within the anemone and help it in certain ways, while the anemone protects the clown fish from predators with its stinging tentacles. The clown fish aren't at any risk. They're completely safe."

Jerry gestures to the screen.

"I think that's what we're seeing here. The void whales are completely safe in the energetic environment of the nebula by one reason or another, be it something axiom related or anatomical to the whales, and that will keep them safe from predators. Or from nosy starships as it happens."

Sharon cocks her head a bit, considering. "You think we upset the cow a bit maybe?

"Probably not, but she was 'swimming' towards a safer location regardless. Possibly to feed? We're not entirely sure what they eat, and a lot of these volatile nebulae haven't been seriously explored."

"You think there might be other forms of life in there?"

"Perhaps. Maybe the whales feed on the energy generated within the nebula directly. Keep scanning as long as we have contact. Might as well get every bit of data we can to send back to the eggheads. I'm sure they have friends in the scientific community on Centris who will be glad to owe us a favor or two to get their hands on this scanning data."

"Sir! One of the arms of the nebula is moving!"

Sure enough, a glance at the screen shows there's a shift in the nebula that's sending a large tendril of red their way, energy crackling from bit to bit in the mass of 'clouds'.

"Hard to starboard, five degrees up bubble and ahead full, Mr. McCoy."

"Aye captain, hard to starboard, five degrees up bubble, and ahead full!"

The Tear cuts through the void, inclining itself 'upwards' per the monitor, even as the artificial gravity left the crew completely level. There was no change in their personal attitude even as the Tear climbed through three dimensional space smoothly. Unfortunately the maneuver had come just a minute too late and a massive tendril of lightning lashes out at the Tear's shields.

"Energy strike to the dorsal shields!"

Announces a petty officer as a light on her board goes red.

"Status?" Jerry asks, still perfectly calm and in control.

"No penetration, but it might have overloaded a circuit breaker or two. Possible electrical fire in junction three."

"Let's get a damage control team down there, yesterday! Helm, rudder zero degrees, level us out and make your speed ahead one third."

"Aye aye..."




Damage Control Team 1 Alpha

"Let's go people, we don't have all day!"

The sailors of Module 1's damage control team A, one of eight professional damage control teams that staffed the large mission module directly, had made it to one of the forward damage control lockers in under a minute from their appointed place of duty. 

They had other work to do of course, mostly helping the engineers in this section with maintenance, preventive damage control as Petty Officer 1st Class Scott 'Scotty' Grady liked to refer to it.

They were drilled extremely hard by the seemingly impossible to please American sailor, but after a couple rounds of the Tear going into combat, they understood why he held them to such an exacting standard. If they were needed, things were pretty dire, and the level of danger they might be going into could quickly get lethal.

"Full vacuum gear people. Just because there's atmo doesn't mean there isn't poison gas being generated or some bullshit!"

To say nothing of some of the dangerous chemicals they used themselves.

Helmets seal on suits and firefighting and repair gear comes off racks as the team hustles down the passageways, with Scotty in the lead, seemingly moving at a light jog and still out pacing the rest of them at a full run. They pile into a jefferies tube, and cautiously move up the access tunnel to the electrical junction for this section.

Sure enough there was a small electrical fire burning on one of the panels and two sailors quickly step forward and drown it with halon fire suppressant. A dangerous chemical to be certain, but it was still a solid option for extinguishing most kinds of fire in a hurry, especially if you wanted to protect sensitive equipment at the same time. 

Provided you could be safe while doing so.

"Alright girls, fan out. Anyone see anything odd?"

"Well I got one Scotty, why didn't the automatic fire suppression system discharge?"

"Hmmm. Good question. Might have had a short. Something else for the engineers to look at when they get in here. Consider that our homework as a section. I want a full inspection on all the fire suppression systems in module one. Then we'll have the engineers do a tune up and make sure everything's functioning flawlessly. This might just be a freak circumstance. Gods only knows how it got through the shields at all."

"Frequency like you said. Just our luck that of all the energy signatures in the galaxy we got a perfect storm for a little damage."

"Or the sudden flood in energy overloaded one of the capacitors perhaps and forced energy back into the system before the automated systems managed to compensate?"

Scotty points at the second woman. "That'd be my bet. There's not enough damage for an actual shield penetration. Sounds like we have an option for some more redundancy to build into the shield systems. Maybe we can get those designs we cooked up with the engineers to let our shields absorb energy weapons fire under and convert it to shield energy made."

"Did we ever prove that it works entirely?"

"We fired a couple laser cannons at the prototype and it worked fine."

Scotty was an inveterate tinkerer, and many of the girls he'd selected for his personal team shared his 'hobby' in that regard. Lots of former mechanics and engineer's mates had been lured into the dangerous world of damage control with promises of higher pay and an easier day to day.

"Let's get this panel locked down girls, make sure it doesn't short or anything till the engineers get a chance to fix it up.""

"Already on it boss!"

Scotty steps down the passageway a bit, getting clear of his sailors as they get to work and switches his comm channel to control.

"Control, Alpha One."

"Go ahead Alpha One."

"Situation's contained, we're going to need an electrician's mate up here. Tell him or her to bring a friend."

"Already on their way, Alpha One. Decent response time today."

"We do have our customer service standards to maintain. We also detected a possible issue with some of the automatic fire suppression systems, recommend that all damage control teams in all modules do an inspection and report any possible deficiencies to the engineers for priority maintenance."

"...Copy that Alpha One. I'll pass the word and get everyone moving. That's a pretty serious issue potentially."

"Yeah, not entirely sure what happened, I suspect we'll need the engineers to have a look at it while they're down here."

"Copy, keep us in the loop. Again, strong work. The captain sends his compliments."

"Alpha one out." Scott switches channels again. "The captain sends his regards, girls. Good work. I think we can be faster on our response time however. So we'll do an extra response drill or three this week on top of the usual ones."

"You're gonna kill us with these drills Scotty."

Jokes one of his senior petty officers, but Scotty decides to take it seriously, after all, it wasn't that long ago that module one had taken some actual battle damage.

"Just the opposite girls. Most of you remember the battle where we almost lost one of the main guns. Module one took a decent bit of superficial damage and we almost lost a few sailors. We have to be at our best because if we don't do our jobs perfectly and in a hurry, people are going to die. If we really screw the pooch we might endanger the whole ship. Let's not forget, we're in a position of major responsibility here. The Captain has entrusted us with the safety of his vessel, and everyone aboard. Including his own children."

That got everyone's attention the right way, Scotty thought. No witty remarks, just a contemplative silence as the girl cutting power to the damaged part of the junction finishes her work.

"Got it locked down and isolated, boss."

"Good. We'll hang out and wait for the engineers. Then we'll get out of our gear and draw straws. Whoever gets the short straws will come out with me to check on our fire suppression systems. You all did good work today girls, no doubt there. I just don't want us relying on divine intervention, or indeed Lady Cascka's powers when the shit hits the fan for real."

"Boss is right, we can't expect Mrs. Cascka to pull our bacon out of the fire every time something bad happens. Even if her shields can tank capital grade weapons fire."

The group breaks into chatter among themselves, some reflecting on Cascka Bridger and her immense power, but most turning to diagrams and trying to figure out if there were any automatic fire systems easily accessible in this jefferies tube for them to check while they were waiting for the engineers.

Overall, Scott really was pleased with his girls. They were as fine a group of sailors as he'd ever sailed with, but he never forgot just what might happen if they failed, and that perspective kept him from relaxing. There were lives on the line, and his damage control teams would do it right the first time, every time, or die trying, and that was a promise.
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Neysihen

Another day, another drill field. The 'place' was one of the large simulator rooms. Not quite the danger room for large scale exercises, but big enough as it is for a training course for a bare handful of special forces hopefuls. The simulated place on the other hand was Commando Training Center Royal Marines (CTCRM) Lympstone, located near a town called Devon in a nation called England. 

It was apparently a cold, rainy place, and the environmental controls had been modified to provide a proper chill that the human commandos seemed utterly immune to as they surveyed their candidates.

They wore a mix of tan and green berets of different shades, some of the commando instructors wore no beret at all, instead wearing a patrol cap. Usually from the American special forces traditions outside of their army. There were two instructors for every candidate it seemed, which would normally be rather exciting... but now Neysihen found it slightly foreboding for some reason. 

Not that she was about to let it intimidate her, never mind stop her! She'd been training for this challenge... well. Her whole life really. If she wanted to extend huntress training to this.

There's the sound of a door opening and the instructors immediately snap to attention, and one of the senior men, Master Sergeant Fairbrook, steps forward.

"Squad! Attention!"

Sir David appears at an almost casual amble in his full service dress. 

Lieutenant Colonel Forsythe certainly cut a rather distinguished figure in his Undaunted service dress uniform. His medals on the right side of his chest, his Earth decorations, were extensive, and the left side of his chest was slowly building up with decorations and qualification badges, seemingly as quickly as the Undaunted could make them.

Neysihen recognized the officer's commando dagger, which was in gold versus the silver and gold of the enlisted version, jump wings, the new orbital assault wings with a gold star device for a combat drop. Crowned with Royal Marine Commando green beret, for he was indeed a commando again, and he'd be damned if he'd be caught out of uniform, as Neysihen had heard him put it. 

Shoes polished to a mirror shine and a swagger stick completed the look, and Neyishen can quite literally hear Purisha's heart race. Her feline friend might want her commando dagger for her... but she still held a great deal of 'affection', if one was prone to understatement, for the commander of the ship's commandos, and that probably didn't hurt her motivation at all.

"Good morning ladies. Congratulations on your recent martial accomplishments, or indeed congratulations on completing the preparatory training for this course if you were selected on your standing accomplishments. Based on our assessments, you are all perfectly lethal, and in decent fighting trim physically. This is excellent. It means we don't have to spend time working you into proper physical shape, though we shall still accomplish significant physical training in the course of testing you. We need to find your physical limits after all... then push you further beyond them than any of you ever thought was possible. As many of you already know however, the true test of this sort of thing is sheer force of will. You all say you want to be here. We'll see just how much you want your commando dagger."

Sir David turns crisply on his heel and begins to march up and down the row, inspecting each candidate briefly as he continues to speak.

"Your training shall be quite varied. We will throw all manner of scenarios and obstacles at you. Including ones within the general population of this ship as we reach more advanced stages of training. For example, a stealth challenge to shadow a high value target back to their lair so you can call in a strike team. Without axiom. While invisibility is indeed invaluable to a commando, and you will make extensive use of it in the field should you succeed... It is also a crutch. A commando cannot only have one tool in his or her tool box. There are thousands of alternatives. Say, disguising yourself as a delivery girl, or just a normal civilian. Or wearing a normal duty uniform on a ship with such a large military population. Yes those are all valid hints by the way... but you likely won't remember this specific part of this briefing when you reach that exercise."

He reaches the end of the formation and starts making his way back.

"We're going to start fast, and hard. To ensure you all can hack it like everything says you should be able to. Then we'll begin training. We have a force on force training between the Undaunted and the Apuk Imperial troops in the near future. My intent is that you all will participate as the commando forces for that exercise. With a commando leading each of your individual fire teams of course. So. We have quite a bit of work to do before that comes."

Neyishen tries to suppress a gulp as Sir David comes to a halt and turns to face them again.

"Any questions, ladies?"

"No sir!" Replies the chorus.

"Very good. Instructors. Issue these ladies their rifles, fighting order and packs. The first exercise shall begin immediately."

Before they can even blink, they're shrugging on body armor, tactical load bearing gear and thirty pound rucks. By some small measure of mercy the rucks were perfectly packed. Like you'd expect from Special Forces personnel... though Neyishen figured it was more them saying they knew they knew how to do it and they'd rather save a few minutes and get to work.

Instead they step off on a ruck march with another of the instructors, Master Sergeant Juan 'Johnnie' Ramos, who Neyishen had met several times with his wife back in the Den, leading the way, wearing the same kit with absolute ease. Not only does the man lead, he keeps up instruction the entire time on movement through dense vegetation and rough terrain that doesn't involve megaflora. When that topic's played out, he asks for questions, and then moves on to another topic of instruction regarding basic SERE.

That the senior Marine could do all that from his 'hip pocket', as Jerry often referred to it, certainly impressed Neysihen, and a glance over at Purisha suggested he had her friend's undivided attention as well.

It made the ruck go a lot faster mentally at least.

It was still a very, very long set of laps through the simulation room, though thankfully the sim itself kept the terrain varied and interesting to look at, and while they kept up a sharp watch, they didn't get attacked either.

"Commendable attitude ladies, but I promise we're not starting that kind of training yet."

Purisha immediately sticks a hand up. "Master Sergeant, with all due respect, shouldn't that make us even more paranoid?"

"Hah!" Johnnie laughs out loud for a moment, grin communicating his honest feelings as he looks back at his charges. "Maybe, but that's not the goal of this training. Trust me. We're not here to play gotcha games or other nonsense with you. Your minds will have plenty to deal with, just with the exercise itself. No need to invent extra challenges for yourselves."

Well. That sounded ominous.

Neysihen suppresses the shiver she'd just felt down her spine and focuses in on rucking, keeping her stride as perfect as she possibly can to maximize her movement for every calorie she burns. 

They were allowed to tap axiom on this course, a reasonable concession to non-human candidates who didn't store nearly as much chemical energy in their bodies as their human counterparts. Neyishen suspected however, that it would only mean that the route would be even more challenging than it would be without axiom restoration.

Night fall proved that her intuition had been entirely correct. They ground their rucks and start a small concealed fire the hard way under Master Sergeant Ramos' careful observation and instruction. They're then told to break rations out of their packs and eat.

Thirty minutes of rest and warming up a bit by the fire. Thirty minutes where Master Sergeant Ramos vanishes and Master Sergeant Wingate takes his place. Neysihen does her best to relax and rest while she can. She figured that the change in instructors meant this exercise was far from over.

Fifteen miles of a night march later, and Neysihen had never been so unhappy to be right in her entire life. Her body was screaming and she wished so very desperately that she could sweat. Humans could do it and it seemed to grant some sort of relief with only a little extra water to their system. 

Did another way to wick excess heat really make that much of a difference? Or was it just another part of how humans were wired as endurance predators? Very versatile endurance predators, but endurance predators all the same. A rarity within the galactic polity compared to ambush predators like Neysihen’s own species, the Yauya, and the Dzedin. Or the even more common fast pursuit predation found in species like the Cannidor, and Apuk.

Not that it really mattered in terms of navel gazing. It was a nice distraction from what she was doing, even if it meant she had to somewhat trust Master Sergeant Ramos when he said they weren’t out to kill her. She needed to keep her head in the game, but a mental breather was important too. They had no idea how much trail was left. Five miles seemed reasonable. A twenty mile ruck was a decent walk in the woods to be sure. All the more so with however long they’d marched during the day.

Neysihen takes a moment to mentally kick herself for not starting a count with the pace count beads she’d made with some spare paracord in boot camp. Lesson learned. Just like she was learning a new lesson right now. With limited axiom use this was a new dimension of challenge... but this is what she wanted. So she quieted her aches with the barest touch of axiom and pushed on harder.

They dug deep until they made it to another camp, and were finally allowed a few hours of fitful sleep before they were awoken and were on the march once again, this time hiking around ten miles, what Master Sergeant Wingate referred to as a 'constitutional', before jumping right into firing drills at a prepared range. Their bodies ached, and shook, but locking up to the weapon and focusing on the sights made it easier to ignore the signs of a worn out body.

Five hundred rounds a woman put down range and they're on the move again, to an obstacle course this time. Water and a flood of axiom as they grounded their gear and ascended the tower to begin moving through the ropes made it seem more possible than not, and with Master Sergeant Wingate going through without even breaking a sweat as far as the candidates could tell, they were determined to power through. 

They quickly got into the swing of working as a team together, helping each other through with encouragement at the very least, to Master Sergeant Wingate's nodded approval.

Little did they know it was only the first day of what they'd quickly come to call Hell Week after a comment about a similar trial by an instructor who was a US Navy SEAL.

The days blended together. Not that a 'day' truly meant anything within the confines of the simulation. Something that had been a bit maddening to wrestle with as they'd gone through the course. 

Day after day of rucks, assault courses, obstacle courses high and low, and occasional excursions out of the sim to do an absolutely insane amount of swimming in a pool nearby. All on little sleep and not nearly as much food as any of the candidates might like.

Save for Neysihen and Purisha though, these were hardened, experienced women. Half were full huntsmistresses, and had even gone into combat with the commandos before, helping with the rescue on the Talasar Spire. 

They'd already whittled off the true non-hackers with other training. This? This was to harden them. To make absolutely certain they had the right stuff for what the commandos demanded from them. That, whatever the mission, no matter how brutal, they would be there. A final check of their intention, and their will.

After a certain point? Neysihen went from feeling miserable, to glorious. She could do this. She was doing this. She just had to keep going and never quit... and she could do that. She'd already changed so much, just from becoming a Marine, but to be like Jerry. Be like Sir David. Be like any of the elites that dominated the special forces community of the Undaunted?

She had to push harder. So she pushed. Always keeping an eye on the rest of her squad. She pushed. Until finally, they were marched back to the parade ground they'd started Hell Week at and Captain Bridger and Sir David were waiting for them.

Master Sergeant Fairbrook brings them to attention.

"Squad. Present! Arms!"

The parade ground snap of rifles seems to wake Neysihen out of her 'rucking' brain as she automatically brings her rifle to a salute position.

"Gentlemen, Squad One Hundred One, all present and accounted for."

Sir David nods. "Excellent. Excellent work, all of you. A splendid display of effort and commitment. Master Sergeant, dismiss your troops. One day liberty in quarters. Tomorrow we'll start on the actually challenging material... in the classroom at first. So don't worry too terribly much about the aches in your bodies. We've tested your flesh, and your mettle, now we will begin testing your minds... and then we'll start putting everything together."

Neysihen can't help but grin as they march back to the 'barracks'. She could almost feel the warmth of the sun on her face as she savored that moment of success after a week that had truly been entirely a blur. Tomorrow would be a new challenge, but tomorrow was tomorrow, and she'd take that challenge by the horns then. 

As another maxim one of the instructors liked to repeat went, the only easy day was yesterday, and she was excited to greet tomorrow's challenge.
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Jerry

Little Serbow was a very interesting part of the ship, Jerry reflects as Bari snuggles up a bit more aggressively. The affectionate pantherine alien had decided she wanted to go out for her date night, and as a carnivore herself, she found Apuk cuisine entirely agreeable. Especially now that they were preparing human meat in Apuk style, which everyone who tried had declared a winning combination.

Still, it had a very different, distinctly Apuk feel compared to the Promenade. There were little touches here and there that truly made the area Apuk in nature. The style of handrails, the occasional wall with a stone façade, or indeed stone alcove with an Apuk style sculpture of a goddess or heroine. To include one of Jerry and Aqi that had Bari cooing over how excellent a job the sculptor had done in shaping the metal to resemble her husband and sister.

The 'Apuk' flavor of the place extended to the view screens. While the Promenade had gone with local views of space as they traveled... enhanced slightly to ensure there was a nice show based on what they were passing near according to stellar cartography, Little Serbow had instead gone with views of Serbow's skies from the Imperial city, timed to the ship's clock for a full day/night cycle that left Little Serbow a bit brighter overall than the Promenade.

From the second floor mezzanine Jerry and Bari had an excellent view of the crowd as they moved through the area. Mostly Apuk, but plenty of aliens went to and fro, including more than a few Humans, usually with at least one Apuk girl on their arm.

They had made a rather significant impact on the ship after all.

Still just from here Jerry spotted the somewhat familiar faces of Corporal James Garland and several of his wives. Mir'Ka, his first wife standing out in her new Undaunted Navy warrant officer's uniform. Her second, Ko'Ime as Jerry recalled, was pretty as could be in a set of slightly dirty civilian coveralls, clearly having just finished a day's work in whatever part of the ship's civilian apparatus she'd ended up engaged in. The other Apuk women with them were similarly in various work outfits and all had clearly finished their days and were strolling home together.

"Another successfully integrated family I see."

"More of our family too, there goes Ner'Kas, one of the nannies is with her." Bari notes.

Ner'Kas, royal secretary to Princess Aquilar and Prince Jeremiah was wandering through the hall casually with Dros'Vet, and one of the handmaidens whose name Jerry had never managed to catch. It was about time for them to go off duty, and the Imperial household girls generally stuck together to one degree or another.

Ner'Kas was an interesting character in her own right. She lacked the stick up her ass that characterized most imperial functionaries, secretaries and other administrators. Something that had damaged her promotion opportunities in favor of more 'proper women'. It made her stand out like a signal flare to Nar'Salis, Aqi's strong right hand, as the perfect candidate for getting her out of the palace and in the service of a pair of royals who could not give less of a shit for imperial protocol outside of very specific situations.

"Must be doing some shopping I suppose."

One of the unique features of Little Serbow was that the large ship's store had a large amount of Apuk specialty goods they had bought in decent volume... but not decent enough to stock the other major ship's store to the same extent. 

Jerry, Aqi, Syl and Nyri'Jan in her role as Apuk community representative had figured keeping all the goodies in one spot would make for more convenient shopping anyway. No need to decide or try to plan an efficient route. So if you wanted something Apuk in nature, beyond the now commonplace turtle rice and a few other popular Apuk goods, you headed to Little Serbow.

"Let's see... anyone else we know?"

"Oh, I think I see the McCoys!"

Sure enough, Bones and Ian McCoy were being led into the classier of the three main Apuk eateries by the Apuk women in their family, clearly out on a date themselves, or perhaps celebrating something? Not any of Jerry's business of course, but people watching was never boring around here, that much was for sure.

A quick burst of warfire to the left indicates the settling of a dispute between two Apuk civilian women the old fashioned way, before an Apuk master at arms descends on them and reminds them that challenges were only be dealt with in appropriate areas, and starts to mediate any residual dispute between the women in question.

While extensively fireproofed and reinforced dueling pits were an odd thing to be considered a priority install in many people's books, Jerry figured it would have been weird if Little Serbow didn't have dueling pits. These were Apuk after all, and they didn't settle things with a traditional fist fight the way the Horchka did.

"Shall we go, hubby?"

Bari asks, nuzzling Jerry's shoulder with another satisfied purr.

"Sure, I wouldn't want to let the three of you go hungry after all."

Jerry wraps an arm around Bari's shoulders and marvels for a moment about how surreal his life was sometimes. Here he was walking around with his nineteenth wife, who was pregnant with twins. Her thick, fuzzy tail wrapped firmly around his leg as she continued to do a remarkable job of cuddling while walking. He was... young. He felt young sometimes. Both in terms of the youth of his body but also slightly being out of his depth.

Still, it made him wonder. Would this be what it would have been like to have a normal life? If he had gone to college instead of enlisting? Maybe run into Sharon or Diana on their own alternate life path and made a life together? Strolling on a simulated spring day, being one of those obnoxiously touchy feely couples, only enhanced by the wife's obvious pregnancy as they go out on a dinner date or whatever?

Then again, who would he be without the events that shaped him? Would he still be worthy as a husband and father? He liked to think so. His parents had made sure he had a strong moral foundation after all. An interesting thought all the same. Could he be a moral man without being a warrior?

A quick wind down a spiral staircase that was straight out of a manor house on Earth, or, apparently, on Serbow and they're moving into the foot traffic on the main promenade. A few 'cart' vendors are hawking meat on a stick and other loved Apuk delicacies. A Human man is just setting up his booth to sell Human style beef jerky, which had quickly become popular among Apuk and Cannidor alike. Especially once the man had mastered a few of the Cannidor and Apuk's favorite flavor profiles. He had Horchka and Seramali targeted lines too, and from his orders for more cloned beef, and new meats he intended to start offering, was doing a very brisk trade.

Another bit of walking takes them past The Outpost, an Apuk bar aimed squarely at the women of the Imperial company, right down to having an Imperial war banner on full display in a place of prominence on the wall. As Jerry and Bari walk past a couple women offer a toast to the Empress, which is loudly echoed, before a woman near the window catches sight of him and quickly hoists her tankard high.

"Long life to his highness, Prince Jeremiah!"

Another loud cheer from the women as a few of them wave to their nominal lord (by marriage), before going back to their drinks.

"Say what you will about how boisterous Apuk are, but they sure do know how to make someone feel welcome."

"You are kind of a celebrity around here. I mean most of these girls are married because of you as they see it, and married or not they're off on a grand adventure with a celebrated band of warriors and have proper heroes and heroines to lead them into battle. Find them a good fight or two and they'll probably start praying to that statue of you and Aqi."

"If they aren't already."

Another few paces down the corridor leads them to Ros'lins' Hearth, the Apuk family style restaurant that had been opened by the Colbert family... and a very amusing sight in front of it. Lance Corporal Calamity 'Cali' Nalgrash, in a somewhat skimpy and very human version of a maid outfit was handing out flyers with menus and a coupon to entice people into her family's eatery.

"Come on in fo- Oh! Hey sir!" The Horchka just barely manages to stop herself from saluting.

"Cali. Glad to see you're developing some skills you can use if you ever leave the service."

"Heh. I drew the short straw. Mike said this kind of outfit was traditional for human girls doing this sort of work. Plus he thinks it looks cute on us. So y'know."

Cali blushes a bit, clearly the frilly mini skirt and heels had the normally brash meat head feeling a bit delicate and embarrassed.

"You know Cali, that type of outfit is generally marketed towards men. With the vast majority female population on this ship, you should get Mike out here in a butler outfit instead."

The Horcka's eyes light up as the thought connects.

"Oh! Hey, that's a good idea! Mike would look hot in one of those outfits too! Hah. Thanks sir, I'll be sure to get the girls together and work out how to get him out here doing the advertising. If he asks nicely I'll stay out with'im. More fun than running plates. Anyway, coming in for a meal skipper? We've got a booth or three spare still!"

"Yep. Apuk cuisine was Bari's choice for tonight."

"Well head on in, Nyri'Jan will get you all set up!"

True to Cali's word, Nyri'Jan is standing at a podium in a qipao like garment that was closer to Human fashion than the Cannidor style. Which is to say save for a daring (by Human standards) slit to her upper mid thigh in the dress, and generally being quite form fitting, the dress covered Nyri'Jan from throat to nearly her ankles. Which probably appealed to the slightly more conservative, or modest fashion tastes of mid to upper class Apuk women.

Another outfit choice by Michael Colbert if Jerry had to guess. The man clearly enjoyed picking out outfits that highlighted his brides beauty, and Jerry had no doubt those selections revealed Mike's tastes. Nyri's accessorized the dress with some unique jewelry shaped like various animals in a type of gemstone Jerry recognized as being produced with war fire.

His eyes train over the rest of the room. Ros'Lin's Hearth was having a busy evening. One of the larger restaurants on the Tear, it had quickly grown to be a popular place to take the family, or a chance for a nicer sort of sit down meal than a lot of the places to grab a bite on the Promenade. 

It didn't have a bar for one, and pretty much everything that could be wood paneled had been wood paneled, then covered with paintings of Serbow and her peoples... including a prominently placed portrait of Jerry and Aqi in their full royal get up that he elected to ignore next to the reginal portrait of the Empress.

Here and there, two blonde Apuk girls who can only be Nyri'Jan's sisters Mythra'Jan and Rev'Jan are moving around taking and delivering orders in get ups that Jerry recognizes as traditional for Apuk waitresses at mid to upper class establishments. 

The hum of conversation that filled the room suited the slightly more tasteful atmosphere, though Jerry thought he picked out axiom totems that were helping tone down sound propagation and keep the noise level in the dining room well below a dull roar.

"Oh! Captain! Thank you for coming to see us today! You must be Bari! I've heard so much about you!" 

Nyri'Jan gushes, clearly honestly pleased to see Jerry and excited to meet Bari. A wavelength Bari instantly matches.

"Hey! You're that pretty reporter who interviewed Hubby before his match with the princess!"

"I don't know about pretty, but that was me!"

"Come on, you're gorgeous! That dress looks amazing on you!"

"Really? Oh good, I was really nervous when Michael gave it to me to wear... the coverage is fine but it is quite... tight."

"Really! You look great. I wish I could wear something like that!" Bari's hand drops to her growing stomach. "Not for a while though."

"You look like you have the build for something like this though! I'll be in that boat soon enough, but I still have a month or so before I start to show."

"Oh! Congratulations! That must be so exciting!"

"And a little terrifying! I'm really happy though."

"By the way, your jewelry is really pretty! The animals are so cute! Where did you get it?"

"Oh I made it! It's something of a hobby of mine. I make, cut and polish the gems with warfire!"

"...Wow! You can do that with warfire? That's amazing! I'd love to have a talent like that. That sounds like a lot of fun."

"Well as long as you can get the gems you can do a lot of it with laser tools. I have a little stash of gems as it happens. You should come over sometime! I'd love to teach you."

Jerry just stands back and watches as the two cheery women go from happy to literally glowing in the course of their conversation, just radiating positive energy and good vibes as they chat. It's only when another party or two line up behind them that Jerry gently coughs into his fist.

"Ladies I hate to interrupt but..."

Nyri'Jan's eyes widen. "Oh goodness, I got caught up completely! I'm terribly sorry Captain, Bari."

Bari shakes her head. "Think nothing of it, anyway I have your comm number, I'll message you later tonight!"

"I look forward to it, here, let me show you to a booth!"

Jerry can't help but smile as he takes Bari's hand, following Nyri'Jan towards dinner.

Bari looks over and kisses Jerry gently on the cheek, her whiskers and velvet like fur tickling his skin just a little.

"What's got you in such a good mood?"

"Oh just thinking I was right. I was meaning to introduce you to Nyri'Jan, I thought you two would get along famously."

"Seems you were right, you know me so well Hubby!"

"That's because I love you of course."

"Mhmm. I love you too. So very, very much."
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Fenrir

Fenrir wakes slowly, stretching his long legs out before rolling to get his paws under him, earning himself an annoyed, if sleepy, snarl from Hel. His littermate was determinedly sleeping on the pillow next to his. It was fine. She'd be awake soon enough. Breakfast was coming after all! Fenrir's tail wags, swishing the air behind him in a manner he found enjoyable as he considers the glories of breakfast. He was a growing puppy after all! Father said so! So he had to eat a whole bunch.

Eating a whole bunch certainly sounded good to Fenrir. It sounded good to Hel too, even if she did want to sleep.

Another shake to straighten out his thick coat and Fenrir starts looking around to see who else is awake. Mikasa's going through her own wake up procedure from where she'd been sleeping on the couch, wrapped in a ball with her tail tucked over her nose. Fenrir didn't think it was that cold, but the position seemed to comfort Mikasa in some way on the rare occasion she wasn't asleep with the Scaly Puppy. 

The thought of the diminutive biped also makes Fenrir happy. Even if the Scaly Puppy scolded him sometimes, she was nice, gave good pets and always seemed to have treats ready for them!

A quick walk around the room to stretch his legs out a bit more reveals a snoring Maximus in the corner, paws in the air, belly completely exposed, drawing a snort of derision from Fenrir. The pack's den was very safe. Father's pack was strong. Still, how defenseless could one be? Hmph. Fenrir reaches out and bats Maximus over the head with a chastising growl. The Doberman falls out of his bed as he snaps awake. He gets the message though, and quickly rolls to his feet.

Better. Maximus was bright enough. He would learn. Fenrir would teach him. The pack would be strong. No need to bother Father with little things like discipline.

Fenrir wrestles with Maximus a bit as Mikasa and Hel finish getting themselves up. Slow wake ups didn't happen when Fenrir and Hel were with their littermates in the other place. The place with grass and water. The den was safer. Father ruled here undisputed, and Fenrir was the biggest of the pups, and in turn, ruled over his small part of the pack... mostly undisputed. Hel gave him trouble occasionally, but his littermate knew when to get on side.

Maximus ducks under Fenrir's guard and slides underneath him, coming up to strike at Fenrir's thick ruff from the other side. It was a good strike. Fenrir lets out a pleased growl as he whirls on the growing puppy and gives him a solid bop on the head. Maximus really was learning. His fighting had come a long way since he joined the pack. 

Fenrir was very happy indeed at that. Any attempt to seem dignified however is ruined by Hel tackling him from the side. The two dire wolves go rolling across the floor, snapping and biting as Mikasa trots up and lets out an exasperated sigh. Mikasa didn't like to rough house too much, certainly not before breakfast. She looked a lot like a wolf, like Fenrir and Hel, but she was very much a creature of comfort, even if she would fight to the death to protect the Scaly Puppy.

"Mikasa, Fenrir, Maximus, Hel! Breakfast!"

Four sets of ears snap up straight and the excited pups stumble all over each other as they race towards the kitchen.

"Sit!"

Quiet Mama has their four bowls heaped with tasty breakfast ready to go. Quiet Mama was an interesting one to Fenrir. She was small, quiet, calm and calming. She seemed to radiate with warmth and happiness... until someone did something to displease Quiet Mama. Then she could be scarier than Father! When Father was away, Quiet Mama ruled this place in his stead.

A flash of movement distracts Fenrir for a moment. The Hiss Monster!

Espirit was up on the countertop eating her own breakfast idly, watching the dogs with the strange aloof attitude that characterized the Hiss Monster's day to day existence. Fenrir suppresses a smile as his bowl of kibble and meat is placed in front of him and Quiet Mama cracks an egg over the top for each of them.

The Hiss Monster must be booped.

Honor demanded it.

"Okay!"

Fenrir's focus switches entirely to the far more pressing matter of breakfast. The Hiss Monster would be there. She would not go unbooped. The chicken and kibble however, would not be there if he went for the boop first. Quiet Mama might scold him just to start.

Wolfing down his food doesn't take long, after a long drink of water, they all access the small grass room they do their business in, and Fenrir is at last ready to go Hiss Monster hunting. Quiet Mama would be looking after the pups for a good long while. As would Silver Mama, and the new Warm Ones. That meant Fenrir had a good opportunity to bop Espirit and avoid getting in trouble. Then he could go find Father!

Fenrir's sensitive ears and nose seek out the Hiss Monster, the sound of her tongue on fur as she groomed herself finally giving her away as Fenrir goes low and creeps down the corridor. For all his impressive size, Fenrir knows how to sneak pretty well. He's even surprised the Unseen Mama before! So slowly, ever so slowly Fenrir moves into the living room and spots his quarry. Espirit was on the couch Mikasa had been sleeping on earlier. The Hiss Monster seemed to like warm places, maybe the couch was still warm?

It didn't matter. He had a mission.

He shifts his paws just a bit, just enough to keep his claws from clicking too readily on the floor as he forces himself to keep his tail down.

Slowly.

Slowly.

Slowly.

He had a new trick in his arsenal. The trainers at the place with grass and water had been working on his jumping. He had heard them say he could easily scale a wall up to the third story. He didn't quite understand what that meant, but he could climb or jump good! The instructors were pleased with his growth. Father had been pleased too, and praised him lots!

In position behind the couch, Fenrir gathers himself and leaps right over the back of the couch, coming down right over the top of Espirit more or less pinning her into the perfect position for a boop before he races off at full speed, leaving an enraged Hiss Monster in his dust with a triumphant bark.

A quick check of the hallways reveals Mikasa is waiting with Maximus by the Scaly Puppy's door. Hel has vanished, undoubtedly to return to her mistress's side. Which left Fenrir without much to do. So he decided it was a good time to take advantage of his seeming new ability to open certain doors and go find Father!

He trots out of the Den with his head held high. He knew where he was going after all. Even if he didn't he could smell Father's scent easily enough. He walked this one particular route several times a day at least. A brisk walk brings him to the door to the moving room and he noses the little round thing that Father presses to summon the moving room. 

A moment's wait brings the moving room to him, the door sliding open to reveal a female in a white uniform, she clutches the items she's holding a bit closer to her chest as she inches her way out of the moving room.

Fenrir could smell her fear.

It was aggravating to a degree. Still he resisted the temptation to growl or do something to tease, or try to reassure the female of his friendly nature. He had work to do after all. So he steps into the moving room and sniffs the rows of buttons until he finds the two that have the most oils from Father's fingers. If he remembered right, the upper one was the one that would take him where he wanted to go. The lower one would bring him back to where the Den was. He pushes the upper button and settles on his haunches as the moving room does what it does best and brings him to what the humans would call the command deck.

Fenrir sniffs at the floor a bit and catches the freshest scent trail he can and follows it until he recognizes some of the landmarks that showed the way to Father's other den. Not the busy place, but the more quiet place that had a large wooden cave that smelled nice for Fenrir to nap under while Father did his work.

The big canine trots past the desk, drawing a surprised noise from the female that sat near the other den as he walks right to the door. It opens for him and he's immediately hit by the familiar scent of the wooden den, of Father, and... of The One In Heat.

The One In Heat looked a lot like a dog or a wolf, but was big. Even bigger than Fenrir! Almost as big as Big Mama when The One In Heat stood on her hind legs. Still any time she was near Father, The One In Heat smelled exactly as Fenrir described her. She was a bit better today, but the scent was still there as Father and The One In Heat looked up from their conversation.

"Fenrir, did you get bored in the Den?"

Fenrir barks an affirmative and winds his way through the room before slipping into the Wooden Den. It had been a lot bigger and more roomy seemingly even a few days ago, but now his legs stuck out a bit! He settles down and listens as Father and The One In Heat return to their conversation.

"So as I was saying Incerra, I'm taking these reports of this new pirate fleet extremely seriously. This part of space lacks serious defense forces of any kind."

"It is Wild Space, Jerry. The entire point for most of these folks is the only law out here is the ones they make themselves. Being this far out puts you at risk to other people who don't recognize any law other than their own... and then the contest comes down to who has the most guns."

"Mhmm. Fair enough. Still we have to live here too, and we will enforce our law the hard way on anyone who looks at us cross eyed."

"Gonna break out some... what did they call them... pocket atomics?"

"...I'd prefer not to, even if a nuclear weapon in space and at solar scales is a very different animal than using it as a city buster on a planet. I'd rather use large scale null weapons if we're up to the big toys, but that's not viable when they could easily knock us out of the fight if there's a mishap. Or indeed kill some of my crew and civilians."

"We do have a fair few Gravia aboard don't we?"

"Yep. Babydoll made a lot of friends when she started feeling confident enough to begin posting regularly on hacker forums and groups. She ended up acting as a matchmaker for her own husband, and a good chunk of the nerd squad, and recruited over fifty Gravia who are serving in other parts of the Undaunted military."

"Hah. Bet Cistern was happy about that."

"Oh yes. He sent her an achievement medal, and an award that is apparently going to be the standard signifier for completing a tour of duty as a recruiter. Back to topic though. I want you to take Audacious out on some long patrols, at least a couple days for duration. Whatever it takes to really check out our flanks. Run silent where you can. I might not like surprises, but I love throwing surprise parties for bad guys."

"Sounds good to me. We have those new low emission systems we picked up in dry dock back on Centris, I'm happy to put'em to use. Maybe put a torpedo volley into someone from an ambush if I see an opportunity."

"I'm certainly not going to tell you how to skipper your own ship, Incerra. If you find a confirmed bad guy and have an opportunity, send off a contact report then engage if you think they're an imminent threat."

"Sounding more and more like an admiral every day, Jerry."

"I'll take that in the spirit that was probably intended. Good hunting."

"We're on our way in... thirty mikes call it. I'll be on the holo the second we find trouble."

“Sounds good. Want me to send your crews the footage for the force on force training with the Apuk we have coming up in a few days?”

“Hell yes. Send it just to me though, and blind with a one time access code on the file. I’ll put it up in the lounge and take bets.”

“You know, I probably should chastise you about running a gambling operation aboard your own ship…”

“Once a pirate, always a pirate, Jerry.”
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Incerra

She'd talked a good game to Jerry a few days ago, but after their sixth jump with nothing but light commercial traffic, the occasional scout or settler, and precious little else, Incerra was starting to wonder if her boss might have gotten bad intel. Or was maybe just being a hair on the paranoid side. Then again, if she had her children on the Tear and they were out in Wild Space, she'd probably be fairly damn paranoid too.

"Sensors, got anything for me?"

Incerra asks from her command couch, searching for anything to relieve her boredom a bit.

"Well we have a possible habitable world in the green zone... looks like it's somewhat hidden away behind a nebula. Nothing about it in the database beyond its existence on the council charts."

Incerra strokes her chin for a second, an ear and eyebrow lifting. Not exactly something to relieve boredom, but intriguing all the same and potentially worth quite a bit of money if the world wasn't inhabited and didn't have a claim on it. Habitable worlds that needed no or minimal terraforming were uncommon enough as to fetch a pretty penny on the open market, but Admiral Cistern had promised a hell of a bounty to the crew that found suitable colony worlds for the Undaunted.

Preferably colony worlds that didn't require an armed take over like Agenda Lilpaw's conquest of the world of Vucsa Five.

"Let's head that direction. We'll survey the place and see if we didn't just find ourselves a particularly juicy payday.”

"Aye aye. Helm, make your course..."

The Audacious slowly rolls to its new heading, the ship gracefully slicing through the void. After about fifteen minutes they've reached the nebula that camouflages the potential colony ever so slightly.

"Commander Williams."

"Yes, Captain?"

Marcia Williams, a slender human redhead who seemed sweet as could be, but was very much a steel fist under a silk glove... or something like that. Damn complicated human idioms. She was a hell of an XO, and was instantly focused on Incerra when called for.

"Rig for silent running. We're going into some natural camouflage and making a run on the planet to scout it for 'intel', might as well get some practice with our new systems and get a battle stations drill in while we're here."

"Rig for silent running, aye aye. Bosun, 1MC, sound general quarters, rig for silent running."

"Aye aye ma'am."

The special action stations signal that sent the ship to general quarters for silent running, as was procedure if they were making a fly by on a hostile world, station or ship was an interesting noise. Jarring. To say the least. Yet it was still quiet in a very odd way. Incerra hated it, and the standard battle stations signal, but she couldn't deny they were very effective.

A few minutes later and the ship's running silent, it's special systems letting as little heat, electronic emissions or any other possible giveaway escape as possible. They could still be detected of course, but masked by the nebula they'd be very hard to find.

Incerra drums her claws against the arm of her couch for a second as they slowly move through the nebula.

"Weapons."

"Weapons, aye."

"Full spread of probes towards the planet, and two orbital satellites. Full survey pattern. This might earn us all quite a bit of pocket money, so let's do a good job."

"Aye aye. Stand by. Launching probes and satellites..."

There's a series of slight thumps as the probes are flung from their launcher rapid fire, and then the small survey satellites are lobbed after them. They'd spread out solar panels once they achieved their intended orbit, and their onboard simulated intelligence would let them navigate to avoid space junk, and get to different positions to carry out their work. It would also let them act as command and control hubs for the drones as they carried out exploration and surveying on the surface.

Minutes drag on into hours and Incerra can feel things dragging for the rest of the crew.

"Stand down from general quarters... but stay rigged for silent running. We can practice without putting the rest of the crew through the ringer!"

She can almost feel the relief coming from the rest of the ship, and indeed from her bridge crew as everyone relaxes a hair.

"Marcia, you have the conn. I need to take five."

"No problem skipper. Will you be leaving the bridge?"

"I'll be fine here. Unless you want me to clear off so you can get into some sort of trouble?"

"I'm fine either way. We're just running a survey in a dangerous part of space in the end."

As boring as it could be, Incerra did find the survey process fascinating. The intricate way the satellites and drones worked together to blanket the planet with various sensors, how all that information came back to specialized systems on Audacious and were eventually compiled into a picture of a world. Not a human innovation this time, much as Incerra admired the clever little primates. Just fairly normal equipment that the Undaunted had bought in bulk for any ships in a position to potentially do survey work. Still, that they were so industrious was something to admire about them. Along with their consistently pleasing jaw lines, clever fingers and...

Incerra resists giving herself a slap across the muzzle. She really needed to at least get laid if not get married... and much as she wished it was otherwise, she just couldn't get through the wall to get at the delicious morsel that was Jerry Bridger. Admittedly, a couple days off the Tear and without getting a fresh dose of his scent and pheromones had cleared her head a bit in that regard. Tragic. Unfortunate.

Still. Not like there wasn't equally choice 'prey' around, right? Maybe not quite as wealthy, but most of the men of the Undaunted were young, their families small, and as they grew, they too would grow in wealth and power... something she could certainly help with.

Call it an investment opportunity.

A really sexy investment opportunity.

She pulls her communicator out and taps out a quick message to Cora Charro asking how things are going with Stanley... only to get an immediate message back with an image attached. Stanley was wearing a nightshirt that Incerra figured was made from Cora's own silk and dozing in Cora's bed.

Lucky bitch.

IN> So it's going well then.

CR> You could say that. Want in?

Inara suppresses a sigh... and makes her choice. Stanley was probably more her type anyway if she was honest. Still intelligent, and charming, but with an admirable aggression and ferocity that hadn't yet been tamed and mastered the way Jerry had control of himself. Something that promised to be all sorts of fun in its own right.

Plus from what Cora said they had similar taste in movies, which was always a plus.

IN> ...Set up the date. Be something to look forward to after this patrol.

CR> Send some naughty pictures if you get time. I'll get him ready to 'welcome you home' properly. He's a real beast, honestly I'll be happy to have someone to tag in!

Incerra sets her communicator aside and gets herself mentally back on task. It'd be easy to get distracted in a more serious way, but that wouldn't do. Especially considering a full survey would take numerous hours. Now that she'd had them stand them down from battle stations, she'd need to get reliefs in for the bridge crew to rest, and get some food. The drill had been valuable, but it had come at the end of a long shift. Before she can speak though...

"Conn! Sensors! New contact! A ship just jumped in system and started a full burn. Looks like an armored deep space courier. Heat signature suggests they have the throttles all the way to the fire walls and are a step away from having parts of the crew go EVA to push!"

Incerra grips her arm rest for a moment. She might not have a human sixth sense, but she knew a ship running from pursuit when she saw one. She exchanges a look with Marcia and smoothly takes command.

"I have the conn. Sensors, does that ship have an IFF beacon?"

There's a few minutes of scanning and fiddling with different systems.

"I think they've taken some battle damage, Captain! We're also at extreme range, so the signal's not clear... clearing it up... got it."

The sensor operator's head snaps up, her eyes wide.

"Captain! IFF comes back as USFS Envoy! She's an Undaunted diplomatic courier!"

That got everyone's attention immediately.

Incerra leans in, watching the screens closely.

"Battle stations. Weapons, I want torpedoes in both tubes, and prepare stealth firing solutions. Comm! Get a contact report off to the Tear. We're probably going to need back up."

The comm officer nods. "What should I tell them about the pursuers Captain? No one's come through the jump point yet..."

A chirp heralds the arrival of another ship in the system from light speed.

"Conn, Sensors, a corvette just jumped in! IFF is for the Jawbone, she's a known pirate!"

Incerra nods. "Make a tight beam transmission to the Envoy, full encryption, get them heading our way, and get that contact report off to the Tear! We needed support yesterday! If what we've been hearing is true, she won't be the las-"

More ships start to jump into the system, a series of dots appearing on the screen as an alert sound starts to scream.

"...I really hate being right sometimes. Weapons! Get me solutions on the biggest vessels in the fleet. I want those torpedo tubes reloaded and more shots set up the second the first two are on their own internal guidance.”

"Solution ready! Weapons ready!"

"Shoot!"

"Shoot aye aye! Launching tubes one and two!"

The communications officer sticks her head up.

"Conn, Comm. Signal from the Envoy, they report their jump drive is out of commission after that last jump but they're still at full in system power and they're coming our way! They're going to apparently start opening up with their defensive weapons. Data link is live, so they won't waste shots on our targets."

Incerra nods, completely unable to suppress a fierce, toothy grin. Being a pirate had its moments, but there was something about working with professionals that gave her the most delightfully wicked feeling sometimes.

"Very well. I wonder what kind of weapons they have on that thing anyway. Sensors. Do we have a visual?"

The sensor operator, a Feli girl, and one of the few remaining from Incerra's original bridge crew nods, sharp and crisp with a military precision that would have been completely alien to the woman she'd been before the Undaunted had gotten ahold of her.

"Putting it on screen now Captain!"

The USFS Envoy was a familiar shape to Incerra and her former pirates at least. The Nagara class Armored Transport was a fast, heavily armed and heavily armored transport craft that was a favorite for cops, private security, and most commonly, high value, high security transport companies. If you wanted to move something precious, even in secure space, and you didn't have the luxury of being able to bring in a full sized warship to do the job, a Nagara was the place you generally started. 

They were considered choice prizes for pirates if they could take them, never mind any goodies aboard, but Incerra had always thought the juice wasn't worth the squeeze. Plus, considering how the Undaunted liked to modify their ships, she doubted the Envoy was a normal Nagara anymore.

A flash of light on the screen suggests she's entirely correct. The screen darkens itself instantly to protect the vision of the bridge crew as another flash, then a third and a fourth leap from the Envoy at one of the newly arrived pursuing vessels and leaves it a hulk burning in space.

"The hell was that?" 

Incerra asks. She knew an Envoy could carry decent fire power, but really, the hell was that!?

Her gunnery officer looks up from tracking the spread of torpedoes they'd just fired. "Probably a high yield X-ray laser or a particle beam cannon, skipper. I'd say a particle beam cannon if I had to guess. Basically it’s a stream of hyper accelerated subatomic particles, nasty, and super dangerous to even the user in the atmosphere because of backscatter. They won't have a lot of shots in the capacitors unless they seriously upgraded the drive core and that ship's interior is half power cells."

"Doubtful. Looks like they're firing normal las and plas now."

Marcia notes, clearly pleased with the tricks the Envoy was breaking out before snapping her head to the right to look at the gunnery officer.

"Status of the torpedoes?"

"Won't be long now ma'am, skipper, they're about to hit their terminal boost phase... now!"

Two red markers on the screen highlight the powerful weapons as they dash up to their maximum speed with the last of their fuel before their engines shut down, conserving any drop of energy left for the maneuvering thrusters. In the blink the first torpedo slams home into the first corvette and turns it into a flaming ball of wreckage as its axiom drive core detonates with another bright flash. The second torpedo slams home into a heavily upgunned freighter that the sensors had suggested had a spinal mount rail gun and similarly reduces it to a navigation hazard in the void.

Incerra smacks her arm rest, her muzzle a toothy white fanged smile. Victory still tasted good, that was for sure.

"Nice shooting weapons. How long till I have those reloads?”

“Thirty seconds. Chief Goldman is triple checking the warheads. As soon as they’re loaded they’ll have the next two out of the magazine and ready to fire.”

“Very well. Line up those next shots!"

Incerra grins again, maybe this wasn't going to be so bad after all.

Unfortunately, with that thought, she'd tempted one of the traditional human gods of war. A being called 'Murphy' and a massive shape emerges from light speed, quickly trimming up and joining the pursuit.

"...Daughter of a whore, that's a capital ship! Weapons! Put the last torpedoes into that capital ship. Comm, tell the Tear we need them here now or we're all peddling vacuum!"
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Neysihen

Sir David was briefing them once again, but this time, the Colonel was in his field kit, with the same paint on his face as the rest of them. Not that that stopped him smiling like he was suggesting a Sunday stroll or a brisk nature hike through the woods instead of a dangerous reconnaissance mission. 

"I will say ladies, I'm very pleased with how your training has been going. As you know we have been primarily focusing on your 'black' training. Which is to say direct action and clandestine operations. This is our primary role in many of the situations where we act for the Undaunted. However we are not a pure black unit. We are a hybrid unit. So we must be able to conduct green operations as well, that is to say, supporting conventional forces in the field. For example, my unit landed from a submarine to help a team of American Navy SEALs clear a beachhead of obstacles before an opposed amphibious assault back on Earth. Then the SEALs went back out to sea, and we snuck inland to perform reconnaissance work, commit various acts of sabotage and set beacons, or transmit coordinates for naval gunfire, cruise missile or air strikes."

Sir David chuckles, clearly remembering something pleasant from that mission. For as warm a sound as it was, something about it made Neysihen's blood run cold... and she could feel a shiver from Purisha, wedged up tight against her left shoulder too. Though knowing her dear friend, that could very well be another kind of shiver. 

"I have volunteered you lot as JSOC's primary contribution to this training event. Your mission today will be to assist our brothers and sisters in arms in the regular Marine component as they face off with the Apuk. The best components of the two units have come through after intense internal competition, and will be facing off against each other since full scale training is a bit much even for a ship of the Tear's size. Shame. Honestly full battalion scale exercises would be quite a bit of fun if you ask me. Maybe the skipper will indulge us all next time we're in orbit around a planet."

That had Neysihen's attention. They were being put up against the best of the Apuk? Representing all of JSOC? She suppresses a gulp. No pressure there. Just the pride of the unit in a task they hadn't directly trained for... and if they screwed up she had no doubt Sergeant Major Gurung would have their hides nailed to his office wall. Then drop them in restorative comas so he could skin them again and make himself a nice rug. 

"The plan for the day is we are going to take advantage of our numbers versus the Apuk. Much like the footage of my own encounter with Apuk commandos, it has been ruled that there's a certain value of normal troops versus Apuk, given the natural gifts of the latter. We've balanced things somewhat by bringing in a few navy specialists, including an EWAR specialist and a few adepts. They'll be staying with the regulars. We have our own axiom capabilities, natural and otherwise... but generally speaking we'll be doing things the Human way. The enemy are highly potent natural axiom users. Like many women in the galaxy this leaves them with an exploitable blind spot. Apuk warrior women in particular have a hard time comprehending individuals who don't actively channel axiom. It won't fool their more senior troops, but the younger girls might miss you in near plain sight if you're as purged of axiom as possible for one of your species to be. I think we've communicated that lesson to you sufficiently in some of our night assault courses."

Neyishen feels her pincers wince inward as she remembers the series of night assault courses they'd done. The first two had been absolute disasters. They'd only been facing human instructors, using absolutely no axiom, and kukris. Not even suppressed firearms! So low signature it beggared belief. 

They'd hit them from all sides and all angles. The recruits had changed their tactics the second night, and still gotten torn up. Only when they started fully covering for each other, and began relying more on their natural senses and experience to intuit where an ambusher might be hiding did they manage to actually make a proper showing of themselves.

"So. Here's what we're going to do..."




 Later

Neysihen slowly moves through the brush, covered in a camouflage cloak. They'd normally have made 'fast' Ghillie suits or cloaks to better blend into the terrain, but one downside of the terrain being simulated is you couldn't exactly start snapping off twigs and branches to play dress up with. They'd been moving into position for nearly an hour now, before the Marine regulars had 'landed' on the other side of the massive simulator. They were slowly moving to a flanking position to begin providing support. 

For the most part they were escorts for Gunnery Sergeant David Chesed, the Commando's lead Scout Sniper, and Purisha, who had been selected as Chesed's spotter for the day based on her performance on the precision marksmanship course. The goal wasn't to shoot anyone of course, but to report positions, spot ambushes and call in simulated fire and help shape the battlefield in favor of the Marines as they advanced. 

It was an interesting role reversal actually, frequently the senior sniper would be the spotter in a team, as the role was considered more challenging, but the entire point of the course was to challenge them, and they'd been drilling their observational capabilities almost excessively as part of the commando course. 

Purisha had always been particularly sharp in that regard, more so than any of the senior huntresses even, nevermind Neysihen. She just had good instincts, and had apparently nearly ‘made’ Sir David and his team as they infiltrated the Talasar Spire. Something she’d been publicly praised for after she completed the observation and scouting exercises with perfect marks. 

If any of the candidates could do it, Purisha could do it.

Inch by inch they slowly creep up a ridge and the sniper and his apprentice quickly emplace, with Chesed's massive Mk 22 PSR, also known as a Barrett MRAD. Its .338 Norma Magnum cartridge was terrifying to behold. Just reading its ballistics table alone was staggering now that Neysihen knew how to read it. It made normal full size rifle rounds look like a .22 rimfire. Fast, powerful, and a ridiculously flat trajectory out well past a thousand yards. Gunny Chesed described the round as a cheat code for snipers, and Neysihen was inclined to agree.

Purisha had been equipped with a high end precision rifle, a derivative of the skipper's own preferred WLVRN bullpup rifle in 6.5 Creedmoor. The suppressed, automatic weapon had been modified to have a built in bipod and would give her the ability to defend herself and Gunny Chesed, or engage closer in threats accurately and rapidly. At least before the rest of the squad joined in if the shit had really hit the fan. 

The rest of the unit fan out a bit as the sniper team emplaces and slowly begins communicating to each other as Purisha peers through a spotter's scope. Neysihen can hear some of the other girls quietly calling out or lazing targets as Neysihen gets into position to pull security. She’s closest to Purisha and Gunny Chesed though, and she can hear them going through their routine as if they’d actually worked as a sniper team before. 

"Target. Infantry, in the wadi just to the east of us. Call it… twenty. Looks like a squad of Apuk Imperial regulars."

"Got'em. On scope. Range?"

"Seven hundred meters." 

Gunny Chesed writes a few quick notes on a waterproof notepad, then gently whispers a contact report into his radio, then nudges Purisha who begins scanning again. 

"Target... infantry. Group of four, twenty degrees west, by that big tree."

"Got'em... looks like an officer, one of the princesses maybe? I think I recognize her. I'll drop her when the mortars come in on the regulars. Range?"

"Six hundred twenty meters. DOPE... should be 4 MILs from your zero."

"4 MILs, so… two clicks on the elevation… Dialed in. On scope."

"Spotter up." 

The shriek of simulated mortar shells fills the air and nearly drowns out Purisha giving the word to fire. 

"Send it." 

The suppressed bark of the powerful rifle is drowned out completely .

"Center mass. Neutralized. Engage the second target. Same range, same dope."

"On scope."

"Spotter up... send it."

Neyishen can just barely hear the rifle this time as the mortar barrage starts to slacken and the sounds of small arms fire drifts in from across the battlefield. 

"Neutralized. Center mass." Purisha reports. "Third target... shit she's moving. I think we're made!"

"Switch to your rifle and stand by to engage. Everyone hunker down."

Contrary to Purisha's slightly excited tone, Gunny Chesed is as cool as can be. Not worried at all about the no doubt terrifying Apuk warrior bounding towards them right this very minute. 

Neysihen can certainly feel her own pulse race as she slips herself a little deeper into her position and resists checking the chamber on her rifle. It was condition one, she'd checked earlier. 

She knew what she was doing and what she was about. She'd elected for a WLVRN as her issued weapon too, albeit she wasn't set up for extreme range like Purisha. She takes another slow, calming breath as she tightens her grip on her weapon, feeling the reassuring weight of the advanced bullpup rifle. She had this. If the Apuk dropped in, she'd join the crew and drop her, then they'd displace and get to cover. 

"Contact right, coming in high!"

The sharp whisper of one of her classmates makes her heart freeze. That hadn't been Purisha. Had they been flanked?

The answer to that question drops in among them in a burst of Apuk warfire. Gunny Chesed reacts by firing a shot down range with his rifle, likely dropping the Apuk warrior that had been approaching them at high speed before rolling clear and going for his MP7 submachine gun. 

Purisha rolls out to the right and slides down the slope just a little, narrowly avoiding a burst of warfire. The first Apuk warrior goes down in a hail of simulated gun fire with the telltale sound of a training 'death' buzzing from her armor, but her blade sisters are already on top of them. 

Neysihen knew it was the Apuk commandos too. It couldn't be anyone else. Apuk marines were even more straightforward than regular Marines could be at times. It made sense when you could catch anti-tank cannon rounds and then burn that tank to slag with your natural gifts alone. Never mind any weapons or armor you might have, but the lack of creativity was... predictable at least. 

Predictable could mean a reliable tactic that was hard to beat, but it also left you vulnerable. The Apuk commandos were the Empress's attempt to start covering over that vulnerability of the Apuk armed forces. 

As the Apuk commandos flood through the woods on the ground, in the trees and above the branches, Neyishen can't help but think the Empress should be mighty pleased with her elite troops, even as she brings her rifle into line and fires a full auto burst that catches one of the Apuk warriors center of mass. She'd selected a simulated armor piercing round today considering the nature of the enemy, and is rewarded by a simulated death of one of her opponents even as Gunny Chesed is dropped by a ball of warfire. 

Purisha manages to shoot one Apuk and is taken out in melee by her blade sister, and slowly the squad of candidates is whittled down.

An unfamiliar Apuk woman, her crown glittering on her brow advances like a force of nature, using her warflames to melt bullets right out of the air! Even getting behind her didn't seem to help against the force of nature that was an Apuk battle princess, and she was heading right for Neysihen. Determined to at least do something, she empties her magazine into the woman, reloads, and hurls a flash bang at her feet and a frag grenade behind her. 

"Flash out! Frag out!" She screams before hurling herself back behind her simulated tree. 

It doesn't slow the monster of a woman down. Instead she kicks the tree hard enough to turn its trunk into simulated splinters, leaving the princess looming over the crouched Neyishen, ball of warfire raised high as Neyishen brings her rifle up...

Suddenly the lights of the training room turn red, and the simulation fades as the battle stations klaxon starts to shriek.

"General quarters, general quarters! All hands man your battle stations, flow of traffic is..."

Neysihen and the Princess both look up, and the Princess reaches down and offers Neysihen her hand, pulling the younger woman to her feet.

"Nicely fought. Good courage and determination at least. I'll have to see about coming to visit and teaching your class of candidates some ways to actually oppose an Apuk battle princess. For your first time however? Excellent work."

"Uh. Thank you ma'am." 

"No, thank you. Now. Let us hurry. Clearly our talents will be needed elsewhere today. If we're lucky perhaps we'll fight side by side?"

"I'd like that ma'am."

Without another word, the battle princess bounds off, quickly followed by the rest of the Apuk warriors as they form up for instructions from the familiar figure of Princess Aquilar. Neysihen hurries over to help Purisha to her feet, then together they help Gunny Chesed up.

"Damn, those girls hit like a truck." The human NCO winces.

"You okay, Gunny?"

"I'm fine, girls. It’ll take more than an overgrown dragon turtle who looks like a supermodel wearing a tiara and a ball gown to put me out of action."

He stops and pats his collar for a second and pulls a piece of paper out of it. He looks at it, and Neyishen sees part of a comm address before Gunny tucks it away in his pocket and starts picking up his gear.

Neyishen nods. "...Any idea what's going on, Gunny?"

Chesed shakes his head. "Not a clue... but I have a bad feeling we're about to find out." 
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Jerry

"Conn! Nav! Course plotted! We have a beacon from Audacious."

Jerry nods slowly, checking his board and confirming ready reports from all stations. Everything appeared combat ready, including an almost instant ready up from the Huscarls and Starblades. The fighter pilots of the Crimson Tear's air wing were on their catapults and ready to launch.

"Very well. Sensors, are we getting anything on the tactical situation?"

Evie stands. "Yes, sir. Data link is live, I've got a tactical map ready for intelligence to analyze, and for weapons and the air boss to review."

Jerry gives Evie a reassuring smile, just a half second of reassurance between spouses before the professional mask returns and Jerry faces forward.

"Let's get it done then. Weapons, crunch that data on the double so we can start lobbing missiles and torpedoes once we jump. Helm, lay in the new course from Nav and warm up the engines. Bosun, all hands brace for combat jump."

"All hands brace for combat jump, aye."

The bosun immediately picks up the mic for the 1MC and gets everyone preparing for a jump. The count down clock starts and Jerry sits back in his chair, checking his own straps a final time. There really wasn't much more to do except wait for the count down to finish. A quick sweep of his status boards confirmed that everything was where it needed to be.

The troops were in position to either make assaults on to enemy ships or repel boarders if they needed to. The guns were primed. The guidance systems for the various missiles and torpedoes were as ready as they'd ever be. All systems showed nominal. Still, Jerry couldn't help but think there was some sort of variable he was missing. Not that a large group of enemy vessels led by a fairly potent looking warship weren't enough trouble on their own.

Thankfully Incerra had been using the pirate definition of capital ship instead of the naval version. Pirate capital ships were usually large merchant vessels converted into quasi-warships, like the two they'd destroyed previously. Sometimes however, a more successful pirate queen or admiral got her hands on a proper full size warship, like a destroyer or a cruiser.

Such a powerful vessel would frequently become that freebooter’s flag ship as it was the most valuable, had the most prestige and was the most lethal vessel in the fleet. Rare was the pirate who’d trust one of her lieutenants with a vessel more powerful than her own.

That the ship was built to warship standards instead of merchantman standards alone made it a tougher nut to crack. 

Actual warship construction standards too instead of something light like a corvette or corvette interceptor, the piratical favorite across the galaxy for their size, speed, firepower and versatility. 

While more sturdy than a merchantman in some senses, such light vessels relied on speed and maneuverability instead of being built to withstand damage. A full size warship like a destroyer would have a heavy duty hull, stronger shields, stronger point defenses, and of course plenty of naval grade weapons to share with the pirate’s victims. Weapons that were a far sight heavier than your average corvette could bring to bear.

This could get ugly really fast, especially if the smaller support ships managed to overwhelm the Crimson Tear's screen of fighters and her consort, Audacious, and either land boarding parties or do damage up close and personal while they dueled with the destroyer. 

A duel complicated by the fact that the destroyer had apparently shot two down a pair of torpedoes fired by Audacious. Military grade point defense systems made this a very different fight, and the Crimson Tear might not win a slugging match with a full on warship. Nor could Jerry hazard his command on a ‘maybe’. Certainly not with all the civilians aboard, including his own family.

No, he needed a decisive edge that would minimize the considerable threat to his people.

Jerry steepled his fingers as the clock drags on, seeking the path forward. This was hardly an impossible situation. It was very possible, and even if it was, he was Undaunted. Impossible was something that happened to other people. Finally as he reviews the resources available to him, he sees his path forward. The accountants might sweat over the resources he was about to expend, but things were cheap, especially compared to the irreplaceable value of a single one of the lives under his protection.

"Wichen. I want to launch two of the jump torpedoes right when we come out of the jump into the nebula. Send them out on a dog leg to the left. I want them to go wide, even out system if you have to, then have them work their way around and come in to make their attack run from behind the enemy battle group."

"Target?"

"I want that pirate destroyer blown out of my sky."

"We only have the two, Skipper..."

"I know. We'll make do with all the other fun toys we have to play with for the rest of them. Besides, prove they work with a second warship kill and I bet the Admiral will put us first in line to get some new ones when manufacturing ramps up."

Wichen grins and turns to get to work with a crisp two fingered salute.

"Aye aye."

"Conn, ship is rigged for jump."

Jerry takes a slow breath, willing himself to calm as his eyes shut for half a second. He was in control. Master and commander. Finally, his eyes snap open, and he barks the command the entire ship was waiting for.

"Jump!"

The Crimson Tear barrels out of the jump and into the cover of a blue nebula, guided by the precise course of their navigation team, and the beacon Incerra had given them on the Audacious. Audacious herself was prowling nearby, and Envoy was similarly keeping to the shadows, occasionally popping off a long range shot with the heavy particle cannon batteries mounted ventrally and dorsally on the hardy little craft.

Sharon looks up from her board.

"We're through. All stations report combat ready."

"Very well, secure from light speed stations, launch all fighters."

"Incoming signal from the Audacious."

Jerry nods curtly as he hears someone in the background call; "Geirr squadron is spaceborne!"

"Put the signal from Captain Palashen on the main screen, commander."

The view of the local area is replaced with Incerra's bridge on the Audacious. Her crew looks tense, but no injuries or damage is evident.

"Glad you could join the party, boss." Incerra says, clearly trying to keep her tone as light as if she had invited them over for drinks.

"What's the situation, Incerra?"

"We're winchester on ready torpedoes, but we got a hefty price for four of the six. We've also lobbed a few of our anti-ship missiles. A couple of the ASMs have been picked off by point defenses, and the two torpedoes we fired at the destroyer, but we took out a corvette, what appeared to be a pair of assault transports of some kind and an up gunned in-system patrol craft, along with a few lighters with a shit load of guns strapped to them. Whoever this admiral is, she's got quite the eclectic mix of ships, even by pirate standards."

"Any communications from the pirates?"

Incerra shakes her head, one of her ears flopping a bit.

"Not yet."

"Guess I'll say hello then. Weapons. Launch tubes one and two! Comm, get me a broad spectrum channel please."

"Torpedoes away!"

Jerry watches out of the corner of his eye as the two torpedoes maneuver clear of the Undaunted ships and make a jump to lightspeed in the blink of an eye, following their preprogrammed dog leg to hopefully catch the pirate destroyer from behind when they weren't looking.

"This is Captain Bridger of the Undaunted warship Crimson Tear, and Commodore of the Crimson Tear Battle Group. We have no quarrel with you. Stand down and we can both walk away."

There's silence for a moment, and Jerry wonders if anyone actually heard him as intermittent laser fire comes their way. Then Sharon looks up from her board.

"Pirate flagship just broadcasted a cease fire to all ships in the clear... and they're trying to contact us."

"Well, open a channel, Commander. Wouldn't do to be rude."

Plus, every minute he can keep the pirates talking is another minute for the jump torpedoes to complete their FTL trip around the star system they're in.

However, all thoughts of distracting the enemy immediately falls away when Jerry sees a familiar coat of pastel fur and the bottom of his stomach falls out as he suddenly feels like he's been stricken with an incredible migraine. Against all odds... it was her. 

There was no mistaking her. The overly plush lips, her massive bust that just looked ungainly for a quadruped. The slightly unhinged look in her eyes. The way her nostrils flared at the end of her muzzle. Even the jewelry on her horn.

He knew this unicorn.

He really wished he didn't know this unicorn.

He also wished she was wearing more.

The pirate unicorn had apparently worked out a combat sling bikini and made it function for a quadruped’s anatomy. Figuring out how exactly that worked seemed like the same kind of path to Non Euclidean geometry induced madness that featured in so many Lovecraft novels, without the inherent comfort and joy that a Gravia woman brought to such mind breaking violations of reality.

Normally a mix of a sling bikini and combat gear would have been high on Jerry's list of favorite things to see a beautiful woman in, but in the case of the nightmare known as a Mrega, especially this particular unhinged Mrega pirate, it made him wish axiom enhanced eye bleach was a thing.

He lets out a low sigh, and resists deflating a bit on camera, keeping his face as straight as possible. Of course it was her. Of all the pirates in this massive galaxy, why wouldn't it be his long-time stalker?

"This is Admiral Sparklehoof. I'm happy to break off hostilities if you're willing to surrender yourself Captain Bridger. After all I only wanted to capture your friends so I could get your location out of them. So in point of fact, your support ships are free to go! I finally have you right where I want you! So, here's what's going to happen. I have you dead to rights. You'll fetch your things, board a shuttle alone, and you'll come over here and take your proper place in my bed."

She makes a dismissive shooing gesture with one of her fore limbs, and starts to cackle and talk in a sickly tone that sends a shiver of disgust down Jerry's spine immediately. In that moment, he can't help but wonder how such a deranged woman can manage to be so imperious while clearly being crazier than a sack full of weasels. She'd seemed level headed enough for their first 'meeting', when he'd told her if he could trace a pirate attack on the Tear back to her band he'd hunt her down, kill her and cut her up for steaks after she tried to extort him for 'protection money'. She'd been an oddity at the time, a funny story Jaruna still joked about.

Then the messages started coming.

Electronic messages, in text and voice, physical letters, videos, flat and full holo, every vaguely modern method of communication besides singing telegrams and smoke signals had been used by the pirate now calling herself 'Admiral' Sparklehoof to communicate her 'affections' to Jerry. Usually accompanied by images or videos of course. Jerry deleted them on receipt now, but part of him thought they might make for an excellent emergency vomit induction aid. Still, for as stomach-turning as Sparklehoof’s unsolicited tit pics could be, what she wrote or said was so much worse.

Her tone seemed to change with every message. Sometimes it sounded like she wanted him to eat her. The literal way. Other times it was the metaphorical way. Sometimes she wanted passionate, loving, screwing, other times she communicated fantasies involving bondage and Jerry... 'doing things', to her that had made Jerry a bit ill the first time he'd gotten one of those messages. He'd seen a lot of shit in his time, he certainly hadn't been an innocent angel by the time he made it out of Cruel Space, but if Jerry was sure of anything, it's that Noral Sparklehoof was one sick pony.

On the plus side though, as Sparklehoof continues to rant and rave over the comm channel, he can feel the simmering heat emanating from his bridge crew, especially Sharon, Evie and Wichen, which, as his wives, certainly made sense. Clearly no one was having any thoughts about throwing the boss to the... horses, in this case, to save their own skin.

Sharon catches his eye and makes a few quick hand signals to Jerry, more or less asking to take over the conversation, and he gestures his assent.

"You have the floor, Commander."

Sharon gracefully rises, her duty uniform doing little to hide her pregnancy now as she stands from and center before the screen and the camera above it, hands clasped behind her back, obscuring Jerry. He also notices she's got a control system for the comm system tucked into her palm.

"Admiral Sparklehoof?"

Sparklehoof finally shuts up, clearly confused at seeing a woman standing where Jerry had been a second ago, trying to peer around her somehow.

"Admiral."

"Yes? Are you going to send my new husband over? Or does this have to get nasty?"

Sharon snorts. "Commander Sharon Bridger, Undaunted Navy, and if you think I'd let a walking refugee from a glue factory like you anywhere near anyone on this ship, never mind my children or my husband, you're going to have a learning experience today, and I swear on whatever you hold dear, you're not going to survive it."

Without another word Sharon cuts the transmission, and turns to go back to her seat, a sneer of disgust stuck on her face.

"I can't believe I liked unicorns when I was a little girl."

There's a quiet round of laughter as all eyes focus on Jerry. The pirates were going to be coming now after all. A quick set of taps on his computer brings up the appropriate battle plan and pushes it to all his commanders.

"Secure channel to all Undaunted vessels in the area please Comm."

"Channel open, sir."

"This is Commodore Bridger. All ships, attack!"
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The quiet little star system that found itself the site of the battle between Sparklehoof's pirate fleet and the Undaunted Navy erupted in activity as the pirates and the Undaunted forces began to maneuver. With battle properly joined, another four Huscarl gunships dropped free of a landing bay on Envoy and moved to escort positions for their precious cargo. The heavily armored ship signaling its intent to stay back a bit. 

Of course with their heavy particle beam cannon turrets they could still contribute to the battle in a big way. Something they immediately demonstrate by deleting a heavily armed light freighter that had made the poor life choice to stop moving while their commander was parleying with their intended targets.

The beam of high energy atomic particles absolutely detonates the unfortunate pirate vessel, shredding the very molecules that make up its hull and ripping it open from stem to stern, rupturing the drive core and briefly turning the ship into a star for all of a second. An impressive display, but they were best for a surprise hit and running instead of sustained engagements because of their insane power requirements. They also had some rather nasty radiation effects in certain circumstances. Then again, no one on the target vessel had exactly survived to potentially end up with cancer.

Jerry can practically feel Wichen drooling over this practical demonstration of the latest in Undaunted weapons technology, somewhere behind him, and isn't at all surprised when a text message pops up via a private channel.

WI> 'Pleeeeeeease?'

JR> 'Put them on your Christmas list. Don't you have work to do?'

"Already on it, sir!"

Wichen answers out loud momentarily confusing people as the weapons virtuoso begins to properly play her symphony of destruction. The Tear's heavy weapons hammer into the pirate fleet as the occasional torpedo or missile slags one target or another. Jerry even notices a few of the smaller defensive missiles reaching out and turning pirate fighter craft into clouds of shrapnel. Something that no doubt had his fighter pilots in Geirr squadron rather grumpy with their counterparts in the gunnery department.

Rather than attack head on, Jerry had them weaving through space, keeping the nebula for what limited cover they could get from it before exposing their broadside to the enemy fleet, and more importantly, unmasking all of their primary battery save for the heavy turrets on module four.

"Weapons, let's get telemetry probes out there and tied into the data link. No sense hamstringing ourselves. If the pirates wanted fair play they should have started a sports team."

"Probes launching!"

The spotting probes were more properly thought of as drones. The small, agile and blisteringly fast unmanned spacecraft packed as much in the way of sensors as they could possibly cram into a frame that size and still have room for the synthetic intelligence, an axiom reactor and the engines. While only being lightly shielded, the galactic play book generally had larger naval formations send out a bunch of them, so when the herd was inevitably thinned by combat the signal wouldn't be degraded. 

The Undaunted model of the spotters had gone with a slightly different philosophy than the galactic norm. With the help of some optical camouflage and sensor based stealth optimization the little machines had gone from hard to see, to extremely hard to see, even with an active sensor sweep. Their onboard simulated intelligence had gotten an upgrade too, including a predictive algorithm that had it navigate towards positions that it calculated to give it the best point of view to collect data, while maximizing its own safety.

While it was more expensive per unit than the traditional spotters, the Undaunted Navy were hoping they'd lose a lot less of their spotters and make up the cost that way.

One of the spotters made it clear of the nebula and took up an orbiting position 'above' the plane of engagement relative to the Tear's current orientation. One of the other drones wasn't so lucky, maneuvering through a squadron of pirate fighters who clearly were having trouble targeting the spotter, but were determined to chase and kill it anyway. 

It made Jerry wonder if they were overdoing this whole business slightly. Maybe they could just get the pirates distracted with a fast moving shiny object and pick off the dumber of the rascals that way. The theory certainly seems sound. Only one pirate manages to get a shot or two on target before Masha's flight of starblades pounce on them from below.

Jerry quickly switches into their comm channel as they open up on the pirate fighters and sweep through them like a hot knife through butter, leaving shattered machines in their wakes.

"Woo! That's five! I'm an ace!" Varya'Nelkn, the youngest of his Apuk aviators, calls out.

"Looks like Narsa got five too. Nice shooting girls." Masha's voice is calm, confident, she'd bagged more for her growing kill count too.

"Mhmm. I think Tosa pulled some of her shots and gave me one of those. It doesn't count." Narsa'Lorish, the admiral's daughter and one of Jerry's most reliable Apuk junior officers chimes in.

"Shells girl, take the win. You don't have to struggle for every scrap of fortune that comes your way. Sides, plenty to go around today. Watch this!"

Tosa'Rokvet swings her Starblade through a maneuver that looked almost painful even on Jerry's very plain tactical display and lights up a pair of pirate fighters who'd clearly been trying to get an angle on some of Geirr flight's gunships, which were merrily killing their pirate counter parts by the dozen.

Jerry switches back to the main tactical channel right as the first volley of capital scale plasma and laser fire goes out. While the bulk of it's aimed at the destroyer, there's plenty to share around, and a few lighters go up in balls of fire as their reactors go critical.

With her own support now guaranteed, Audacious does what a corvette interceptor does best when it's not chasing down slower prey, be it on smuggling interdiction or as a pirate. Move fast and hit like a brick. 

Incerra takes Audacious up and over the top of the engagement then dives through diagonally in an aggressive slash, disrupting targeting computers and firing solutions, possibly even breaking sensor locks as she unloads every ounce of surprisingly heavy firepower the little Jules class corvette carries into whatever target most caught her gunnery officer's ire.

Instead of spreading out the pain to scare and intimidate like a pirate, Jerry noticed that for the bigger ships at least, lighters and converted freighters, the mainstay of less successful pirates, her gunners focused their fire until the enemy vessels were reduced to scrap or were too damaged to continue fighting.

Honestly it made Jerry a bit proud of his fellow captain. She might have started life as a pirate, but she was certainly thinking like a naval officer now, and she knew how to fight her ship like the devil herself was at the conn.

The Envoy on the other hand was taking a far more cautious approach. While heavily armed and protected she was also, until recently, the primary target, and she still wasn't a true combatant craft. So her crew snuggled her up on the Crimson Tear's port side, interposing the far larger vessel's bulk between them and the enemy, then popping up to ruin someone's day with their particle cannons whenever they had enough juice in their capacitors to take a shot.

"Keep up the fire. Remember I just want that destroyer distracted and her shields focused forward!"

A message chime pops up in Jerry's mind as he continues to do his part to fight the fleet. His implant lets him multitask at the literal speed of thought.

The message is from Jaruna, waiting to act as a quick reaction force in the event of a boarding at Paladin company’s armor locker.

JA> 'Watching the telemetry. Almost enough to give a man an ego ain't it? Girl's got it bad enough to assemble one of the biggest pirate fleets I've seen in a long time in terms of sheer number of hulls... even if they're on the lighter side overall.'

JR> 'I'd appreciate it more if she wasn't trying to take me as a sex slave.'

JA> 'Maybe that's just foreplay where she's from.'

JR> 'Well she's going to learn that no means no today.'

JA> 'She gonna survive that lesson?'

JR> 'Keep an eye on the feed from the visual sensors and you'll find out, but Sharon’s pretty determined that Sparklehoof dines with her ancestors today, and who am I to argue with my brides?'

Jerry checks his watch and pulls up Wichen's course for the jump torpedoes. It was only an estimate, as the weapons were truly off on their own, and their onboard computer might divert them to a different path to their targets for any number of reasons, but they should be getting close. 

Just then, a comm signal comes in, announcing itself with a distinctive chime.

"Captain, it's from the destroyer. Seems the damn unicorn wants a word."

The word 'unicorn' is bitter in Sharon's mouth. Seems someone was about as upset about the Mrega existing as Jerry was. Especially this particular unicorn.

Jerry's first instinct was to ignore her, but something in him made him want to connect the call.

"Put her on screen."

Sparklehoof is clearly calling to gloat, the unicorn somehow managing to look as haughty as possible with a horse's face and being pastel.

"Captain Bridger, I've called to talk terms."

"Excellent. I'll only accept your unconditional surrender. Tell your ships to heave to and power down their weapons or..."

The shriek of outrage from Sparklehoof is well worth taking her call.

Jerry takes the moment of distraction to check his watch and tactical display. Then Wichen messages him with the news he'd been waiting for.

'The torpedoes are back in system, they have acquired the target and are about to make the final jump.'

"Admiral Sparklehoof, this is your last chance. Surrender or die."

Sparklehoof's eyes bug out of her skull slightly as she goes from outrage to just plain rage, her shrieking rant becoming as ear piercingly shrill as it is completely incoherent. Jerry signals Sharon, and she cuts the call.

"Sensors, do we have a visual on the destroyer?"

"Throwing it up on the main screen now, Captain."

The destroyer's actually a fairly attractive looking vessel. A slender, hawkish looking ship that bristled with weapons, communicating strength and speed in its every motion. It even looked fast. An admirable trait in both sports cars, fighter craft and warships.

It was almost a shame that they were going to turn her into a floating scrap heap, but Jerry had warned Sparklehoof.

There's a double flash of light from behind the destroyer as the two jump torpedoes drop out of light speed. There's no need to course correct. They'd done that before making their final jump. The weapons just bury themselves in their target at near relativistic speeds.

By comparison, the death of the other pirate capital ship a jump torpedo had killed under Jeremiah's command had been brutal in ways that only a weapon designed to kill warships hitting an upgunned merchant vessel could be. Against one torpedo, the destroyer probably would have held up a bit better. There'd be a recognizable shape of a warship to potentially salvage. Still one torpedo was more than sufficient to kill the destroyer.

So two didn't 'kill' the warship so much as eradicate it. The sheer kinetic energy of impact was more than enough to do lethal damage, and then the massive axiom warheads rendered the whole thing down to a field of tiny pieces, aided in their destructive work by the sympathetic detonation of the ship's power core.

Another pirate vessel running without safety interlocks, Jerry notes, idly noting to make sure Incerra had put hers back into place.

"Comm, signal the remnants of the pirate fleet. We'll take their surrender at their earliest convenience."

Before Sharon can get a message out however, the remains of the Sparklehoof pirate fleet wheels around and manages to form back up and starts barreling towards the nebula with every ounce of energy their reactors can produce, shepherded by the surviving corvettes.

"Never mind, it seems they're not done fighting today. Get Geirr squadron in there, and warm up the point defense weapons."
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Masha'Nelindra

Masha was having a very good day. Not only was she back on flight status after laying her clutch, but she was racking up a kill count that'd be worth some drinks after this, and she could actually safely drink again! She'd almost start laughing about it if she wasn't busy at the moment. Plus she wasn't flying solo anymore, and while she was fairly confident in the black, in threat saturated environments like the furball this engagement was devolving into, she certainly appreciated leading the four fighters of three flight into battle as Geirr Nine.

A sheet of energy weapons fire lances out from the Crimson Tear and hammers into a corvette, even as Audacious comes up from the ventral side and finishes it off with an anti ship missile while tearing into a flight of pirate fighters with her energy weapons.

"Three flight, stay tight on me and let's set up for another torpedo volley into the mass. Keep the triggers for your energy weapons pulled, might as well share all the light and fire the bad guys could possibly want on the way."

They'd settled for lobbing high explosives into the onrushing fleet of small craft, while making strafing attack runs, doing their best to take out any priority targets and prune the numerous fighters off of that mass to further rob it of bulk and momentum as it barreled towards the nebula the Crimson Tear was calling home.

"Any of the bad guys particularly catch your eye, Nine?" Asks Tosa'Rokvet, flying as Geirr Eleven, with Narsa'Lorish on her wing, Geirr Twelve.

"Not particularly, just let the targeting computers pick out whatever looks meanest."

"Uhm."

The slightly unsure voice of Masha's wingman, Geirr Ten, Varya'Nelkn, communicates the younger woman's lack of experience. This was her first real combat sortie after all, but she was doing splendidly for being completely green. 

"Well Ten, share with the class."

Masha quips, leading her flight around to get a good angle to dive on the swarm.

"What about some of those big ones? You know. Towards the middle? Kinda seems like the others are protecting them."

Masha frowns and checks her scopes. Sure enough there were a few larger freighters at the core of the formation, but their threat profile read as fairly low. They only had light weapons, and there weren't any obvious signs of trickery. They just appeared to be bulk cargo haulers... but they were moving to engage the Tear.

"Stick with the targets we have, the lighter and three gunships we have selected are more than enough trouble for us to need to drop them. If they get in close and manage to disrupt the Tear's shields or find a weak spot in them, they could do some serious damage."

"Copy Nine, proceeding."

Masha rolls up on a wing tip and lets out a low whistle as Audacious ducks in for another run. Captain Incerra clearly was most comfortable with hit and run tactics, fighting her corvette like it was an oversized fighter almost, ducking in and ducking out before the enemy could land a hit on her, leaving a trail of destruction in her wake. Masha grins to herself. Her flight of Starblades might be a bit smaller than a corvette interceptor, but they could do plenty of damage while they were here!

The targeting computer selects her mark, a nasty looking gunship and Masha starts to 'illuminate' it with her pulse lasers before pressing the button that would launch her plasma torpedo.

"Torpedo away!"

The other three women in her flight echo her as they continue to donate laser and plasma cannon fire to the fast moving group of smaller craft before banking away and moving clear. Somewhere behind them a flash of light as a decent sized reactor pops briefly makes the back of Masha's cockpit darken.

"Damn! What was that?"

"That was me, Nine." Varya reports, sounding a bit sheepish. "Targeting computer said the lighter I was targeting would need two torpedoes so I uh... fired three. Just to be sure."

"Heh." Masha grins. It was hard not to think of Varya like a kid sister, even at times like this. "Well nice shooting Ten. Let's not be so generous with ordinance next time. We're all pretty close to dry right? In fact. Three flight, report ordnance. Geirr Nine, winchester on missiles, one torpedo left."

"Geirr Ten, remington, only got my guns left."

"Geirr Eleven, got a super sidewinder on the wing and a torpedo."

"Geirr Twelve, winchester missiles, two torpedoes."

"Got it. Alright ladies, let's bring it into a tight formation to maximize our energy weapons firepower and get stuck back in, shall we? No sense in letting one and two flight have all the fun! Make sure to save those party favors for priority guests! No sense wasting something expensive on a light fighter."

Masha gets three acknowledgements then leads her flight up and over the 'top' of the engagement, ready to dive down into the cloud of enemy when Varya comes over the comm.

"Ten to flight... Anyone notice anything weird about the pirate formation?"

"If you can call that a formation, Ten." Sarcasm was thick in Tosa's voice, clearly unimpressed with the enemy they were facing.

"Is this about the big ships again, Ten?" 

Masha asks, now reevaluating the enemy a bit as they hang there. Varya had good instincts... was she seeing something the rest of them were missing?

"...Flight, Twelve. I think I see what Ten is seeing. This isn't a disorganized attack at all! They're escorting those cargo ships in. They're so low profile that they're clearly just along for the ride but that's not how they're being treated within the formation. All the dangerous stuff we've been hitting is dangerous, but I think the cargo vessels are the main assault ships! Look at where they are in the formation and how the formation moves around them. If we take out a gunship another one puts itself forward. Something that scans as high priority. Something we can't ignore."

Masha nods to herself slowly, pondering that for a second as she arrests the flight's dive and orbits over the melee for a moment.

"Still that's opening themselves up to massive losses to deliver their primary payload... unless...."

Masha cuts over to the direct line to the Tear's Electronic Warfare department.

"Babydoll, this is Commander Bridger."

"Hey Ma'am! Great flying today! The Starblades are super pretty to watch on the Tear's visual sensors!"

"Glad you're enjoying the show. Can you hack into the pirate's local network for me? I think something fucky's going on."

"We're idle since the last corvette went down, but I can look for a network. Wait one."

Masha switches back to her flight channel. "Girls, continue to orbit. Pick off anything juicy you can see from here, but save any remaining torpedoes... I have a hunch and I want to see if it pans out first."

Three flight barely has a chance to acknowledge before Babydoll invites herself into their frequency.

"Ladies, Gaucha was right, I've found an encrypted network! It's subtle, but it was there! Good encryption too! Strong! Especially by pirate standards!"

"Can you hack it?" Tosa asks, excitement leaking into her voice just a little at the prospect of some more exciting game on the prowl than pruning the cloud of idiots below them.

"Already done, took about ten seconds. That's nine seconds longer than your average pirate encryption for the record. Anyway, I think we've figured it out. A lot of the swarm of ships below you are drones! They've managed to spoof our sensors. A lot of the ships you're destroying are decently well armed, but they're not piloted by a living, breathing being, and they're not nearly as heavily armed as your sensors would show. I'd have to get into their systems with an engineer, but I think they've modified the type of shielding used by smugglers. Kinda clever honestly."

Masha suppresses an aggrieved sigh. "Well despite your average pirate having vacuum for brains, they can't all be stupid. Can you get around the shielding Babydoll?"

"I'll try ma'am! In the meantime I think I can track down the drone controller. I suspect it's stealthed nearby."

"Niiiice." '

Masha grins and smacks her thigh with her fist.

'Gotcha bitch.' 

"Babydoll, get the Tear to donate a torpedo or a few missiles to our friend would you? I'm going to share the news with the squadron."

A flick of the switch has Masha broadcasting to the entire squadron, and she relishes that she's about to rain on someone's parade.

"Geirr squadron, this is Nine. Be advised a lot of what we're shooting at are drones. The really big freighters in the middle of the pack with the low threat profiles need to be our priority targets! Half of what we're slagging are just ablative shielding for whatever those are."

"Squadron, this is Leader. What Nine said, I want those freighters turned into scrap! One flight, on me. We're going straight in! Two flight, keep them off our backs and set up for the next run. Three flight, you girls have CAP. Once they know the jig is up, the drones and crewed combatant craft will probably try to swarm us to protect whatever the hell is in these things."

The gunships and fighters form up before moving to their assigned positions.

"Alright ladies, let's plow the road a bit for one flight and give them something to think about that isn't the Huscarls going for the gunships!"

Masha rolls her starblade over and gently pulls the stick back to about where she wants it before rolling to keep the majority of the enemy fleet in her view screen so she doesn't have to rely on her sensors. A quick scan with both sensors and her eyes picks out a few patterns. Some of the ships are moving in far too perfect sync with each other. 

It could just be very tight formation flying... at a distance that would be impressive for top tier military pilots, never mind pirates. Or they're networked drones moving as a group. Which made them predictable in useful ways, especially when defending a point like this. So intense was her focus that she only barely heard the report of the Tear firing a torpedo as she opens a channel to Babydoll again.

"Babydoll, any pattern in how the drones move? You can analyze the footage we've got in a hurry right?"

"Uhm. One sec ma'am... let's see. I'll need a little extra juice..."

There's a brief moment of silence that feels like it drags on for eternity as they hang in the void, trying to avoid being too conspicuous to the enemy.

"They seemed to break right, but not straying too far from the freighter they were protecting."

"Gotcha."

Masha highlights the drone fighter flight on the data link to the rest of her flight with a few simple button presses.

"Listen up three flight, I'm going to make a few attacks on the pack below us. They should break right. On my mark fill the space to the right with plasma fire, they should jink right into it."

Masha gets three firm acknowledgements and lines up her sights on the lead drone before opening up with her pulse lasers, the coherent beams of light slamming against the drone's shields and eventually forcing them down thanks to her accurate shooting. In response to Masha’s shooting the drones immediately break right, just like Babydoll had predicted, immediately getting hit with a salvo of plasma and then being finished off by a fusillade of laser fire from three flight.

"Nice shooting ladies. Let's keep up the pressure... looks like Leader's starting his attack run."

Sure enough Tyler and the Huscarls of one flight come up from 'below' relative to most of the enemy craft with a vengeance, their heavier weapons scything through the formation in a brilliant series of explosions. Masha swears she can hear the sounds of the 40mm autocannons firing as one of the freighters goes up in a truly massive detonation.

Then, suddenly as one flight comes out the other side of the formation and wings around to join up with Masha's three flight, the behavior of the drone swarm changes. Instead of an orderly mass of combatant craft they erupt into a wild hive of activity!

"Raven to Geirr squadron, looks like that torpedo we just launched found and killed the drone controller, the drones are reverting to standard combat programming now."

"Did we just manage to make everything worse somehow?" The exasperation is thick in Tyler's voice.

"Yes and no Geirr leader. Keep an eye on your screens. The Tear is going to start engaging with laser weapons. Slag whatever you can reach, but the focus is still those freighters!"

Easier said than done. Turning into the fur ball was pushing into an absolute chaotic nightmare of moving spacecraft. While the drones were still somewhat predictable in relation to each other, the pirate pilots left seemed to figure they'd been made and were still working to use the drones for cover and ablative shielding to make their own attacks and do their best to keep the Undaunted clear of the freighters. 

Not that keeping Geirr Squadron clear was their only worry. The side of the swarm nearest the Tear erupts in a series of explosions as the Tear's laser cannons, mistressfully handled by the Tear's gunnery department and Wichen Bridger, lashes out in sheets of coherent light, withering the pirate fleet and forcing the freighters to maneuver, leaving them open to further attack.

The flight sticks together with barely a word from Masha. They were meshing well. Their constant training was paying off. Masha highlights another of the freighters. It was a big sucker, that was for sure.

"Every ounce of ordnance you have left ladies! I want that thing out of my sky! On my mark!"

The formation wheels around and drops a few drones between them and the freighter as Masha eyes her sensors, waiting for the line her targeting computer said was the optimal launch range. Closer... closer...

"Three. Two. One. Mark!"

Three torpedoes and a super sidewinder missile burst into the void from their launchers and rail respectively. The super sidewinder's heat seeker gets side tracked almost immediately and kills a pirate heavy fighter, but the torpedoes fly straight and true, smashing another of the pirate freighters into unrecognizable slag.

 Still the pirates drove on. Clearly they had some sort of tactic, they wouldn't just be doing this for fun after all, but Masha simply could not figure it out!

Another pass in close however as the Tear's sensor signature looms ever closer however... solves the mystery. The freighter isn't a freighter. It's a ship with a freighter built around it. A disguise. A disguise it sheds by opening what look to be heavily armored panels, revealing what could only be launch tubes for boarding torpedoes... and some other kind of launcher that was far smaller that Masha couldn't recognize. Each surface appeared to be made out of little balls of some kind. Almost like a... claymore.

Masha's blood runs cold as she remembers learning about the human anti-personnel mine.

"Geirr squadron, break off! Break off! Get clear of the freighters!"

They just barely make it clear before the space around the freighters was fills with lethal shrapnel, mulching drones and manned pirate fighters by the dozens. Masha automatically notes the damage reports coming in from the other parts of Geirr flight, thanking the goddess's shell she wasn't hearing reports of half the squadron being splashed instead.

With the space around them clear however, the pirate assault ships launch what appears to be a never ending barrage of boarding torpedoes. Masha's heart falls and the bottom drops out of her stomach, even as the Tear's main battery slags two of the assault ships mid way through their firing sequence. Whatever they did, however many they got... There were too many of them.

The pirates were going to board the Crimson Tear.
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Dar'Vok

"Vampire, vampire, vampire! All hands stand to and repel boarders in module one and three! Repeat, enemy troops have boarded the ship in modules one, and three. All elevators and airlock doors have been locked down. Internal security protocol Uniform Sierra Seven is in effect."

Dar'Vok hurriedly finishes strapping on her new armor as she tries to remember what uniform sierra seven meant. She seals her helmet and takes a slow, calming breath as the HUD starts to integrate as the armor's systems come to life.

"Right. Uniform sierra seven. All doors and elevators can only be accessed via the uniform sierra seven security code. Which... should be in my access key directory in my implant. Not that I need to go anywhere... I'm right where I need to be. Right, Hel?"

The she wolf gives an approving bark as Dar'Vok lingers over weapon selection. They were up close and personal today... and she wasn't leaving the Den, except maybe to stand right outside. She takes up her Great White Shark and belts on two bandoleers of shotgun ammunition as she loads the weapon and ensures she's got one of the High Explosive, Dual Purpose, rounds in the chamber. She'd prefer not to fight today, but she was going to damn sure she'd make a statement at the start if that's what it took. No personal glory, save every member of the Bridger clan being alive on the other side of this mess.

That's what being a retainer is. What being a knight meant.

Dar'Vok moves upstairs and through the second set of double doors that marks the atrium after locking down the access to the quarters she shared with Lady Eymali's apprentices and with the elder Bridger daughters. She was alone at the moment. The Cannidor girls' battle station was with the Power Armor Company at their arms locker. 




Neysihen and Purisha were in the middle of the Commando course, and were goddess only knew where. Walking down the halls reveals she's far from the only line of defense for the Den though. Beyond the numerous automated defenses that were now active, the handmaidens were prowling the corridor, looking more than ready for a fight.

She'd suspected they were more than just simple servants, things were never just as they appeared with the Imperial household after all, but the look on Nar'Salis' face could have cowed a battle princess.

"Lady Nar'Salis, do you require any assistance?"

"I'm hardly a lady Dar'Vok, and no, save for dealing with Fenrir. He's extremely agitated. Probably wants to get to Prince Jeremiah. I think he prowled down to the other end of the hall just now. Everyone else is buttoned up. Most of the Bridger women were out on their daily business. The ladies who were present are in the nursery looking after the wee ones and Ms. Cindy, or manning the central defense control system."

"The nannies are with them in the nursery?"

"And ready to fight to the death for their charges, yes."

"I would have thought nothing else of nannies in the imperial service."

"Smart girl. You really were wasted with that cretin of a countess. What will you do? You're the senior defender here, so nominally you're in charge until the princess, prince, one of the combatant ladies of the house, or one of your seniors joins us."

Dar'Vok almost stops dead. She was... in charge? The old her would have flinched. She knew it. Would have panicked. The new Dar'Vok... also wants to panic, but she can do that after the work is done.

"I'll take Fenrir and Hel and guard the corridors. There's two turrets outside the vestibule, and Lady Jaruna and the elder daughters will likely be coming this way. While we could just hunker down, I would rather not give them a chance to interact with the door at all. So I shall face any enemy combatants in the halls."

"Alone?"

"With Hel and Fenrir, I am not alone... even if I was. That is my duty, and I shall fulfill it."

Nar'Salis gives Dar'Vok an appraising look, then smiles.

"Oh yes. Now I see what my mistress saw in you. What so impressed Princess Miri'Tok. Go then. We'll seal the doors behind you... and be ready to avenge you if you fall."

Dar'Vok nods, then turns before calling out; "Fenrir! Come!"

The massive wolf dog barrels down the corridor, coming to a stop by Dar'Vok's side.

"I know you want to go find his highness, but we need your help to defend the Den. Do you understand?"

Fenrir nods, and lets out a bark that certainly sounded like an affirmative response. It made Dar'Vok question again just how smart the dire wolves actually were, but that was a consideration for later, after the sword storm abated.

After her freshly reforged metal was tested in battle.

Dar'Vok wastes no time getting into position. The door to the den seals behind her with a final metallic whine as the emergency interlocks locked into place. There would be no penetrating the Den without the kind of firepower that even a Cannidor would be hard pressed to carry.

Another gentle whine of servos announces the turrets lowering into position from their alcoves, a targeting laser marking their point of aim out to their allied forces as they begin to scan for hostile targets.

With a wolf to either side of her, a weapon in her hands, and the turrets to assist her Dar'Vok settles in to wait. With any luck, today would be a boring day. She was ready for conflict, but she liked to think she'd matured enough to not welcome conflict. Conflict meant her charges were at risk. She was here to minimize the risk of those who relied on her. If that meant maximizing risks for the enemy, then that's how it would have to go.

Still, for all of Dar'Vok's desire to be left in peace, that simply wasn't to be. Fenrir and Hel’s ears perk up, their hackles raise and the siblings share a low, syllabant growl as their lips curl, revealing the entirety of their sharp, gleaming teeth.

“Easy… easy Hel. Fenrir. Wait.”

Dar’Vok settles herself and pushes a little axiom to enhance her senses…

"Hey, look at the wall! Directions! Hah! Jackpot girls, we found the VIP quarters! And the... Den? What's a den?"

"Ain't it a place where little critters live?"

"What's one of those doing on a starship?"

"Can it you idiots, it don't matter what it is. Move up. Let's try to get some loot and hostages so we can get out of here in one piece and preferably a bit more wealthy after that shit show with the fleet."

Dar'Vok shifts position as one with the wolves, their fangs bared as they watch the corner that leads further up the module. Clearly they hadn't managed to penetrate the VIP hangar that sheltered the Bridger family's personal light spacecraft. 

No they'd landed further up and likely gotten turned around trying to rendezvous with other groups of pirates. Dar'Vok considers the amount of troops in your average boarding pod for a moment as she switches her shotgun to her off hand and pulls a grenade from her belt.

A quick blink with her new implant has her connecting into the ship's internal security systems with all the effort of taking a breath, and suddenly she's looking at a very large group of at least forty pirates moving down the halls with admirable caution. They were checking corners, and generally acting like they'd trained for something more than literally taking candy from babies. One of them even noticed the camera and shot the lens, blinding Dar'Vok and forcing her out of the system.

Still. She'd seen enough. Target confirmed. A ping of her IFF system shows no friendlies at risk. She shuts down her comms outside of the family circuit and the local tacnet. She needed to focus, idle radio chatter not explicitly to her could prove to be a lethal distraction. 

She takes another long, slow breath, centering herself for a few heart beats. Then she winds up like a pitcher in a human sport she'd been watching recently and lobs the frag grenade with all her might, bouncing the weapon around the corner at surprising speed. 

There's a shout of surprise followed by a muffled detonation and a chorus of cries of pain. Human fragmentation grenades were nasty. Dar'Vok could sympathize, but they were pirates. Pirates with the explicit goal of kidnapping her lord!

She takes a deep breath and focuses deep, channeling rage and hate into her internal furnace before she uses the custom port on the front of her helmet to breath out a soft ball sized orb of warfire. Green. Tinged with blue. Good. Not satisfactory. 

Now that she knew she could do green flames. She wanted pure green fire. She might not ever be an imperial battle princess, to avoid leaving her lord's service, but she'd prove herself worthy of a crown all the same.

Boots slam into deck plates as the pirates race forward, with the first woman to come around the corner catching the ball of warfire to the gut and literally getting knocked out of her shoes and into the nearest bulkhead, where she slumps to the ground with a pained groan.

"Next."

Dar'Vok murmurs to herself as she lifts her shotgun and taps the magazine disconnect. She had range to work with. No sense in not playing with her new toys.

The first high explosive round detonates in the face of a Horchka who was missing a tusk, the wave of shrapnel putting another two close by pirates on the ground. The second one went square into the center of a cockpit of a fast moving mech suit, the round's explosive fury leaving a crater in the front of the walker and seeing the extremely lucky pirate scrambling to escape her now burning cockpit. 

Dar'Vok lets her run. There wasn't any escape for this scum. Not without a prompt and enthusiastic surrender.

Another round of HEDP lashes out and drops another mech suit, the cockpit completely destroyed as the bulk of the mob rounds the corner and Dar'Vok's world erupts in laser and plasma fire. Her armor and shields hold up admirably as she disengages the magazine disconnector and sends a hail of lead down range, the massive 40mm buckshot rounds doing serious damage to whatever it found an unprotected spot on.

The buckshot she was using was an experimental new composition, sintered with trytite among other things and it proved what the lab jockeys had hoped, that it was quite adept at ripping through shields, be they technologically or personally generated.

The laser repeater turrets join the party, beams of coherent light lancing out and adding a festive red glow to the chaos and carnage as the pirates charge closer.

"Come on you whore daughters, there's just one of her and some shitty turrets! Move your rumps!"

Dar’Vok can almost feel a warm, giddy sensation at the pirate officer’s words. She was being underestimated. Not only was she not alone, even if she had been, she’d still have been more than a match for this rabble. To suggest otherwise was insulting, and any other Apuk warrior maiden would have been deeply offended. Dar’Vok though, knew only joy. Because she was about to make whatever idiot had said that eat those words in the most literal way possible.

It was going to be very satisfying.

She looks down at her two companions, still waiting with increasing amounts of agitation.

“Did you two hear that? They said I was alone. I don’t think they’re being very polite to you. What do you think?”

Fenrir barks in response, and Hel merely continues to growl, her focus entirely on the direction of the threat. Dar’Vok grins to herself again.

"I can’t steal all the glory for myself can I? Hel, Fenrir. Sic'em."

The two dire wolves surge forward eagerly as Dar'Vok sends her last two rounds of buck in her magazine down range and quickly reloads before advancing herself, firing all the way. Another mag and a stack of pirates hit the floor as the Fenrir and Hel pounce the leading pirates, seemingly flowing around their melee attacks to plant their massive fangs into enemy flesh, yanking their heads back and shaking to tear meat from their targets with savage ferocity.

Armor, bone, nothing seems to stop the dire wolves’ axiom enhanced fangs. Fenrir disarms one pirate in the most brutal way possible, leaving the woman incapacitated to say the least, even as she slaps a limited stasis patch on the stump where her limb used to be and divests herself of any weapons, crawling away from the mighty wolves with a look of terror plastered on her face as she desperately seeks a way to survive.

For a moment, Dar’Vok is back in the room with the Countess of Vynn, the Countess's hand constricting Dar'Vok's throat as Fenrir hurtles through the air, his jaws spreading out like a monster of legend to seek the Countess’s life blood. She’d been scared then. 

This time… she was respectful of just how dangerous the dire wolves could be when they wanted to. Dar'Vok swears she can hear the blood splattering on the floor even over the din of battle as the lupine siblings attack again, each moving in such a way as to distract their intended victims from each other as they reap their bloody toll on the pirates with the help of the Den's defenses.

A few pirates break and run, only to race right back around the corner and into the crossfire of Dar'Vok and the turrets as a terrifying roar echoes down the hallway, seemingly reverberating Dar’Vok’s very bones, armor or no armor. Only one individual on the entire ship could roar like that, and the sound of heavily armored boots galloping down the hall confirms the arrival of Lady Jaruna and the elder Bridger daughters in the finest Cannidor fashion. On they come, barreling through the pirate lines like a maglev train hitting livestock at full speed, sending the lucky flying and crushing the unlucky under foot.

Coming up in the wake of the four familiar Cannidor is a fifth power armored figure with some striking purple hues on her armor, which made her the Crimsonhewer, Lursa. A close friend of Joan and the girls that Dar'Vok hadn't had the chance to meet yet. She proved no less gifted in the arts of destruction as her blade sisters, dealing with her portion of the pirates with trademark Crimsonhewer ruthlessness, her mighty melee weapon giving her some new arcs of red blood to paint on her armor after this battle was over in the tradition of the Crimsonhewer warrior sisterhood.

It was a barbaric practice to be sure... but Dar'Vok couldn't help but appreciate the custom in that moment as Lursa's chain blade tore through another pirate who'd been foolish enough to try and resist the force of nature that was Cannidor shock troopers.

A random thought struck Dar'Vok that had her briefly wonder if Lursa'Tor had met the Cannidor she shared a name with, and what Lursa'Tor thought of the other Lursa. Considering the sheer breadth of difference between a counselor and a Cannidor warrior, Dar'Vok couldn't help but be wildly curious about what such a meeting would entail, even as she pumps another round of buckshot into a Platen with a pair of plasma cannons.

By the time the two groups come to a halt, everyone's looking a bit more like a Crimsonhewer today, with several colors of blood sprayed across everyone's armor or fur respectively.

The monolith of steel and muscle that can only be Lady Jaruna surveys the scene for a moment before popping her face plate and giving Dar'Vok a toothy grin.

"Hey, not a bad bit of work, new girl. Guess I didn't have to be in an all fired rush to get back to the Den."

"We told you mother, Dar'Vok's a good hand in a fight." Joan says from Jaruna’s elbow, scanning the area carefully for more targets.

"I'll say!" Lursa lets out a whistle and points at one of the pirates Dar'Vok had hit with an HEDP round from her Great White Shark. "I don't know what did that to this bitch, but I want some."

Boudicca peers over. "HEDP?"

Dar'Vok nods. "Yes. I have field tested it. It performed admirably as you can see. Though it is a bit limited. Not nearly as much of a party favor for groups of even light infantry as I'd hoped. Perhaps another round is in order? A larger, faster payload optimized for air burst perhaps? Surely the action of the Great White Shark can take even higher pressures."

"Hmmmm. Maybe. I'll have to talk to Mother Wichen. How was the performance on armor?"

"Have a look at the mech suits. I'd say it's excellent."

Joan looks down at Fenrir and Hel.

"Looks like the Pups did good too. Gonna need to give em a bath to get all that blood off their muzzles and out of their ruffs."

"No different than us having to wash our armor at the end of the day in the end." Jaruna notes. "Alright girls. I'm going to stay here and play goal keeper. I'm still pregnant so moving around too much ain't ideal, but I can basically be an oversized turret. I want you five and the mutts to go do a little pirate hunting. Make sure this sector of module one is entirely secure at least. Dar'Vok, be prepared to move to help the navy cops and Marine MPs out. They're putting dog teams to work clearing sections again, but it might take a hot second, and I figure you and Hel could offer your services."

"Gladly. Once the immediate vicinity of the Den is secure of course."

"Of course. Get to it girls... and nice work today. Not often the entertainment comes to us! So I'm glad we proved we're such excellent hostesses."
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Jerry

Six hours of clean up sees Jerry back in the den, alone with Sylindra in the master bedroom. He's freshly showered and still trying to come down from the events of what had become a very busy day. 

They'd be sorting through the wreckage for a while, and the courier that had arrived aboard the USFS Envoy had already demanded an emergency meeting for the next working day, so it seemed that whatever was happening, it wouldn't be letting up any time soon.  

"So everyone's fine?" 

Syl asks, quietly combing her long red hair. She'd invoked senior wife's privilege to get Jerry alone for the night for some reason, but so far it had just been a detailed informal debrief of the events of the day once they'd seen to the children and gotten everyone calmed down. 

"More than fine really. I was a bit worried about module three when pirate boarding torpedoes landed there, but I should have been more worried about the pirates."

"Oh? What happened?"

"Well the population of module three is mostly Apuk... so an informal citizen's militia formed itself together under the direction of Nara'Sarkin and some of the older women... small groups defended each major hab block and barracks, another group defended little Serbow proper, and the veterans were formed into hunter killer groups with the actual Marines and naval troops assigned to the module who either went looking for trouble proactively or were kept on standby to react as soon as calls for help came. Apparently some of the single Apuk girls made it a contest to see who could bag the most pirates. The rumor was that the top five would earn dates with one of the community leader's husbands." 

Syl's eyes widen as she considers the situation a little bit. "Goodness. I almost feel bad for the pirates. Apuk are enthusiastic enough about fighting normally!"

"Yeah, that was my reaction too honestly. Not quite enough to actually feel bad for the whore spawn, but still."

Syl rises and slips behind a changing screen on the far side of the room. Each bride had a drawer behind that screen with some intimate apparel and a night gown or two, along with an emergency change of clothes in case they woke up late and needed to be on the move immediately without stopping at their own chambers to dress for the day. 

"So." She begins, her tone indicating she was lethally serious about the forthcoming subject. "About this suitor of yours."

"The late admiral Sparklehoof?"

"Is it confirmed she's dead?"

Jerry shrugs, forgetting Syl can't see him for a moment. 

"As confirmed as it can be for space combat. We splashed both of her most important vessels, she was almost certainly on one of those. Gods only knows where she managed to get her hooves on a full on destroyer like that! Then that stealth drone controller ship was an interesting vessel too from the wreckage. Past that, we recovered all the escape pods, and it doesn't appear any pirates managed to flee the system once their plan fell apart. No sign of a crazed Mrega."

"I see. Good. I'm glad she's dead."

"Me too. She was always a rather disturbing correspondent so her fire being sent out of the universe certainly isn't anything I'm going to-"

Jerry looks over his shoulder as he hears Syl emerge from behind the screen and his voice immediately catches. It doesn't take a genius to figure out what Syl's after tonight. The room heats up as he drinks in his lovely bride and she begins to pose a little, to make sure she's got his undivided attention to begin the night to come. 

"I find myself needing to... mark my territory shall we say. Get my scent on you nice and thick. Not that it would have stopped that Mrega whore but I want to put everyone else in the whole damn galaxy on notice."

The possessive note in Syl's voice was almost as shiver inducing as her outfit. Instead of the night gown he'd expected, Syl had slipped into a sensuous set of black lingerie that seemed like stellar inspiration to start working on a second litter if that's what she was after. At least, what he could see of it. Her tail was wrapped around her waist, keeping her panties out of view, clearly encouraging him to appreciate the rest of her outfit first.

Thigh high stockings that were just on the side of too tight, her curves spilling slightly over the top in a drool inducing way. Similarly, her chest was barely contained by the tiny little bra that was presenting her glorious mounds as a true feast for the eyes. 

A little twirl shows off her plush, fluffy tail... and a favorite of Jerry's, the view of her chest from behind. That most of his brides had chests that could literally be enjoyed from all angles was something he really needed to offer prayers of thanks to the gods for more often. 

Long black silk opera gloves nearly went out to Syl's shoulders, another delectable point of contrast with her fiery red hair. Finally, she lets her tail sweep to the side, letting him appreciate the skimpy straps of her thong as it vanishes between her full cheeks and over the curve of her hips.

Another dainty little spin, performing more than the confident Syl ever usually felt the need to, he gets a proper eyeful of her underwear selection for the evening. Instead of skimpy lace as was Syl's custom and Jerry's preference, she'd selected a strand of beads, which flossed her blushing sex beautifully. He was getting a very good view of just how aroused Syl was. How strongly she desired him.

"This isn't just about the Mrega is it?"

"No, darling."

Syl purrs as she begins to prowl across the room, working her hips and her tight core like a belly dancer as she pours her sensuality into every movement her body could make, accentuating the swing of her hips and the curve of her stomach with wags of her tail. 

Jerry was weak to everything on Syl's body. She knew how to play him like a musical instrument, but his fascination with a nice fuzzy tail was something Syl of all his wives had learned to exploit with ruthless efficiency.

"This is about you, and me. This is about me listening to you issue commands during battle. It was a bit odd, the first time I really saw you as an officer and a warrior... but I've come to deeply appreciate your 'master and commander' routine, as Sharon and Diana put it. A lot of the girls do obviously. There'd be a small group in here to 'savor' victory with you, I have no doubt, but sometimes, I want to be selfish. Just like I encourage the girls to be selfish occasionally."

"I want to indulge you all in being selfish. Whenever you please."

"Which is all the more reason for us to be moderate in our basking in that particular luxury."

Syl finishes slinking across the floor before reaching up and undoing the front clasp of her bra, freeing her breasts to Jerry's hungry eyes. The heft, the size, her very, very stiff and delectably pink nipples. Truly mouthwatering, even if motherhood had slimmed her down a bit in the way of the galaxy.

"Mhmm, I do love how easy it is to please you. A little lingerie goes a long way... or I can just flash you the girls and you're eating out of my hand. They're getting a bit more full again you know."

"I can tell. Time to work on the second litter you think?"

"No darling, not yet. I want to wait till I'm done with gene therapy, and until our first litter is a bit older. I want to make the next batch with you the all natural way. With the only 'intervention' required being you pummeling me with your hips until you breed me like some sort of base animal."

"Been thinking about that a bit have you?"

"Let me show you."

A snap of Syl's fingers finds Jerry's clothes deposited on the floor.

"Learning tricks from Diana, eh?"

"Just a few, I have plenty of my own tricks to show you though."

Syl leans in close, radiating warmth and desire, her breath hot on Jerry's ear as her tongue slips out of her mouth and gently traces the edge before she gives him a delicate nibble, distracting Jerry for a second before a silk clad hand wraps around his growing hard on.

"Oooh. I think it likes me."

"If that's in question, I question your short term memory retention considering what we got up to this mornin- Nnnh."

A long stroke of a silk clad hand shuts Jerry up with a shudder as Syl begins to work him over, silk clad hands alternating between pampering his body while the other strokes his cock, pre staining the silk as she strokes his need up into a raging fire that would have done the wedding bonfire back on Serbow proud.

"Mhmm. I love getting you all worked up. Taking control for a little bit. Even if I do want you to put me on my back and fuck me into a puddle... and feeling you throb in my hand as I stroke you. If I wasn't leaking from earlier I'd be tempted to milk a load out onto my breasts and into my mouth just like this... but my other mouth needs a creamy meal. Because I want that second litter darling. I want to round with your children again so very badly... but practice makes perfect, and I want our next litter to be as perfect as our first."

Syl leans in to lick and kiss Jerry's neck before delivering a few gentle bites, with just enough pressure to make his hips leap a bit, shoving himself more firmly against Syl's gloved hand. Clearly satisfied, Syl licks her lips slowly before straddling Jerry's lap, easily slipping into position to lower herself onto her husband's towering hard on.

"So stiff for me. You really know how to make a girl feel wanted. Even when you're letting me be in charge."

Jerry can feel Syl's heat as she brings herself ever closer, teasing her husband just a little bit before guiding him inside her, flexing around his tip before taking him deeper and deeper. 

He can feel her body spreading around him, the sensation of her sex flexing and tensing as pleasure starts to arc through Syl's body. His hands find their way to Syl's waist, guiding her down gently as she works her way down, savoring inch after inch. He lets her. She'd started her desire, but a little patience, a little time... would season the meal.

By the time she settles into his lap, they're both panting softly, and Syl can only let out a wordless groan of need to communicate that it's time to move on to the next stage in the evening's activities, and the matriarch of the Bridger clan promptly finds herself pressed firmly against her husband by his strong arms, as he rolls her onto her back, and starts to thrust without skipping a beat.

Long, deep, slow thrusts, teasing Syl's interior as her nails dig into Jerry's back, making him arch slightly as her tail starts to limply thrash between his legs. Syl beneath him was a vision of sexuality and beauty that he wouldn't be able to describe adequately if he spoke a dozen more languages. 

Her hair fanned out across the bed like a flaming halo, her voice rising and falling with each thrust, her eyes burning with a passion that burned like supernova.

Jerry prided himself on the love he shared with his other wives. The care and individual attention he made sure they received... but in the end there was only one Sylindra Bridger and he was bound with her in heart and soul in ways that frightened him sometimes. 

She was in his heart, in his mind, in his very DNA. Their souls had mingled to the point that Jerry wasn't quite sure they were entirely distinct beings anymore. They were one in ways that simply couldn't be repeated with another. 

Big or small. New wife or stalwart 'veteran' who'd been there from the beginning, no one was Sylindra save Syl herself. She wasn't his one true love. He loved the other girls just as truly after all... but if Jerry allowed himself to accept the concept of a soul mate, of being a matched, destined pair from before they'd even been born... then the only possibility was Syl, and reveling in that special love with his first among equals felt like dancing through star light with her.

She wasn't a warrior, but she was no less fierce than Aqi or Jaruna. She was, however, a warrior's wife born. She kept the household and managed the family's holdings with an iron fist and a steady arm. Her mind is bright, sharp, and level. He could easily see her as a fierce bride of the North back on Earth, sending him off to the raiding season while she saw to their family hold and their children over the summer. The only thing that equaled her brilliant mind in Jerry's eyes was something only he, in all the galaxy, knew the full extent of.

His vixen's passionate heart.

How she could be when she let her hair down, threw away her responsibilities and troubles, and became a creature of pure love and joy in her husband's passionate embrace. This secret side of Syl was just one more thing to love about her after all, even as he thrusts into her depths like he's doing his best to impregnate her tonight.

Again and again he thrusts into her quivering flesh as her body clenches around him. Her legs wrap around his waist, her arms have been around his neck since he put her on her back. Their tongues dance and tangle, her impressive brush of a tail starts to spasm with another orgasm she groans into her beloved spouse's mouth, finally finding enough breath to beg;

"C-cum for me. Breed me. Fill me. Give me more of your children. I'm burning up for it! Cum for me darling!"

Jerry's well past civilized responses. He simply grunts his assent, chokes up his position a bit, rolling Syl's hips up just slightly and really gets to work, pounding her as he chases his own orgasm with relentless determination. Harder. Faster. Short, quick strokes, staying as deep as possible while still hitting Syl's sensitive spots to the best of his ability.

His own back arches as she bites down on his shoulder to silence the shriek of another orgasm as her lower back arches in a way he never ceased to find appealing. Again and again, the heat between them practically erases the distinctions between the lovers before at last, with a mutual orgasm that leaves them both collapsed in each other's embrace, desperately trying to catch their breaths.

He recovers first. Well. Recover was a strong word. He gets enough of his senses back to start crawling up the bed first. he wraps an arm around Syl and pulls her with him, effortlessly dragging his bride along the silk sheets to get their heads comfortably on the pillows as he slides pulls her into his arms, stroking her back with all the loving affection he can muster.

All was right in his universe. Whatever came tomorrow. Whatever came next. This little moment of paradise in Sylindra's arms was a memory that could keep him warm in the vacuum of space.

"I love you, Syl."

"I love you too, my big, strong man."
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The harmony of the night before couldn't last however, and Jerry finds himself chairing a meeting with the entire military portion of his command team; the civilian portion of the staff had been specifically excluded, except for Syl. Something that, for a meeting with a diplomat, made Jerry find the whole thing instantly suspicious.

That was the trouble with diplomatic corps types. Much like intelligence dweebs, you could never be entirely sure what they were up to.

Jerry suppresses a smile. Then again, you could never be entirely sure what operators were up to either, could you?

Across the table, the USFS Envoy's cargo, a neatly appointed Tret woman by the name of Mirona Doreen, who'd introduced herself as the chief of mission, but had not specified exactly to what or to whom she was chief of mission for, and her counterpart, and from the matching rings they were wearing, husband, a human intelligence officer. 

He'd introduced himself as Commander Geoffrey Craig. A man of pale complexion, blonde hair, and slightly unnerving blue eyes.

With everyone present, and the door sealed, Mirona, much to Jerry's surprise, rises to begin the presentation.

"Gentlemen, ladies, may I first thank you for your timely rescue yesterday from that dreadful pirate."

Mirona had the clear look of a woman who was perfectly happy exploring the great indoors, and was just as happy never leaving civilized space, thank you very much. Not that Jerry doubted her capability, but she was about as equipped for real warfare as your average Marine was equipped for the kind of battle that Mirona excelled at.

"Now that the issue has been dealt with, we can proceed with our mission. We have new orders for you, Captain Bridger, and for the Crimson Tear. This is something of a diplomatic and military emergency and after your actions at Teal Paradise, you personally have been requested to intervene."

Jerry raises an eyebrow, she'd managed to pique his curiosity and tell him nothing at the same time.

"Madame, I'll have to ask you to be more specific. What's the situation, and what are our orders?"

The holo projector at the center of the conference table powers up, and displays what appeared to be Teal Paradise... but more built up, with two more rogue moons stapled on for good measure. There wasn't a reference for scale available, but it was clear it was an absolutely colossal deep space station.

"This is the Synth Ascendancy station known as The Pillars of Ascension. The three moons that make up the station have their own names, but predominantly only make sense in a computer language. I lack the hardware, technological in this case, to either understand or speak. They are incredibly concise chunks of the core values of the Synth Ascendancy's core tenants however. Chaplain Danzia would likely be the woman to talk to on the subject, and I suspect you'll be working with her quite a bit over this matter."

The hologram switches to a bust of a Nagasha synth woman with some rather impressive and extremely ornate trappings and jewelry.

"This is Canoness Malenia. She is the current ruler of the station, and is the senior Synth Ascendancy leader in this part of the galaxy. Her constituents are at least in the billions and possibly the trillions. Let us be clear. Her power is very much temporal as much as it might be of any spiritual nature. She is a monarch of the church with over a thousand years of rule... and that's only counting her time since her full ascension. Records are scarce as they were intentionally purged, but by all accounts she was a very powerful woman before she underwent the process to become a full synth."

Jerry nods, letting the context play across his mind for a second.

"All well and good, but you haven't told us the mission yet."

"Well for my part Captain, the mission is to establish formal diplomatic relations with the Synth Ascendancy, at least the church in this part of the galaxy, something Canoness Malenia seems to be quite eager to do. However, they have also requested our help with two matters, both of which are apparently rather delicate."

"I believe that's my cue to take over."

Geoffrey stands and takes the floor from his spouse.

"Captain, we have precious little information on the situation on the Pillars of Ascension, one subject the apostolic nuncio who contacted us on Centris had no information about in the slightest, save that it was sensitive, involved the Undaunted, and they felt the crew of the Crimson Tear could resolve it safely for all parties involved over any other Undaunted group. The nuncio could not elaborate. Infuriating vagueness aside, the other situation is... a bit more understandable, and likely familiar to a man of your skills. The Pillars of Ascension have been suffering a spree of terrorist attacks."

The holo unit begins to show images of bombings and other attacks. A small shuttle rammed into a Synth Ascendancy temple, rubble where a building had once been. Evidence of a violent depressurization in a work area that had been damaged rather significantly by its exposure to vacuum. The images rolled on, before returning to the first bombing, the destruction of a public charging station during a quiet period. Something that struck Jerry as a not quite dry run. The terrorists had been testing their explosives and likely testing the reaction time of the station's security forces.

"Casualties have been miraculously light so far, but the death toll and property damage bill is adding up quickly. The SA security forces, the paladins, have managed to stop two attacks. One of them involved stealing a large vessel in port and ramming it into the station. I'm sure I don't need to explain how catastrophic that could be, even for a mostly Synth population."

The view shifts and begins moving through a series of notes, some handwritten, some electronic, that even a brief glance revealed to be predominantly parts of a manifesto against Synths and those who supported Synths.

"All of this is allegedly in retaliation for a series of attacks made by a faction of synthetic extremists known as skin or flesh haters. They have no relation to the Synth Ascendancy that we've managed to dig up, but the SA church is easily the biggest target in this sector, and much easier to find than a cult of flesh haters, who are, generally speaking, outcasts in Synth society in their more extreme forms. While the paladins have had some successes in countering the enemy, they're no closer to capturing or killing any of the enemy. The terrorists have proved to be rather wily, wily enough that the SA needs help. Help they think you're the perfect man to provide."

"...Plus if I do it, it'll almost certainly nail us a treaty."

"An enthusiastic treaty at that, which will probably include favorable terms for purchasing synth mined raw materials and synth produced goods from this sector. We believe a strong treaty and trade agreement with this Synth Ascendancy sector could greatly speed up some of our terraforming efforts, and assist our various projects to get more humans Out of Cruel Space significantly."

Ghorza leans in a bit. "So what's the actual mission?"

"Captain Bridger will infiltrate the station by a method and means of your preference with a team of commandos and other specialists.”

“Hell, count me in on that!” Ghorza chuckles, clearly itching to get back into the field.

“I was actually going to suggest your involvement as it happens, so you’ll have no complaints from us. Considering Colonel Bridger's background, we'd suggest going in as a small mercenary company. Many such groups operate out of the Pillars, taking contracts predominantly from SA communities in the local area. They're generally not believers themselves, save in the almighty credit, but the church pays quite well for its 'security contractors'. You'll then hunt down and at least chase off, if not neutralize these terrorists. You'll have a local contact, a private investigator by the name of Nadiri Shadowhisper."

"Shadowhisper, eh? Sounds Shallaxian." Ghorza grunts, clearly deep in thought as she considers the mission from every angle.

"Good ear, Colonel, Ms. Shadowhisper is indeed a Shallax. A rather rare species, I don't believe any branch, unit or member of the Undaunted has formally met a Shallaxian."

"Why would the boys be special? Like you said, Shallax are about as rare as a tuskless Horchka." Ghorza cracks her knuckles a bit. "Alright. Sounds simple enough, Jerry and I will get a little merc crew together and we'll land on the station aboard Old One Eye. We'll conceal power armor, heavy weapons and maybe a few infiltrators from JSOC in the smuggling compartments on Old One Eye. We put Jerry in some sort of disguise so it's not clear he's human so he can lead us fearlessly without compromising us immediately..."

Diana raises two fingers. "I have just the thing for him too. It’ll mix well with armor without issue. Done right it should be fairly intimidating."

"Always a bonus for a mercenary. Especially a man among mercenaries. Though with all the bad bitches around, you shouldn't have anyone try to get too chummy with you. We'll have to figure out who else to bring..."

"That can wait for now though." Jerry says, stepping in and taking control. "There's an important question to ask first, and I suspect it's why Syl was invited...." 

Jerry turns to his first wife, and doesn't manage to ask her to step out of the room with him before she starts to talk.

"I know what you're going to ask. You're going to give me a chance to veto a dangerous mission. While I appreciate it my darling, it is an order, and you're going with a group, including some of my dear sisters. I don't like it, but all my complaints have been answered. All I ask is that you be safe, and you come home to us. All of you."

Syl glances around, roping in Ghorza and Diana by eye.

Jerry shrugs, and leans in to give Syl a tender kiss before resettling himself and looking over at Commander Craig.

"Well since the real boss around here has okayed me going out to play... Anything else to brief us on? What about the diplomatic half of the mission since I'll be indisposed? Or that second sensitive task?"

Mirona coughs into her fist politely for attention. 

"I'll be handling the diplomacy and whatever the initial stages of the second sensitive task are with the help of my husband, and the senior Undaunted line officer on the ship after yourself, which would be..." 

She flips through a few screens on her comm unit quickly. 

"With Colonel Bridger taking part in the infiltration, Commander Tyler Sarkin would be the senior officer in terms of the overall structure of your forces as the Commander of your Air Group. Colonel Forsythe would also be acceptable but..."

Geoffrey chuckles. "...But I told her Sir David's a hard case and would probably vanish if we did anything but have the Admiral order him to do it, and unwilling diplomats are generally a bad idea for everyone involved."

"Fair enough." Jerry thinks for a second. "Alright, if that's everything, I think it's about time we got to work. Ghorza, Diana, you're with me. I need to put a team together."
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Neysihen

Neysihen was almost a bit nervous as she sat in the Paladin company's briefing theater next to Purisha. They'd been pulled out of a training session this morning by Sir David and told to report here on the double. No explanation, no reason why, no hint as to why they might be here. 

It was entirely irrational but she couldn't help but think they'd fucked up somehow and were about to stand tall before The Man. Not just Jerry Bridger as patriarch and guide... but as the embodiment of military authority. It seemed extremely unlikely considering the location and the crowd they were sitting with, but it ate at her a little anyway till she finally banished the nibbling anxiety from her gut.

Still, if she discarded the impossible... What in the world was left?

Her eyes dart around the room, trying to pick out meaning in the other people present. Lieutenant Commander Cora Charo was perched in the corner, knitting idly with what Neysihen figured was some of her own silk. Sir David had been lurking by the main briefing screen ever since they'd arrived. Paladin company held down a solid half of the room, with the cloak-clad soldiers and around half of the barbarian Crimsonhewers talking quietly among themselves.

From what Neysihen could overhear, they didn't know what was going on either, and had decided to focus on gently teasing and more seriously lauding Dar'Vok for being blooded so quickly. She'd been placed at the center of the group, sitting with the command team, to be more accessible for her blade sister's ribbing and praise alike.

Dar'Vok had apparently done very well defending the Den from pirate boarding parties while Neysihen and Purisha had been fighting alongside JSOC in another part of the ship. To the point of being awarded an actual laurel wreath by Major Nikita Dertann, the first blade of the paladins as an order and commander of the company.

Hel, Dar'Vok's massive war hound, was with her, and the big she wolf was clearly quite pleased with herself for her own part in that defense, and had an award mounted on to her heavy armored collar.

What was interesting though, especially for an Undaunted operation, is that save for Sir David, there wasn't a single man in the room. Neysihen had become almost used to men being everywhere and they were now made yet more conspicuous by their absence.

"Room! Attention!"

Neysihen is out of her seat and in the position of attention before her brain can even fully process the words. She'd started moving on the word 'room' if she was honest. Purisha was right next to her, ramrod stiff as Jerry's familiar voice snaps out;

"As you were!"

Jerry heads straight to the center of the floor with Colonel Ghorza and Commander Diana about half a foot step behind him, if that. Behind them, came Princess Aquilar, with Princess Miri'Tok and the Battle Princess that had nearly taken Neysihen out during the force on force training two respectful steps behind her.

They were a rather imposing group if Neysihen really considered them. Ghorza was the spitting image of a Horchka warlady and it didn't take much imagination to paint herself a picture of how Ghorza had earned the sobriquet 'gutripper'.

Jerry was no less intimidating than Ghorza, even if he didn't exude menace quite as obviously as a Horchka warrior woman. Once you knew what to look for... and if you'd seen what he could do. Like duel a battle princess to a stand still on sheer force of will instead of axiom tricks?

Even if the Apuk he'd fought had basically been hamstrung and had both arms tied behind her back.

Jerry was the first to say that Aqi'd kill him in a blink if she got serious. The white war flame was near impossible to counter as far as anyone knew, and was a level on top of 'fighting a battle princess' that took a task from insanely difficult to near impossible without cheating aggressively.

Not that that lessened what Jerry had done in Neysihen's eyes. She figured he'd been hamstrung to a degree too. Fighting in the open, with his bare hands and whatever he could do with axiom, something he'd been training in for around eight months when he'd faced the Princess in the square circle. 

Admittedly six months of that had been training with a Princess level combatant specifically to win at least an honorable defeat against a battle princess if not an outright draw... both of them getting knocked out was down right insane! The scariest Bridger was the head of the household, hands down in Neysihen's mind.

Diana Bridger was no slouch, the fiery redhead had the uncanny ability to meet someone's eyes whenever they glanced at her, and her eyes seem to roil with all manner of intrigue and danger.

The Battle Princesses on the other hand need no introduction as to why they were singularly lethal opponents and very active within the command structure of the military portion of the ship. Especially not Princess Aquilar and Princess Miri'Tok. 

Neysihen had been on the wrong end of the third princess in the room the other day and had really been at the end of her rope in terms of dealing with her. For now anyway.

It said a lot about how Neysihen had changed in the last few months that she'd started thinking of such a lethal obstacle as a battle princess as more of a challenge than an impossible combat barrier.

Jerry steps into the center of the room and lightly clears his throat, instantly getting the room's undivided attention.

"Good morning ladies, and thank you for attending this extremely impromptu classified briefing. I'm going to cut to the chase. I need volunteers for a dangerous undercover mission to help me hunt down a terrorist. Some of you are still in training, or are very new to our organization, but you were put forward by your instructors, and suggested by intelligence for this role for reasons that will become clear shortly. Does anyone not want to volunteer for this mission? If so, please leave the room. There will be no marking of this in your permanent record. I will reiterate. This mission has the potential to be extremely hazardous to life and limb."

No one moves.

Not even a twitch.

Neysihen fights down the urge to either yawn or scratch an itch that had just started up in the small of her back. She still wasn't sure what was going on, but the vote of confidence from Sir David and JSOC was doing things to her ego that made a dangerous mission seem not so dangerous. 

She'd nip that emotion in the bud later, but Sir David, Ghorza and Jerry wouldn't put them in a situation if they didn't think the two young women could handle it, and that was a much healthier form of confidence booster than letting it fuel a sense of youthful invincibility. Sure, Sir David and their instructors had been taking great pains to make sure Neysihen and Purisha avoided that particular pitfall, but damn was it tempting.

"Excellent. Glad to have you all on board. The command team for this operation will be focused on Colonel Bridger and myself and whatever other senior staff we bring along. Since we can't in fact bring all of you, fun as that would be, I'll make selections later on. Some of you however are pre selected on the hope that you would volunteer."

Now she has to fight back a smile and rolling her eyes. He knew they'd all volunteer, even if he didn't want to assume it.

"We're going to be inserting on to the target space station as a mercenary company. I have specifically been requested to help, so I'll be leading this team with Ghorza, along with Eymali and Diana. While Princess Aquilar will be taking command of the ground forces aboard the Tear while Ghorza and I are off the ship. Princess Xal'Kemza, will be joining my team in case we need a trump card in the shape of the walking natural disaster that is an Apuk battle princess, and a commando trained battle princess at that. She'll also be helping me keep up appearances as an Apuk man, which I'll be disguising myself as. It was suggested that I could go in disguise as a Cannidor bull, but really I just don't have the shoulders to pull it off."

There's a chuckle around the room and some decent guffaws from the Crimsonhewers, clearly amused.

"To that end, Princess Xal'Kemza has agreed to play my wife, and the leader of our mercenary company, with Ghorza as her second in command. The rest of you will be in various roles as members of the company, either as employed mercs, an allied band of Crimsonhewers, or in a few cases my daughters. For example. Dar'Vok."

Dar'Vok startles slightly, then quickly rises.

"My lord."

"Remember I told you the human military maxim that good work gets you more work?"

"Yes my lord."

"Well you did excellent work for the clan defending the Den. One of the reasons Xal'Kemza was chosen to join us is that you two actually have a degree of resemblance that could absolutely be familial. So... up for a jaunt hunting bad girls who like to hurt innocent people on a massive space station my dear daughter?"

Neysihen watches Dar'Vok's face carefully. Her new friend manages to contain the emotions she was feeling and keep them off her face. Even keep them out of the local axiom, but her eyes went from the burning blue they normally were to a burning green similar to Princess Miri'Tok's good eye, and Neysihen has to suppress a giggle. 

Jerry's dad energy was hard to beat, and for girls who didn't have a father, that could be damn near lethal. Hell, Neysihen did have a father of her own and Jerry could run her over with it. He was a very paternal man even if he'd only recently started siring children of his own to go with that attitude.

"Of course father. I would relish the chance to do battle for the company's honor and our bottom line once again."

Jerry doesn't bother trying to hide a grin as Dar'Vok immediately slips into character.

"You always were a little mercenary at heart, just like your mother. Alas, I even had to bribe you to do your chores as a girl."

Xal'Kemza snorts, clearly feigning indignation. "Hmph. You're the one who rules our finances with an iron fist darling, not I."

Xal'Kemza seems to be a rather adaptable actress as well, taking the role of mercenary leader, wife and mother when she was none of the three with ease as her eyes sweep the room.

"What say the rest of you? Shall we go top off our coffers with some extra coin?"

Neysihen and Purisha join in the general roar of approval back, only to quiet down as Diana steps forward.

"Nice to see you're all enthusiastic about this. We've prepared data pads with basic identities for everyone. It's your job to start working out backgrounds. If you are selected for the mission you'll receive a full set of papers and other documents to prove you're you. We won't go so far as genetic masking or other extreme tricks. The terrorists aren't luddites but they also haven't shown to be particularly sophisticated in terms of technology either. Plus the local security forces are actually on our side, which really limits the scrutiny these identities will be subjected to. For now, get to work on that, we'll review your records again and make cuts where we need to before assigning the final team."

Neysihen doesn't even have a chance to turn to Purisha before Eymali's hands land on their shoulders, startling both girls.

"Come, we have some special work in mind for the two of you."

The girls quickly follow in Eymali's wake, both wondering just what their mistress might consider 'special' work and just a hair nervous to find out.

In the center of the room with the command team, Neysihen suddenly feels rather young. A funny emotion considering she was almost as old as Jerry! Almost everyone around her was taller and they were all far more experienced even if they weren't significantly older. Still. She'd been earning her place with flying colors, so in face of a group she knew to be intimidating she did her best to stand tall and keep her confidence. These exceptional people had asked for her specifically after all.

"Neysihen, Purisha." Jerry nods in greeting, considering the two women. "Hmm. Looking leaner and meaner already, and you were pretty lean and mean coming out of boot camp. Seems you're handling the commando course just fine."

"Yes, sir!"

"Yessir!"

Purisha and Neysihen stumble over each other a bit trying to respond quickly and properly. This was their boss at least three, if not four layers removed after all, and they were at work, not in the den where their slightly different relationship with the ship's commanding officer was allowed to come to the forefront.

"Eymali and I have conferred with Sir David, and we're going to offer you a chance to finish the commando course a more... dynamic way. This mission could either get fairly exciting, or it'll be a milk run. If it's the former you'll be acting as commandos and shall be rewarded as the same. If the latter, then Eymali and I will work out some increasingly difficult training exercises 'in the wild', so to speak, that'll make sure you're ready to take your kukris and berets and get to work."

Eymali nods. "Do well enough Neysihen and you might even manage to prove ready for journeyman huntress. Not you just yet, Purisha. You need a year or two of seasoning at least, but it would mean I expedite that training for you. We hunt an elusive and dangerous quarry after all. I will emphasize... this could be as lethal a hunt as going after a Razormaw. If you would rather return to the commando course... no one will judge you and you will not be punished."

The girls exchange a look, eyes meeting and communicating a world's worth of information in the blink of an eye. Nervousness. A slight touch of worry from Purisha, her old anxiety coming to the forefront. Most of all though... they each saw confidence. They could do this. They both knew it. Now they just had to show everyone.

"We're in!"

"Yeah! You're not gonna leave us behind!"

Purisha's enthusiasm gets a chuckle out of the assembled senior officers, and Jerry passes a data pad to each of the commando candidates.

"In that case, my other daughters, welcome to the family business. Make sure to mind your mothers, this is your first mission after all, and while they have taught you much, there's always more to learn."

Xal'Kemza chuckles. "I did say I hoped to work together soon, young Neysihen. Seems the gods were listening."

"Murphy if no one else."

Neysihen mutters, drawing a bark of laughter from Xal'Kemza.

"Oh yes. I like this one highness. She's got a good spirit. Her blade sister's got a nice look in her eyes too. Well come along ladies, everyone on the mission for sure is adjourning to another briefing room, and as I'm sure you've learned from Sir David by now, half of being a commando is exceptional planning."
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Jerry

There was no crowd to see them off. The Bridgers had said their goodbyes at the Den this morning, and the hangar had been secured to only personnel with appropriate classification. 

The rumor being spread through the ship is a weapon was being developed in the hangar. Something they'd keep up by having Wichen visit regularly while they were 'down range'. The only person left was Ghorza herself, getting the last of their new weapons loaded with a last minute delivery from the armory to round out their stash of ‘normal’ weapons.

That had been hard for everyone, putting up human style weapons and drawing plasma weapons and the occasional laser from the armory. Plasma would mark them out as fairly successful, if not very successful mercenaries and people not to be fucked with. 

It would also disguise them in the sense that many people would remember the weapon more than the woman, or man for that matter, that had it on their belt. Another way to 'erase themselves' from conscious memory of various passersby... and an easy way to vanish with a change of clothes and a different weapon.

The kinetics were all stowed away in the secret compartments that Old One Eye had from her days as a smuggler's ship before Ghorza had taken it as a prize. Most of the girls had at least a handgun tucked away in an axiom pocket. No one was getting caught without a trump card, even if they literally were caught with their pants down.

All in all, not a bad bit of work. A week of intense preparations had seen the Flametusk mercenary company loaded up into Old One Eye, now rechristened Saber Spine for the duration of the mission, complete with a transponder intelligence had 'borrowed' from the Apuk back when they were orbiting Serbow for a few months.

Coming along for the ride was a solid half of Paladin company, then a few regulars from the Apuk troops had been selected, along with Joan, Boudicca, Khutulun and Lursa, with his daughters now done up to look like Crimsonhewers. They'd be led by Zraloc Stone, and played off as if they were all junior 'Hewers out to earn their armor under Zraloc's tutelage. They were doing it with the Flametusks because of a treaty obligation between the two groups.

His 'daughters', Dar'Vok, now going by the name Dar’Shen, Neysihen who’d taken the Apuk style name Neyi’Shen and Purisha, who’s name was common enough that she got to retain her usual title. The girls are all loitering near their ‘father’, acting as a more obvious protection detail along with the pacing Hel.

The girls from fire team two, Sheryen, Vera, Vilka and Meena were also on that task, but were being a bit more casual about it. Partially because they were still in friendly territory, but also because they were getting into character. Jerry's safety was first and foremost the business of his new 'family'. Not that the mercenaries working for that family wouldn't defend their boss's hubby of course, but they wouldn't be marching around behind him in tight formation like the sword sworn usually did.

Diana was sitting nearby, checking her makeup for a third time and ensuring her prosthetics were in place. She'd be splitting off from the group on making port and doing what an intelligence officer does best, ferreting out leads and information.

She was disguised as a more cyberized Tret woman, her story was she was on a pilgrimage to the Pillars and had booked passage with the mercenaries when she'd heard they were heading the same way back on Teal Paradise.

Eymali was somewhere behind and above him, he was pretty sure he could hear her breathing.

Xal'Kemza was up on the bridge with Cora Charo, and last he’d seen them both women were looking positively piratical. It was amazing how a little make up, the right clothes and a hair style change could take a refined woman like Princess Xal'Kemza and make her over into the mercenary warlady Nalk’Shen, who was an open and ready threat to the bodily integrity of anyone who could see her if they fucked with her.

No crown of course. Apuk mercenaries were rare, just because even mediocre Apuk battle prowess commanded a small fortune in pay for a sell sword, most employers preferring slightly cheaper and more versatile troops. 

Ex battle princesses were all together more rare. Aqi had told Jerry that princesses who failed their honor enough to be stripped of their titles were generally killed. With great power, comes great responsibility, and the Empress demanded quite a bit out of her battle princesses, while rewarding them lavishly for their loyal and faithful service. So an ex-battle princess Apuk mercenary? Out of the question.

Deeper in the ship, Babydoll wasn’t bothering with an actual disguise or cover story. She was going to be staying holed up in a room on the ship that had been decked out with all the powerful computer equipment and electronic warfare gear a girl could ask for and providing hacking support as well as playing control for the various Undaunted teams as they move about the Pillars of Ascension.

Ghorza, in a mix of armor and fatigues with knee high boots, inspiring cleavage and a bare midriff strides up the ramp with a lot more swagger than the confident, professional warrior usually allowed herself. She walks right over and greets Jerry with a hard kiss, to a bunch of hollers and cat calls from the troops, appropriate behavior for even a high grade of mercenary. Unthinkable for Undaunted Marines or Apuk Imperial infantry. Not for their commanders at the very least.

They’d had to practice that one to get the ‘mercenaries’ acting right on cue. Not that Ghorza had complained.

"Hey stud."

"Hey yourself. Ready?"

Ghorza nods. "Yep, ready to rock and roll. All the power armor's tucked away. No mech suits but we'll be okay without em. I'd say we're good to go. Also, may I say you look slick as hell in that garb. Not entirely sure how I feel about you with a tail, but Mama likes it anyway."

Jerry had picked out an outfit that was somewhere between a space cowboy, a classic swashbuckler and a gunslinger along the lines of Han Solo or other sci fi favorites. It was apparently a predominantly Apuk look, normal for mercenaries or adventurers of any social class... albeit a few centuries out of date, but absolutely the type of thing a wealthy woman who'd taken up the mercenary's trade might stick her husband in.

Knee high leather boots with concealed armor plates, and loose trousers tucked into the boots left his feet with an excellent grip and protected his legs, leaving him very free to move in the full range of motion that an Apuk warrior could exploit. The outfit was considered as being roguish and daring when a woman wore this sort of thing, because a lady of any decent standing wearing trousers was still quite shocking for polite Apuk society.

A shirt that wasn’t too far off from what Jerry would call a ‘poet’s blouse’ also had a nice degree of flow… and exposed a fair bit of his chest, to appropriate giggles from his wives as they helped him dress.

Apparently cleavage really could go both ways.

A lightly armored leather vest, and sword belt that supported a leather holster for a plasma pistol, a well used Apuk war sword and a long coat over the top completed the look, perfect for traveling through even the harshest of terrain on Serbow in pursuit of love and glory.

That he was being turned more literally into a hero from one of his wife’s romance novels was something he’d elected to ignore. It was again, exactly the type of cosplay Nalk’Shen might enjoy in terms of showing off a more adventurous and capable husband than the average frilled shirt wandering around back on Serbow.

The physical transformation had been rather fascinating as well. He’d been given black, swept back horns that actually looked a lot like Aqi's, and of course the most impactful change to Jerry himself was the tail. He still wasn't used to sitting with the prosthetic attached to him, never mind sleeping, but he'd been working on it. A little clever work by Diana had his cheeks looking a bit thinner, and cosmetic contacts had his eyes an inhuman blue that was close to Xal'Kemza and Dar'Vok’s. It would be hard to mistake Dar'Vok for anything but his daughter looking like this, even if he'd kept his natural hair color.

"Yeah, I suppose I do look pretty good in this style. I'll have to get some clothes like it that don't have a tail hole."

"Already in your closet in the den, Hubby."

Diana says without even looking up from her computer, probably doing more study on the religion she was supposed to be a member of.

A chime silences the chatter in the cargo bay that doubled as Old One Eye's squad bay before Cora Charo’s voice rings out.

"Listen up you scallywags. Get clear of my ramp! Boss says we lift in five!"

A few items are pulled back from where the assault ramp rose up and most of the girls start to filter back deeper into the aging cargo hauler turned assault ship. Of course, looks could be deceiving. Old One Eye was certainly old, but she was in tip top condition and had recently been refurbished and made even more dangerous and capable than ever.

"What is all this infernal racket!?"

A hatch slams open and a large figure slithers through. She sounded like Rikaxza herself in a foul mood, and with a few glowing axiom runes, and a host of Nagasha eldritch symbols in more conventional tattoos, didn’t look too far off from the part. 

Cascka's domineering sneer would do any of her gang lord sisters proud, and certainly aspired in the direction of her mother. Her collar crackles with raw axiom energy in a manner that was a beyond lethal threat. Amplification collars were rare, expensive, and could make a weak adept a singularly dangerous individual. For a truly powerful adept like Cascka, it made her a titanic threat of immense proportions.

Or it would if it was real.

Getting a real amplification collar could be harder than conquering a star system and cost more than a ship the size of the Crimson Tear. However, especially for a particularly powerful adept already, a fake amplification collar was one hell of a statement to wear on your clothes, and no one would be in a hurry to call your bluff. Especially if you were in the power band where your personal shields could tank hits from naval grade laser and plasma cannons without showing any strain already.

Similar to dealing with a pissed off Cannidor, for the vast majority of the galaxy, discretion was the better part of valor.

More importantly though, this woman was nothing like Cascka in her appearance and behavior save for her blazing red hair.

"Husband. Explain."

Jerry steps closer to Cascka and soothes her, gently stroking her shoulders.

"We told you darling, we're heading to the next station."

"Will there be anything worthy of my attention there?"

"Quite possibly my dear."

"Hmph. We'll see about that. I've been dreadfully bored these last few jobs. You will entertain me tonight."

"Of course dear."




Cascka suddenly shifts her posture, relaxing from the haughty, imperious stance she'd been practicing for the mercenary adept she was playing for this trip. Cascka's role on this mission was actually her character's role in the fictional Flametusk mercenary company. 

She was a very, very powerful emergency button, and something else to add to their little web of people that Jerry and Xal'Kemza's characters had brought together over the years. The heaviest hitters and leadership all being married to Jerry was a perfectly natural thing for a merc company with the status and assets to acquire a husband.

For a woman like the fictional Nalk'Shen, who clearly had status to go with her money, bringing her husband Karth’Shen along to her new career had lots of potential benefits. Especially a tougher sort of hubby like a Cannidor or Apuk man. Setting aside the more carnal benefits of not having to go without a warm bed and the prestige of being married to start with, there were other angles to consider. 

Her husband and marriage could be a powerful bargaining chip to bring new assets into the company for example. Assets like an extremely powerful adept. Or as a tool to keep particularly skilled employees around more or less permanently, such as a gifted Horchka warrior who had proven to be an excellent field commander.

"W-Was that okay?"

"It was perfect darling. I know that's hard on you but you're doing splendidly."

"That's good. I was worried. I. Well. Mother doesn't get angry often. Or even annoyed. She did when she was younger from what some of my eldest sisters say, but that was a very long time ago."

Which was a hell of a sentence from a woman who was over three hundred herself, Jerry reflects.

"Erm." Cascka's voice goes quiet for a second, like she didn't want to be overheard. "I would like your company tonight though."

"Since you asked first I think I can indulge you."

The mask of the woman Cascka was pretending to be slips back on and Cascka raises herself back up.

"Good. As it should be. I shall return to my chambers. Don't keep me waiting for long. Travel is dreadfully boring without appropriate distraction."

"Of course not dear, it's only a day or so to our destination, but I'd hate to see anyone be out of sorts."

Jerry shares a smile with Ghorza, Cascka, Diana and Eymali, the five spouses enjoying a little chuckle under their new identities as they head towards their mission. They were still family after all, and while they were immersing themselves in their roles for when they arrived on the Pillars and began their mission, it was important to touch base with what mattered most in the galaxy.
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The not so good ship Saber Spine settles into its docking bay with all the grace Cora Charo and her four woman crew can coax out of the old girl. The whole of the team for the mission at hand is waiting in the cargo bay. They have to clear customs of course, and the younger women are visibly eager for a little shore leave after what their ship's log said was a very long bout in the black and on various contracts. 

Anyone looking at the various members of the Flametusk mercenary company would be able to tell at a glance that the women of the company had pockets heavy with credits... and from their weapons and dress, were either very high speed, or had a very wealthy patron indeed.

Jerry doubles checks his armor implants are off, and the masking tool he'd gotten set up with would make them hard, if not impossible to detect at a glance was active. He was augmented, there was no hiding that, but Apuk warriors generally didn't have power armor implants. 

An Apuk man having power armor implants would be beyond strange, even among the rare Apuk men who became more traditional warriors akin to the Onna-Bugeisha of Japan's Samurai caste. Instead of making a run for the Woods and becoming a sorcerer of course.

The other internal check was that his 'internal furnace' was doing its thing. Ever since the duel with Aqi, he'd had some semblance of an Apuk internal furnace. Something he'd been trying to develop in a meditative sense as he'd studied warfire, but with axiom connecting to thought it seemed he actually had one to one degree or another now. 

It was more of an axiom effect than an actual physical internal furnace but mixed with active channeling throughout his body anyone who looked at him would see the bright flare of axiom that constituted an Apuk warrior.

On to his actual physical gear, he adjusts the hang of his new Apuk war sword. Something Aqi and Dar'Vok had apparently had a great deal of fun designing for him. It was a traditional blade, with a rift generator concealed in the guard. Someone who knew what to look for would know it was a rift blade of course, but it was a display of craftsmanship, not an attempt to conceal the nature of the weapon. It was a statement of wealth and power as much as anything else, and such posturing was very important for the world Karth'Shen found himself occupying.

The Apuk war sword itself was a fascinating weapon. While large double-edged blades did exist, along with other, more exotic blade types, the most common and most favored was a clear cousin of the Chinese Bagua Dao. Its balance was weighted forward specifically to give it brutal chopping power, all the better to penetrate a tough Apuk hide or armor. 

It was a brutal weapon, at odds with its elegant presentation... but then, that summed up the Apuk perfectly didn't it? Elegant, refined and beautiful as a species with their courtly manners, lovely dresses and dapper menfolk. Yet, the other side of that coin was brutal beyond the comprehension of many.

Princess Xal'Kemsa, completely under her Nalk'Shen personality, presents that contrast beautifully. She was of course a beauty in her own right, and done up like an Apuk lady, was a lovely sight to behold. In her current outfit though, the way she stood, the way heat radiated off of her? She was an avatar of terror... if you were on the wrong end of her. The savagery and brutality of the Apuk was manifest in her in ways that her Apuk soldiers and indeed her own 'daughter', couldn't begin to match.

"Cora! Is the customs inspector here yet?"

"Not yes boss. There's been a delay."

Xal'Kemsa rolls her eyes.

"Ugh. Try to get them to hurry up. I want to get this shit show over with so we can get some drinks and then maybe find a new contract or three. I'm almost as bored as Casena."

Cascka's eyes narrow slightly. "Are you implying something, sister?"

"No need to get pissy, you do get bored easily." Xal'Kemsa gives her 'sister’ what could only be called a meat eating grin. "Till Karth helps you take the edge off anyway. Have fun last night? I just about came over and joined. Sharing a wall with you is torture when you're so... feral."

In reality of course Cascka had mostly wanted cuddles, out of character conversation, and some very quiet and tender sex that wouldn't have woken a church mouse. 

However that's not what Casena would have wanted, and Nalk'Shen as head wife and boss was probably the only person around willing to give 'Casena' a hard time... and have the raw audacious confidence and skill to know she had even odds of killing Casena before Casena could kill her if she pushed her sister-wife too far.

Xal'Kemsa wheels on Dar'Vok, now Dar'Shen.

"Girl."

Dar'Shen bows her head in an Apuk show of deference usually reserved for senior family members.

"Yes mother."

"You've done well on your first tour. I've put some extra drinking money in your account, and enough to buy yourself something nice. Easily the best of your clutch, which is why you're here with me, and entrusted with protecting your father along with your half sisters. Neysi'Shen. Purisha."

"Yes mother."

"Yes mother."

Both distinctly non-Apuk women follow Dar’Vok's example, bowing in the Apuk style.

"You have also both done well. I'm glad you have impressed me. I know your birth mother is proud Neysi'Shen, and your mother back home Purisha. You've also been given some extra 'allowance'. Try not to spend it all in one place... and don't get distracted from protecting your father. He hardly needs much protection, but obligations must be met."

There's another chorus of 'Yes mother'. Before Xal'Kemsa turns to face the ramp again and pulls her comm device out.

"Cora. Get this damn ramp down. We can at least get some fresh air in here while we wait for customs."

It turns out Xal'Kemsa’s timing was impeccable, no sooner had Saber Spine's forward boarding and cargo ramp hit the deck, then a synth Pavorus woman swept into the room. She was... fascinating to look at really. Jerry didn't have much time for the painfully stuck up peacock-like aliens, but this one had decorated her synthetic plumage with all sorts of subtle color changing filaments that she could probably use her feathers as a screen if she pleased, but seemingly settled on a nearly impossible cascade of colors that reminded Jerry of a pulsar he'd observed at one point through the stellar cartography equipment. It had rendered the various types of energy the pulsar was giving off as color, and it too had a strangely orderly riot of colors like the customs inspector's tail.

"Good day, I am Inspector Louisia Renhalt. I have your passport documents that your ship's master sent over. My drones will scan you, to confirm your identities and then scan your persons and any cargo for contraband."

Xal'Kemsa clearly violently resists rolling her eyes, every inch the annoyed mercenary leader.

"Let's get it done then. Time's money, and every minute I sit here's another minute for someone to snatch a lucrative security contract out of my hands."

The synth Pavorus gives the irate mercenary commander a haughty look before shutting her eyes for a second. The largest of her tail feathers detach and begin to hover just above head height, moving around and scanning the assembled mercenaries one at a time. 

The scanner drone lingers on Jerry for a moment, scanning him once, then twice, then a third time before it makes a little acknowledgement chirp and it moves on. Jerry resists grinning. The good inspector didn't quite know who they were of course, but she did know that they weren't to be looked at with any significant degree of scrutiny.

After what felt like agonizing hours of waiting for the scans to finish, the feather drones make their way back to their mistress's half tail, half docking port arrangement, and lock themselves back into place with the hiss of a pressure seal for each drone as it 'lands'. Her plumage back in place, Inspector Renhalt stops moving for a second, clearly reviewing all the data via her internal systems before finally looking up.

"You are all cleared to proceed into the station. Welcome to the Pillars of Ascension."

Without another word, the peacock alien spins on a heel and marches out... but not all of her leaves when she does. Her shadow, or part of it, seems to detach and sit in place where the inspector had just been standing, not moving until the hangar door closes and seals itself behind her.

When it does seal, the shadow 'rises', a pillar of darkness manifesting itself briefly before it forms into the very corporeal shape of a woman. 

Her skin is a dark blueish black, and seems to shift, getting darker or lighter depending on the amount of light falling on her skin. Her hair is a brilliant white, something she quickly covers with a hood, and her eyes are a bright and piercing red.

She made for an interesting study among the women of the galaxy. Curvy certainly, but more in the capacity of an exceptionally well endowed human woman than the galactic normal. Her outfit was also interesting. A cloak covered most of her, and opened to reveal a tight black bodysuit, corset and tactical harness. Jerry’d take a wild guess that the corset was armored, but a swish of the cloak obscures the outfit for a brief second, and when she throws it back, there’s a perfectly normal and elegant set of robes in its place.

Xal'Kemsa, slightly out of character, now makes a sharp motion with her hand and two of the Apuk soldiers pull out equipment and quickly sweep the hangar for bugs.

"One camera boss, but it's disabled."

The shadow woman bows slightly. "I don't like being observed when I don't have to be. Amid blazing stars I will stalk the darkness."

Jerry nods at hearing the first half of the recognition code. 

"Yet even in the brightest of days, shadows remain. Detective Nadiri Shadowhisper, I presume?"

"That would be me! Not sure about the title of detective exactly. Though I suppose I am something of a private investigator. Welcome to the Pillar- the hell is that!?”

Nadiri flinches slightly as Hel chooses that moment to pad out from deeper in the transport. The dire wolf quickly makes her way towards the unfamiliar alien and gives her a deep series of sniffs.

“Uh. Is… it gonna… try and eat me?”

Jerry can see Dar’Vok suppressing a grin as she watches the other woman react to her partner before responding.

“She won’t hurt you unless you try to hurt us.”

Nadiri gives the she wolf another skeptical look before pressing on.

“Okay… Uh. I have your lodgings arranged and keys for you. I also have safe house instructions in case you're on the run and don't want to tag in security forces. I'll give you all a heavily encrypted tight beam IFF signal that can make one security officer aware you're on side, once. It'll probably completely compromise you though, so try not to use it? We don't want the bad girls to know outside forces are hunting them."

"Straight to business then." Xal'Kemsa nods, clearly pleased. "Do you have any more information about our quarry?"

"I have a few data packets for the various teams to investigate. Suggested angles to approach, that sort of thing. It was a big enough problem that running them all down as just me was very difficult, especially because the terrorists have proven to be a wily bunch. If I pull one thread too hard, the others will retract and potentially cut the thread I'm holding. If there's a hand on all the threads though, it'll be significantly harder for them to withdraw without unraveling just a little. Hopefully enough for us to get a break into their organization. First off though, some orientation. You're in the third pillar. This is where most of the organics live. There's a decent organic population on the station. Some of it was left over from when it was a smuggler base."

Nadiri pulls a small holo projector from her pocket and displays a 3D map of the moon. Then switch the view to another which appears to have industrial facilities of some description on the surface. .

“The second pillar is the primary industrial module of this station. It also has food production for organics and synthetics that enjoy, or in the case of some models, need, to eat.”

Another shift, to the blindingly white third moon in the trio. This one has structures built up atop the surface, all clearly religious in function from their grand spires and pleasingly symmetric architecture. All very much in the Synth Ascendancy ‘style’ they’d seen one place or another in preparing for this research.

“The first pillar is the seat of the church, its administration facilities for serving as the de facto government of all Synth Ascendancy stations in this sector, and is the primary synth residential habitat, especially for Synths who wish to live as a closed circuit community. All synths on pillar three are open circuit or integrated circuit, as well as being more on the working class side. Pillar two’s something of a neutral ground since it’s where a lot of people, synth or otherwise work.”

The image switches back to the third pillar and this time it displays an internal map of the moon. To say it’s a complicated location is a mild understatement. The deeper you go the more intricate the map gets, a whole network of various tunnels, switchbacks, maintenance accesses and gods only know what else.

"As you can see it's a maze, especially lower down, which is essentially its own community distinct from the rest of the pillar sometimes called the warrens. The population is mostly law abiding, but there is still a series of smuggling operations, mostly crewed by organics."

Jerry leans in a bit, studying the map.

"Why would the Church allow smugglers to operate out of here?"

"Because it benefits them of course. The smuggling is something certain parts of church leadership turn a blind eye to because the smugglers can acquire things for the leadership that can be hard for synths to acquire legally. Working through organic cut outs can save as much as eighty percent street value, to synths, on Quadria Silica, just for example."

Xal'Kemsa nods slowly. "Why is this quadria silica so expensive for Synths specifically?"

Nadiri shrugs. "Same reason some sperm banks or whore houses with 'top quality studs' can get away with charging a fortune in 'stud fees', if you will. Quadria silica has its uses to the rest of the galaxy, but it's indispensable to Synths. Both for their health and maintenance but more importantly Synth reproduction literally isn't possible without it. It’s the material that forms the core of the crystalline ‘brain’ that makes up a Synth core.”

Ghorza nods. “Ah, I think I get it. So without an organic cut out to 'smuggle' them the goods, they tend to get bent over a barrel for it, and considering they don’t need it to really live but to grow and reproduce, it’s probably not considered ‘essential’ or whatever.”

Nadiri nods.

“Right on the money. I’m sure a fair amount of bribes have been paid to keep it non-essential too. It’s an extortion racket, but one that can be handily disguised as supply and demand. That's one of the things the Church is doing out here. Looking for quadria mines. Making a killing financially in the meantime of course, but the real goal's their own quadria silica mines."

"Hmm. Can't say I blame the synths." Jerry notes. "Alright, let's get this circus moving. Independent teams can split off now. Mercs, you're on R&R. Go have some fun. My dear wives and daughters, care to join me in playing tourist for a day or two? Then we'll get established before slipping down into the guts of this place and seeing if we can't shake some information out of the smugglers."

"Count me in on that team." Nadiri nods. "I'm terrible as a distraction and if you want to navigate the warrens you'll need a guide."

Diana slinks over and steals a kiss from Jerry before giving everyone an impish grin. "I suppose I'm off to go make my pilgrimage and maybe join a cult. See you all later."

Cascka slithers back up the ramp a bit. "I'll wait here with Captain Charo and the girls. I'm not much for... socializing."

Nadiri nods. "Probably a good idea. The Grand Bazaar can be a bit overwhelming even if you're not sensitive to such things."

Ghorza steps over with the troops. “I’ll stay with the girls for now. See to our lodgings and all that. Maybe run down one of these other leads.”

Eymali steps out of her cloak behind Jerry, kissing the back of his neck. “I’ll do some of my own recon. My way. Then I’ll rendezvous with you all.”

Jerry offers his arm to Xal'Kemsa. "Well then, shall we?"

"By all means my dear Karth, let's.”

Xal'Kemsa purrs, effortlessly slipping back into her Nalk'Shen personality as they make for the hangar door.
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To say that the Grand Bazaar of Pillar Three was massive was a mild understatement. It was an absolutely cavernous space. In places the ceilings were low, like you'd expect out of tunnels that had been mined into the rock by machines programmed to move efficiently. In many places channels had been carved into the roof to allow larger species to proceed without crouching... albeit stuck on fixed corridors in these narrow areas. 

Out of the narrows and into the bazaar proper and there were soaring ceilings that went up at least ten stories so far as Jerry was willing to guess by eye without turning on his HUD and using his internal range finding equipment to check.

Buildings, free standing and built into the rock were everywhere, reminding Jerry of dense parts of Tokyo, or photos he'd seen of Kowloon Walled City before it was torn down. Albeit much cleaner and more orderly than that venerable testament to human tenacity. This was all intentional. All organized. It was just... dense. Very dense. Makes ChinaTown in New York City during the dinner hour look like an Arizona ghost town, dense.

There were people everywhere the eye could see, and the vast majority of them were organics. Jerry spotted a synth here and there, but down on the 'streets' in the lowest parts of the bazaar before you got into the warrens, even poor synths generally didn't venture. A divide that had... confusing roots. Ranging from trying to be polite and give each other space, to full on classism or 'racism'. Or whatever word you'd use to describe the tensions between organic and synth that sometimes existed.

Most people were just fine of course, but every now and then Jerry caught a poster decrying the Synth Ascendancy or other synthetic churches as 'manufactured evil', designed to 'lure the faithful from the goddess's light and into the cold grasp of the death of the machine.'

“Nice to know someone’s out to make a buck off hate just about everywhere.” 

Nadiri peeks out of Jerry's shadow and whispers; "Those posters get so much worse than that. Florid too. There's equivalents dogging on organics in the lower income synth parts of the station too. Calling pure organics heretics who need to be shown the way, forcibly if need be, yada yada yada. Not unique so much as painfully, depressingly common on any world without a single overarching philosophy."

Jerry resists shifting so he can try to look at the alien woman who was apparently traveling in his literal shadow.

"How common is that? A single overarching philosophy on a world?"

"Not terribly."

Having an extended conversation was a bad idea, but Jerry's curiosity was getting the better of him. So he allows himself one more question.

"...How would that even come about?"

"Hive minds of various grades, occasionally a movement takes a world by storm, metaphorically or literally. More frequently. Well. I've read your people's history, Karth. Generally, if people disagree strongly enough about something they consider important, they either kill the non-believers, or, if everyone involved is lucky, simply drive them out. Freeing society of the apostate and the heretic."

The sarcasm is thick in Nadiri's voice, and told Jerry quite a bit about the woman they were working with for this mission. She'd been around, and she'd seen some shit... and she knew people. Knew them well enough to see beyond individual species to underlying movements and methodology as well as the cultural flavors that could see people push for assimilation, eradication, or simply putting up a 'Fuck Off' sign to discourage possible visitors.

Just another example of the slightly depressing reality of the galaxy at large for many of the older Undaunted who weren't distracted by fancy guns, flying cars, and the sheer bounty of enthusiastic female companionship available to an interested young man.

No matter how far away from Earth they went. No matter how much wealth there was. No matter the medical technology straight out of sci-fi and immortality as a casual lifestyle choice for even the impoverished. With all the miracles humanity could dream of, you couldn’t escape the truth.

People were still people.

They continue to wander through the colorful Bazaar and Jerry tries to put more serious matters from his mind for a moment to actually be a 'tourist'. Or rather evaluate things from a tourist's perspective. What was interesting? What stood out? What was going on that people were talking about? What was the general mood of the crowd?

Near as he could tell most people were fairly calm, and there were enough smiling faces around. Albeit some of those were merchants trying to sell him a few genuine Desert Nagasha rugs so he could keep his first wife's home all the better while she was away.

That had Jerry violently suppressing an eye roll. It made sense to a degree. As a man, as far as the female merchants were concerned, he was the easy mark, especially for the types of things appropriate to a homemaker. Though at least a few merchants looked twice, saw he was an Apuk, and reconsidered calling out to him when he had no doubt they'd have done so otherwise.

Or maybe it was the clearly well used sword and heavy plasma pistol on his belt that did the trick. If it would keep street hawkers and annoying petitioners with clipboards away in public back on Earth, Jerry might have to reevaluate his opinion of open carry in public spaces.

Still, the Bazaar really is a riot of clashing cultures, peoples, languages and 'stuff', in its many, many variations that had to be seen to begin to comprehend it. For example the row of stores to Jerry’s left had an absolute mess of various shops in it.

It started with a restaurant focused on insect protein. Then there was a clothing store that specialized in clothes for women with a lamia body shape. Nagasha specifically, but anyone with more tail than torso. Then a noodle shop that looked like it could have been tucked next to a train station in Shibuya. Next was an office whose sign proclaimed it to handle bulk mineral and raw ore sales in six languages and emphasized that they could arrange shipping for you at a discount if you didn't want to be bothered to arrange it yourself or didn't have a cargo ship of your own.

Right next to the mining concern was a large electronics store that carried everything from components to advanced synthetic grade parts. It had circuit boards of an absolute mess of types and configurations from etched crystal to a row of more traditional looking boards that were a bit more familiar to Jerry... complete with a sign labeling them as 'vintage'.

They were all hanging from the ceiling, swaying lightly in the breeze of the powerful air conditioning that was used to keep the massive computer system in the back of the store cool. Cool enough that the Mnenmi working the counter was wearing a coat, and each of her head tentacles had a hand woven 'sock' of sorts that left enough of the tentacle exposed to properly grasp things while still warming the squirmy appendages.

There were food stalls every which way you look, selling everything from roast meat and veggies on a stick, to what appeared to be ice cream, to a vendor that specializes in alcohol and anything smokable and a plethora of ways to smoke whatever suits your fancy. 

One particular shady looking woman was wandering around selling twenty cred laser pistols out of an axiom enhanced bag. The catch? They could only be used once. You just tossed the weapon in the nearest recycler once you drained its power pack.

It wasn’t limited to just shops either! Performers of various types from musicians to prostitutes were working their various respective corners of the area, the latter generally under a watchful eye of the women pimping the men out. There were a few street preachers or other religious groups about as well, just to complete the spectrum of vice to virtue for the region.

One Gravidist group was soliciting donations to the orphanage they ran on Pillars, which saw Jerry dig a pair of khutha coins from a hidden pocket of his clothes. A thousand credits was on the low end of what he could probably do for real, but for Karth'Shen... it was quite generous, and earned him a half hearted elbow from his 'wife'. He placates her quietly as they walk away, playing up leaning in and clearly saying something that sees the woman flush and a little flame leak out of the corner of her mouth to very subdued giggles and more than a few envious glances from passersby. 

Xal'Kemsa was proving to be a talented actress, reacting well to Jerry and improvising at the speed of a natural reaction.

It made them blend into the crowd just a little bit, even if their obvious weapons and the four legged beastie walking around with them drew a few looks. One Lopen woman even tried to talk to Hel, which left the woman rather embarrassed when Dar'Vok explained that Hel, while very smart, wasn't much of a conversationalist. Not in any language a sapient life form could understand anyway.

It was, all in all, a marvelously little walk around the bazaar, enjoying the sights while doing their best to listen into chats between locals and sailors off merchant vessels alike.

Once they had the lay of the land and had explored sufficiently, Jerry briefly pulls his comm device out and shoots Nadiri a text.

JR> 'Ready to move on. Where to?'

"Sending you some nav directions for a cantina. Rivena’s. Merc hang out. Great place to solicit for jobs and hang out with other laser jockeys." Nadiri whispers from his shadow again.

Jerry checks his phone and turns to 'Nalk'Shen', all smiles and tenderness, as he strokes Xal'Kemsa’s cheek affectionately, drawing out a fresh wave of raw envy in the local axiom.

"Nalk, darling. Shall we go to Rivena's? You said you wanted to get our names on the job board and start looking for contracts and I could use something with a bit more to it than water or fruit juice."

"Oh course my dear husband, let us go!"

A quick shift in course gets them heading towards the cantina, and heading past a street preacher dressed in orange.

"...Maintain the integrity of your flesh beloved. The natural world is the only way to seek peace and achieve enlightenment in times of trouble and strife..."

It was all fairly standard stuff for street preachers. Even sounded a bit familiar to Jerry in particular, but as he listened, the repeated comments about flesh and bodily integrity stood out. It was subtle, but taken in the most uncharitable way possible, this was aggressively anti synth, to the point of damning those who accepted augments of any kind! Even prosthetics. Luddites? Or something more specific?

Jerry could just ask, but if this was the game they were looking for, he didn't want to spook it. Instead, he pulls a shthaq coin from another pocket and goes to toss it in the bag the orange clad street preacher was using to accept donations.

A little shift of his ankle has him stumble on the stone path and drop the coin before catching himself with axiom. The coin fell just about where he wanted it practically under the bag, and he quickly attaches an incredibly small tracking bug as he picks the coin up, tosses it in, and exchanges a slight bow with the preacher, who launches back into her sermon as the group walks on.

A few hundred yards down from the anti-synth street preacher, Rivena's cantina is tucked into a corner of the cavern, looking like something between a fortress and a cave dwelling.

Whoever Rivena was, she clearly didn't fuck around. Especially given Jerry was pretty sure he'd spotted a half dozen concealed turrets. Probably to protect clients or customers if someone decided to make a hit at Rivena's place. 

A high standard of customer service to be sure, and something Rivena no doubt charged handsomely for if those services were required. It was exactly the type of place mid to high end mercs like the Flametusks want to be, so without a word or hesitation, the group steps inside.
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  He can practically feel the curious stares from his 'daughters' and Nadiri as they enter the cantina. They probably hadn't seen exactly what he'd done. They just had reason to believe he hadn't actually stumbled. Just a glance tells him Purisha in particular is almost desperate to ask exactly what he did and why. Though if anyone could have noticed exactly what he did, it was probably Purisha. Her observation skills were remarkable according to none other than Sir David, and Jerry was very interested to hear what Purisha observed after their afternoon walk.


  As for the cantina itself, it was... oddly American in style to a degree. Seemingly shaped out of tan colored stone that gave it a feel that reminded Jerry of older adobe structures back home. It was a pleasing look, and the stone itself seemed to be keeping things nice and cool without more than a few fans to circulate air. A bar dominated one wall, with lots of nice cozy booths with privacy screens that can drop down from above for deal making to the left, and some more bench style seating for carousing to the right.


  Also to the right is a door next to the bar with a guard in front of it, an imposing looking Horchka woman with a plasma cannon and a beat stick that reminded Jerry of a kanabo close to hand. The sign over the top said 'Office - Business only'. The other doors in the place started with one behind the bar, then there were the bathrooms, including a guarded entrance to the men's room. Those were right next to a door to the outside that led to Rivena's patio seating. Complete with a fire pit and roasting spit that could fit a whole cow. 


  The final door was another guarded door up to the VIP lounge that Jerry knew was where top shelf clients for sell sword services could be found, but only if you were on Rivena's good list. Not that you couldn't do good trade here still, but for the cream of the crop, be you client or merc, you needed to pay your dues, literally and metaphorically to the woman in charge.


  Not a bad setup really.


  The clientele was a mix. Most appeared to be mercs from a casual glance across the room Besides mercs of various experience levels, looking back as the newcomers look at them, hoping for a new client and a new payday... and taking a moment to scope out the competition when they see it's more of their own kind instead.


  Or just eye fucking 'Karth'. These were rather rough and tumble girls after all.


  One far corner had a small group of younger women, girls really, all giggles and smiles. Probably teenagers or very young adults, finally able to get into a bar that they'd built into some sort of forbidden treasure cave for much of their youth while growing up on the Pillars or visiting the station regularly.


  "What in the hells is that?"


  The bouncer, a tough looking Cannidor that looked like she could smash concrete by flexing at it, pushes off her stool and takes a step back, like she's clearing some space to reach for her weapon, her eyes squarely on Hel.


  The big she wolf is decidedly unimpressed with the Cannidor, and gives her a gentle whuf of air that's somewhere between sarcasm and a sigh.


  "...She's my daughter's service dog."


  "...The heck's a dog?"


  The confusion on the bouncer's face is palpable.


  "Look she won't cause any trouble if no one starts trouble so keep your panties on and don't worry about it."


  The Cannidor peers down at Jerry.


  "Huh. You almost talk like one of those Humans. I thought Apuk guys were a bit more... y'know. Refined. I've heard my sister's hubby say shit like that on a vid call though."


  Xal'Kemsa rolls her eyes. "My husband is a mercenary and fights like the dark one set loose, by all accounts Humans do the same. Any man who's hefting some should have a little steel in their tone."


  "Yeah I guess." The Cannidor considers Jerry again. "Nice looking at least. Anyway, Welcome to Rivena's. Don't fuck with any of the rules and no tabs over a hundred creds."


  The bouncer points to a prominently displayed sign that listed out the very brief set of rules for the establishment as; 


  'Neutral ground. No lasers, no plasma, no explosives, no fucking up the furniture, or you pay double value for it, no bounty hunting on the premises, no grudge matches.'


  So. Melee was the meal of the day in Rivena's. Probably part of the entertainment honestly. In the way of rough customers everywhere, punch ups for minor issues of pride or sheerly for the hell of it were a matter of course. So Rivena said okay, but set rules so she could come down like a force of nature if someone escalated and damaged her establishment. Perfectly reasonable.


  Xal'Kemsa strokes Jerry's chest, drawing his focus as she leads him and the girls over to a booth with a decent view of all the exterior doors.


  "I'll go reintroduce myself to Rivena. Been awhile since we've been here. How about you get a drink with the girls, darling? I'll join you just as soon as I can."


  "Sounds wonderful. Don't take too long."


  A kiss on the cheek, and Xal'Kemsa's on her way, striding up to the Horchka guard with the kind of confidence that was nearly unique to Apuk war maidens and Cannidor.


  Dar'Vok steps into the place her 'mother' had previously occupied.


  "I'll get everyone's drinks. Father, what do you want?"


  With Dar'Vok heading towards the bar, Jerry, Neysihen and Purisha settle into the booth, with the girls claiming the side of the table across from Jerry that gives them a good line of sight on the door to the VIP. 


  The girls looking around as young women joining the mercenary trade under their parent's tutelage was perfectly normal and expected. Jerry on the other hand looking around too intently would be odd at best and an invitation for some 'enthusiastic' sex, at worst.


  "What do you think girls? Whole thing's pretty impressive, isn't it?"


  It's an honest question from Jerry. He's not exactly well traveled in the galactic sense and while he'd seen riots of life like the bazaar before, the setting was a unique one.


  Neyishen looks back from watching the crowds outside.


  "Could do with a few more trees, but it's... just. Never seen anything like that before."


  Purisha starts to answer, but stops suddenly, her eyes going wide as a big hand settles onto Jerry's shoulder.


  "Hey there, handsome. These little girls aren't worth your time. How about you upgrade?"


  Jerry looks up to find a clearly very young Cannidor woman. She was talking tough, and seemed cocky, not confident. Her kit was... well. Again. It was clear she wasn't exactly a veteran, even if she was talking pretty tough, before Jerry can protest and point out that these are his daughters, which would likely shut the young woman up, there's the sound of a sword clearing it's sheath and Dar'Vok's war blade is at the Cannidor's throat.


  "You will remove your hand from my father's shoulder, or I will remove your hand from your wrist, and feed it to you."


  "You and what ar-" 


  



  The Cannidor's voice trails off as she gets a proper look at Dar'Vok, in good quality battle gear, with a clearly well used sword and a burning rage in her eyes. Considering an Apuk was one of the few women in the galaxy more than capable of fighting a Cannidor in hand to hand and at least getting a draw or winning... The young woman clearly determines that discretion is the better part of valor and raises her hands.


  "Whoa. Easy sister. Didn't mean nothing by it."


  "Remove yourself from our presence."


  Dar'Vok's tone is icy cold, despite the burning wrath in her eyes, and the Cannidor backs up before Jerry turns and stops her.


  "Hey, kid."


  "I'm not a kid, I'm in my thirties."


  "So you're a kid. Catch."


  Jerry flips her a J'Hest coin. Two thousand five hundred credits in green crystal. A second hand air car, or maybe up to a few months of work for a lower tier merc trying to make her bones. 


  "Buy yourself some better gear. We're here for two weeks. Get some jobs, prove you're hefting some, maybe get a decent rep at having a brain as well as brawn, and I'll consider introducing you to the Crimsonhewer boss in my crew. She's always looking for talent."


  The sheer confusion on the Cannidor's face is absolutely hilarious, but Jerry keeps the emotion off of his face completely as she pockets the coin and more or less races out of the bar, leaving Dar'Vok to set the tray of drinks she'd had in her left hand down on the table and re sheath the sword.


  "I got a pyre breath for mother as well." Dar'Vok reports, scooting in next to Neysihen.


  "Well done Dar'Shen. You really had her running scared."


  "I did not threaten her idly father. If she did not unhand you, I would unhand her. Whether she got a healing coma or a prosthetic, it would be a valuable learning experience. Still. Why did you give her credits?"


  "Seed money. She's a dumb kid, but she's got moxie if nothing else. I think Zraloc wouldn't mind taking her on, and it'll give the junior 'Hewers someone to boss around till she proves she's worth being kept around."


  "She might make a move on you again."


  "If she does, she's got more courage than brains and without a lot of skill or blind luck she won't live long enough to make another move on me. If she does, you know I can handle a Cannidor just fine... and if I can't. Well. That's your mother's job in the end."


  "Yes, father."


  Jerry sits back and takes a sip of his pyre breath, a white wine esque Apuk beverage that was a favorite for warriors and those who considered themselves hard cases. It was also pretty tasty and actually had something approximating a kick if you happened to be human. A rarity in a galaxy where a Shirley Temple was enough to get some species of alien drunk.


  "Now. Let's do a little observing while we wait for your mothers. They're all on little errands so we might as well relax for a bit before we figure out dinner. Who knows? Maybe something interesting will venture by."


  Or maybe something already has, Jerry thinks to himself, resisting the urge to access the telemetry for the tracker he'd planted. That one was going to be very interesting to check the results from, but for this kind of hunting, patience was even more important than normal hunting.


  Mercenaries of all flavors come and go over the next half hour, everything and anything, from the diminutive in light armor designed to be low profile and let them move quickly to truly imposing physical specimens clad in hulking armor only a few steps removed from power armor.


  No one approached Jerry again, though he got more than a few looks. Some respectful. Some lewd. He got flashed twice when the woman in question thought no one else was looking, and he had a few drinks bought for him. All of which came straight from the bartender and were guaranteed to be free of anything 'extra'.


  At some point, Nadiri slips out of the shadows and seats herself next to Neysihen, then joins the ongoing conversation about stealth killing methods as if she'd always been at the table.


  Neyishen didn't skip a beat either, something Jerry made a note of to commend her for. Seems everyone was being a talented actress or actor today.
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They don't have to wait long before Xal'Kemsa returns, clearly pleased about her discussion with Rivena as she slides into the booth and snuggles up to her 'husband' in what was still a chaste and respectable manner. Good manners or not, the character of Nalk'Shen certainly wouldn't miss an opportunity to boast about her good fortune after all.

"I take it your meeting went well, darling?" Jerry asks.

"Oh, just girls catching up, husband. Rivena's put us on the board for the cream of the jobs coming through here. The Flametusks should be finding some good work soon to compound our fortune and efforts so far."

A smug look crosses Xal'Kemsa’s face that was, in and of itself, a truly impressive piece of acting. Her self satisfaction radiates so clearly even a creature with no sense of sight, and no axiom driven empathic gifts, could tell that the mercenary leader was extremely pleased with herself.

Before Jerry can change subjects, a familiar voice asks;

"Room for one more?"

In the blink of an eye an Amazonian figure comes over the back of the booth and Ghorza neatly drops down next to Jerry, planting a big kiss on her husband, in and out of character. Beyond being a sign of shared affection it was a wonderful piece of acting that let Xal'Kemsa avoid having to kiss Jerry in any aggressive or intimate manner.

The difference between the prim and proper Nalk'Shen and her green and tusky sister wife's interactions with their husband told a story all its own. It certainly marked Ghorza out as 'one of the girls' who'd made good. 

Horchka were as common in merc outfits as laser weapons after all, and very few of them made it nearly as far as Ghorza, or the character of Tuska, had. With most girls leaving the trade for one reason or another voluntarily... or dying, before they could win command or leadership in a band. Never mind scoring a husband.

On the other hand Nalk'Shen's kisses on the cheek and relatively more tame physical affection, hugs and embraces, hand holding, that sort of thing, fit the 'story' of a noblewoman out making money as a merc. A classier lady who wouldn't be nearly as crass in public as her cruder sister-wives. 

A perfectly reasonable affectation that let Xal'Kemsa and Jerry avoid heavy duty lip locks in public, which would be embarrassing for everyone involved if unneeded. Not that Jerry or Xal would hesitate if it came to that. A smooch, possibly a deep one, maybe with a little tongue, really wasn't a big deal if it meant selling their infiltration.

The princess rolls her eyes. "Must you act like an animal, Tuska? We're in public."

"All the more reason to show off what's mine. Just cause you don't like smooches with the lights on doesn't mean the rest of us don't."

Xal rolls her eyes again, irritated, but not enough to actually make a fuss in public.

"Did you at least accomplish your tasks first?"

"Of course boss. I don't come play before the work's done. Our lodgings are all set up. The girls are getting the lay of the land in the tunnel we're in. Like a little sub district. It's all mercs in there, or aimed at mercs. Lots of good money for security work going around this part of the galaxy, and the Synths pay good cred even if they're a bit weird."

"As long as their checks clear, they're the most normal beings in the galaxy to me."

Jerry notes, and the entire table nods sagely as if he'd uttered some sort of holy truth.

"That aside.” Xal'Kemsa takes a swig of her drink. "Anything else to report Tuska?"

Ghorza shakes her head. "Nothing worthy of your attention any way boss lady. I got a shit load of applications... nothing super interesting, but some of the girls might have potential. Lotta young Horchka... makes me a bit depressed really to see them so far out looking for sellsword work. Feels like the Horchka disperse more and more with every passing year from our homeworld."

Neyishen raises a hand, and gets a nod from 'Tuska', approving her joining the conversation more fully.

"Mother... Why do the Horchka wander like they do? There's many warrior people out there. Many of them serve as mercenaries but the Horchka do seem to have... spread out so much."

"Ah."

Ghorza lets out a sigh... and a flicker crosses her face as she considers if what she has to say on the subject is something the mercenary Tuska would have a strong opinion about... then leans in a bit as she decides to proceed.

"Well. It's like this kiddo. There's lots of opinions on why things are the way they are. Mama Tuska? She's been around a bit, and I think it's due to how and when we got uplifted. You've heard your Mama Nalk'Shen talk about the Apuk being uplifted when they did, and I know you've been pestering Zraloc and the 'Hewers when they're around asking 'em about the Cannidor. All three of our species are warrior cultures. Of us all, the Apuk came out okayish by the Council's aggressive first contact and uplift policy, and the Cannidor didn't need any help at all."

The warrior woman takes a swig of her drink, and suppresses another sigh. She always got a bit melancholy when she discussed this subject with Jerry.

"The Apuk were further along than we were when they got uplifted. They'd had a few major cultural shifts and solidified themselves. Developed a relatively complex system of government. They also lucked out and had a particularly wise Empress on the throne. She was able to guide them through the turbulent period of uplift with their culture intact... the Horchka. We didn't have nothing like that. We weren't too far beyond isolated city states and warrior tribes really. Just getting our feet under us as a society. We'd developed a chivalric code that each of the major cities had adopted, and a warrior caste apart and within the great warrior houses that ruled the cities that... well. They coulda been the start of something great."

Neyishen is leaning in a bit herself now, clearly fascinated, no acting required.

"How so? Were they particularly mighty warriors or what?"

"Well. The code wasn't just about being able to kick ass. It was about knowing why and when to kick ass. It encouraged using your head. Not just your sword arm. It bound the warrior and their power to responsibilities. Moral to start, honor, if nothing else, but in some places code bound warriors were being given legal duties too. Guiding their communities, or ruling on matters of justice. Some of those women started to wander, even swearing off families of their own and ditching their clan names. They went from place to place ensuring even the remote clans and tribes had access to law and order, and knowledge from the big cities. They even performed diplomacy as a neutral party... ended a few wars before they started, and were instrumental to building our first full on nations."

Ghorza takes another long pull of her drink, finishing the beverage this time.

"Dar'Shen, get Momma another would ya kiddo? You're closest to the edge."

"Of course mother."

Ghorza remains silent while waiting for Dar'Vok to return with more drinks, not wanting to have one of her 'daughters' miss out on the story she was telling. A quick pull from her restored drink and she resettles herself.

"Where was I? Right. First full on nations. Then... the ships came. First contact. Goddess knows how many centuries or thousands of years of progress skipped in a day, and without a central figure. Without some sort of core... we just couldn't hold ourselves together like the Apuk could. The fires that carried us to the heavens burned a lot of our culture to ash... and in the rush to learn and to share in new things from the stars... a lot of folk didn't even notice. Now though. I think it hurt us. Bad. On a deep and personal level most of us can't even comprehend. So now we wander. Seeking culture and belonging where we can, with only a few of the old warrior houses clinging to watered down versions of the 'old ways', that are mostly bunk."

Ghorza snorts. “That's why I walked away. The Horchka Warrior Hierarchy’s a joke… A damned caste system for fighters that pushes what little we have out of the reach of girls who might just have talent or a gift, and damns those who can’t be born in the right grade or cut the right deals. So with no seeming hope of progress, for Hochka born in our home system, dying for a fistful of creds or a shred of honor to improve your clan’s standing… seems like the only choice around.”

Xal'Kemsa leans in a bit. "I know that sigh well sister. I feel that pain. As do many of my friends... one of your friends as well as it happens. She laments as frequently as it comes up that we never got the chance to... well. Grow up. On our own I mean. I almost envy Humans their Cruel Space to a degree. As harsh as it can be, none could disturb them. None could intervene. They succeeded or failed on their own, and they achieved space flight without help, without axiom! Before the council probe reached their world."

"You know darlings, daughters." Jerry gets the table's attention with a gentle word, as 'Karth' strokes his chin. "Some of the fellows I play cards with back home have been making a point of investigating Human media. Especially Human 'science fiction'. Apparently it's rather novel to see the galaxy through their lens. One of their more popular science fiction series has a 'prime directive' that forbids interference with undeveloped species. They're to be left to grow and change on their own. The council, and indeed from what my friends gather, some Humans, find this stance hypocritical, if not outright immoral. The ideal I think is a good one. To do no harm, and to not impose our will and beliefs on another society."

Purisha cocks her head, then raises a hand. "Father, doesn't not interfering in the affairs of others mean doing or allowing harm to a degree? If you have the capacity to help a species, and they need help... shouldn't you help them? That's how we'd want to treat a single being in need right? Why doesn't that extend to a species?"

"Well that's exactly the Galactic Federation and the Council's policy in a nutshell. We have many gifts in the galaxy. Gifts that species like the Humans lack. So it's our duty as moral lifeforms to reach a hand out to them. Idealistic and almost toothache inducingly saccharine, but that is the philosophy of the council and why things like the probe to the humans were sent. Why the Horchka and Apuk, and further back, the Yauya and Feli were uplifted. The galactic community found them, and could help, so they did."

Neyishen signals for attention this time. "Right... and it's not always a bad thing. Even if it can sometimes be... more forceful. The War of the Blade Oaths had been going on for a century when the Dzedin invaded Awauynis. My mother taught me about it. The Yauya... we'd developed terrible weapons. Part of our homeworld still bears the scars. We'd likely have destroyed ourselves if it wasn't for the Dzedin. It's why they're our sister species now. Why we're so tightly bonded with them. Every Yauya alive owes their lives to the Dzedin."

Ghorza chuckles and drains her mug again. "And that, kids, is why this shit's so complicated in a nutshell. We have three examples, four if you want to count the Humans. Uplifting has had consequences in all of those cases. Some good. Some bad. There's no absolute answer to this particular chestnut. You can play with hypotheticals about what was and isn't ethical, or make guesses about how a species might react in one situation or another but as valid as whatever conclusion you come to will be... there will always be another situation waiting in the wings to blow that one out of the water. Nature of living in a big galaxy. For me personally, I think the Council could stand to use a bit more discretion... let young cultures grow and mature before first contact. Give them a chance to work things out themselves."

The three young women stare into their drinks for a moment, clearly considering the deep philosophical conundrum that had been laid out for them when suddenly there's a loud growl from under the table where Hel is laying. Not from her mouth... but Jerry can tell just from listening it's the giant wolf dog's stomach signaling it's displeasure instead of Hel personally.

"On that note my dear wives and daughters, I think we should retire towards this tunnel we're apparently staying in, and see about getting some food, both for us and something nice and fresh for the girls on the Saber Spine. Might as well settle in a bit and find a few places we might want to try... I suspect we're going to be on the station for a while."
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Diana

The First Pillar was like a damn different world compared to the homey industrial nature of the third and second pillars. Diana had been walking and taking various mass transit systems for what felt like a week since Old One Eye had landed the Undaunted infiltration team this morning. 

The massive transit hubs and tunnels that routed through the titanic support structures that made three moons with space stations crammed into them into a single massive station were utterly without precedent from anything Diana had seen in the galaxy so far.

Admittedly she was still a galactic greenhorn to a degree and hadn't seen much of anything in the truly epic scale. Not in person any way. Diana would just about kill for the opportunity to get to investigate the various flavors of what Humans would call Dyson spheres directly. 

There were more than a few systems out there with such incredible mega structures, which said a lot about the sheer volume of resources available and the raw bullshit that axiom energy could pull off.

Such flights of fancy didn't change her primary mission though. So while she'd gotten what information she could in terms of practical mega engineering to send back to the Dauntless as they began to prepare for any number of projects to begin rescuing the rest of Humanity from Cruel Space she'd tried to keep her eyes down on what really mattered to a good intelligence agent worth her salt.

The people were what mattered.

Human. Alien. Organic. Synth. People were still just people, as she'd been both disappointed and relieved to find out as she'd gotten more and more of a chance to explore the various parts of the galactic polity she could reach.

The people of the Pillars of Ascension had all manner of things Diana could glean from them. She just had to be patient and work her way through areas and see what fish swam out for her to catch. All the better that she was a pilgrim. Or, to translate, a religiously motivated tourist. So getting lost a few times was entirely expected of her. Something she'd done with great skill in the Second Pillar, giving her a chance to get around within some of the industrial spaces and interact with the synthetic working class that was more prevalent on the Second Pillar than on the third.

There were more closed circuit types here, but what really struck her is that she could observe a similar pattern to Teal Paradise. Namely there's still physical gathering spots. While she had heard that full synths had 'electronic' gatherings of some sort, the type of thing she heard references to but apparently wasn't discussed with outsiders nearby, at least, ones that could understand more information dense communication methods than mere spoken language. Fascinating in concept of course, but she'd had a hard time finding more information on the subject. 

Even with that, even in what were almost entirely Synth dedicated spaces, with the few people around with flesh still on their bodies being cyborgs of various degrees of augmentation, from Diana on the lighter side, to people who were only a few surgeries removed from full ascension, there were still physical gathering spaces.

Considering how few people needed to eat strictly speaking, there were still quite a lot of bars, dining facilities and social clubs of various styles. Both to service the 'borged' part of the population, the rare full organic, and Synths who enjoyed eating still. It was an interesting pattern, one that Diana now knew was consistent with other Synth communities. 

It was a sample size of two, but more than one was certainly an interesting data point to add to intelligence's growing profile. It was also interesting that a lot of the facilities seemed to be relatively recent construction, which raised all sorts of questions.

Still, she couldn't linger too long, her pilgrim's robes erased her from most people's mental 'radar', even as they made her stand out. So long as she appeared to be doing what she was supposed to be doing more or less, then she was invisible, but she stood out like crazy if she went slightly off script. 

All the more reason to get to the First Pillar, find lodging and look for opportunities to change into more casual clothing and see if she can do some proper exploring.

First though, she had to go to the central temple, and make her presence known.

Which had turned out to be more of a journey than she might have expected. The First Pillar felt... bigger... than the other two somehow. Large parts of the moon had been mined out to allow for sweeping internal vistas of cityscapes that gave Manhattan a run for its money. There were structures built on surfaces that weren't even vaguely horizontal either! 

While some buildings were clearly residential, the vast majority of the large buildings had the architecture of Synth Ascendancy religious structures. The entire place was practically a shrine, from where she was looking in a transit pod, to where the horizon curved away and stole the 'skyline' from view.

It was easy to forget that this was the religious seat and center of governance for potentially trillions of individuals. The extent of the Synth Ascendancy operations in wild space were utterly insane... but also a reminder of just how small Humanity actually was. This was a powerful seat... of a very minor religion, that still had more people just within this 'little' diocese than all of Humanity if every Human to ever live was miraculously resurrected. This place was... big. Small in the scale of the galaxy, but for some reason that only just made it seem all the bigger in comparison to the pale blue dot that Diana came from.

Rikaxza, Diana's... step mother in law? Who just so happened to be a demi goddess who ruled entire swathes of civilized space as both a queen and gangster on unparalleled scale, and had done so for thousands of years, had once told Jerry that Humanity's problem was they were still thinking too small. In this moment, as the apparatus to guide trillions of souls legally and spiritually stretched out before her, a major seat of a minor faith, Diana believes she has an inkling of what Rikaxza had meant.

It made Diana's hand almost automatically drift towards her stomach. The realization that, even if they got all of Humanity out of Cruel Space... They'd need more people. Just to be present in the galaxy they'd need more people. Living as long as she would barring being killed in action, the four little lives growing inside her wouldn't be her last children, not by a long shot... but still, Humanity was very small indeed, and Diana couldn't help but wonder what all they could actually do on a truly galactic scale. 

That they'd done anything already, even getting little laws changed here and there alone was miraculous, and spoke to Admiral Cistern and his staff's immense skill, but the challenge before her might be too much for just one Human.

Diana suppresses a grin. Too much for a lone Human, but she was Undaunted... and there was at least one more Human on this trio of dusty rocks. So that evened the odds nicely.

She makes her way to the major temple that she'd been told to check in at, again, taking the long way, looking around and playing a proper tourist, praying at a few major holy sites and temples as she winds through the busy streets and into the central temple.

It was a magnificent edifice of faith. The dark colors that made up a lot of the structure allowed the circuit patterns and scrolling lights displaying holy scripture shine all the brighter, and instead of darkness, the overall feel of the place was one of comfort, and peace. 

High ceilings directed the eye to an artful depiction of DNA meeting computer code, and what could only be a representation of the energy of the soul, the core of the belief system for the Synth Ascendancy in the middle.

A small alcove to the side has a desk for a few lay sisters in uniform, with signage that indicates pilgrims are to check in there. A quick walk over and entering her details into a computer, and a cheerful Nagasha woman approaches Diana with a bow.

"Sister Dinra? Welcome to the temple! Please follow me, I'll show you to a room you can rest in. I'm sure your journey was quite arduous."

"Nothing too arduous in the pursuit of truth in the end, sister."

The Nagasha woman quickly shows her to an area deeper in the temple, adjacent to the living quarters for the lay staff and junior members of the clergy, with a large garden of sorts between them. It was certainly a wild thing to Diana's eye. 

Beautiful plants interwoven with synthetic and electronic displays, carefully placed together by a very practiced hand to produce a testament of the SA faith that Diana was glad she had a camera for, because she wasn't entirely sure she could fully describe the complex interplay of natural, synthetic and electronic within the garden.

After taking a moment to change, Diana goes and sits in the garden, taking a tablet with her to begin writing a report disguised as a journal entry. Her main focus was how the people appeared to be emotionally. There was a lot of tension in pillar three and pillar two. 

It struck her that the populations of both might have mixed more previously, and that recent tensions had led to pillar two feeling the need to build more of its own recreational facilities instead of workers shuttling across to socialize on pillar three. A reasonable hypothesis, but one that needed more data to confirm.

It certainly seemed to feed her thinking that people were acting a bit too... happy. Not that she expected people to be downtrodden and depressed, but rather people might be overdoing it slightly as a way to deal with stress. Yet. The terrorists clearly hadn't hit many social areas yet. They were targeting infrastructure and the power structure of the station, not targeting the people directly. 

A few bombs in a nightclub or whatever and such public gatherings would have been shut down, leaving organics isolated, and forcing synthetics to use their electronic process... someone was coming. Diana feigns being deep in thought as the full synth Tret woman approaches her.

"Sister? Are you okay?"

Diana mimes out startling a bit and sets her tablet aside before rising and greeting the lay woman with a bow.

"Oh, I'm sorry. You snuck up on me sister. I'm fine. Merely deep in thought. I'm from a rather remote world, so this is all..."

"A bit overwhelming?"

The sympathetic look on the other woman's face said it all, as did the reassuring touch she gave Diana's shoulder.

"I'm Sister Maloch, I look after this part of the temple and its residents. Including you pilgrims. You just stay in the garden as long as you need. I'm sure you need to eat, and dinner will be in a few hours. If you need a snack, the kitchens are just down the hall."

"Oh, thank you. By the way... what's a communion matrix? I've heard about it in passing, but I've never really had time to ask about it."

The synth woman chortles, clearly resisting patting Diana's head.

"Ah. It's one of the greater mysteries of our faith, and one of the beautiful parts of fully ascending. The communion matrix is a space where, much as we see the after life, pure soul energy can commune with other souls. A meeting of people in the rawest possible terms. Even a partially organic mind can't fully comprehend it. You're just fully... present, in a very primal way. I wish I could describe it more to you. It's so... refreshing. It brings me a deep degree of peace to commune with the others. Should you choose to ascend one day, you'll see, I assure you."

"So it's something any synth can partake in?"

"Oh yes. It's not unique to the Ascendancy, but we have some secured spaces that we restrict to our members. Some are even devoted to specific topics."

'Sounds kind of like a VR chat message board or something... but what she's saying about being 'present'... I wonder if it's connected to what the priestess who operated on me was talking about back on Teal Paradise, of Synths being at their most vulnerable in electronic spaces.'

Suddenly, movement behind the Tret woman catches Diana's eye. A Tret... girl? A fully synthetic girl? She appeared to be bending down to sniff a flower or something. Diana looks again, her eyes zooming slightly as Sister Maloch continues to talk. Whoever the mysterious girl was, on closer examination she wasn't a girl. Her features and figure, such as they were for a Synth, said she was an adult... a Human adult specifically.

A lot of people couldn’t see differences between the Humans and their Tret cousins past galactic curves, but Diana could. While the most striking difference between an adult Human female and adult Tret female were… assets, for the most part, that didn’t mean that adolescent Tret looked like adult Humans. They looked a lot like adolescent Human girls in many respects. 

Albeit the differences were drastic once the curves came in, much later in the life cycle interestingly, but they didn’t have developed hips. Or waists. Or shoulders. Limbs were gangly and movements could be awkward. Certain facial features weren’t as pronounced.

All things that the synth woman she was looking at appeared to have. All signs pointed to this mysterious person being a Human. Or. Based on a Human. Or something. 

Diana fights to keep her eyes from widening, to keep her expression level. What in the gods name was a Human synth doing here? There weren't any Human full synths were there? None she'd heard about anyway.

Diana needed more information.

"Oh pardon me, sister, Is that lovely young lady your daughter perchance?"

She asks, as casually as possible. She had to keep her cool. Had to avoid letting curiosity seep into her tone, because she had a pressing drive to know exactly what the hell was going on here now.

The lay woman looks up, and startles slightly. 

"Oh goodness. Avia! Darling, you aren't supposed to be out here! Pardon me, miss. I'll come check on you later!"

Sister Maloch quickly rushes away, bustling 'Avia' off, deeper into the facility. Diana almost follows them, to see if she can find Avia's quarters and attempt to contact her later, but the presence of a Human synth is well outside the scope of her mission, and likely not worth breaking communication silence to send a coded message to the Tear. 

She'd just have to observe, and try to keep an eye out while she did the rest of her tasks. Human or not, Avia was in just as much danger as everyone else in this station, and there would be time to investigate the mysterious synth after their current mission was complete.
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Neysihen

NS> Purisha, check left, about... thirty feet up the path from you.

PR> ...Eyes on. Going to go listen for a bit and look for an opportunity to plant a tracker.

Neysihen stretched as much as she could without shifting her position, with Purisha going in on an 'active' check, she might need to react in seconds, and lagging behind because her body was tightened up or sore very well could get her best friend killed. Not that this mission had been nearly as high stakes as Jerry's dire warning had either of them expecting so far. 

It was almost a bit of a let down, an emotion she knew would get her a pat on the head from Jerry if she expressed it as a sign of 'youth'. Which... was fair enough. She was still quite young after all, it was normal to want her first field mission to be a little exciting.

It was a desire that would pass in time as she got more experienced, but it didn't change the fact that the hardest part of this mission was the waiting, and there was a lot of waiting to do. As junior girls on the totem pole, and the stealth experts seconded to the team from the commandos, they found themselves out doing relatively simple, but dry and boring tasks.

Today they were moving around the Grand Bazaar again, communicating mostly by text via a secure channel on their implants. Which Jerry had complained took the challenge out of some parts of tactical and stealth movement. Though Neysihen got the sense he was at least mostly joking.

Neysihen and Purisha were tracking a Lirak woman they'd seen interacting with several of the anti-synth street preachers they'd identified. She seemed to possibly be acting as some sort of a runner. 

Now that could be perfectly innocuous. Religious organizations have lay people assisting their preachers after all, and the preachers did appear to have some sort of an organization. The Lirak had brought food and water to the preachers every time they'd seen the mysterious alien that so resembled a Human squirrel out and about.

Today however, they'd finally caught a break. Ms. Lirak and her big fluffy tail were out doing far more normal chores and the like as opposed to moving around in her usual pattern of behavior. Such a change was always interesting, even if the results were fairly mundane. 

So Neysihen had gone up a nearby building with a good view of the bazaar, and worked herself into a comfortable niche, while Purisha was wandering around, doing chores and mumbling into her data pad, pretending to write a book.

PR> She's talking to herself. Just listing off groceries it sounds like.

NS> What type of stuff is she getting?

PR> Pretty normal omnivore type items, and lots of them.

NS> That's weird. Lirak are herbivores...

PR> Yeah she's getting a bunch of nuts and stuff too, some of which I assume are for her, but it seems like she's clearly shopping for a decent amount of people. She's going deeper into the store though.

NS> Back off for now, you don't want to get made in tight quarters like that. Fuck only knows what she might be armed with, and you don't want your face known.

PR> With this dye job I don't even recognize this face, but yeah, backing off. Think I'll duck into a cafe across from the shop and have some tea or something on the patio.

NS> Sounds good, I'll keep scanning.

PR> Eat some jerky or something while you're up there. Drink some water. If you burn out, you'll be useless if someone tries to stab me.

Neysihen shifts herself a bit, stretching again as she settles her concealed laser rifle and observation equipment. it had been decided if someone was doing overwatch it might as well be armed overwatch. It's not like walking around armed was particularly weird on the third pillar. Especially not with all the mercs in the area waiting to head out for jobs with shipping companies or to take contracts with the church to protect stations they considered vulnerable for a couple months.

Amusingly, there was quite a bit of griping among the mercs right now. There'd been an explosion of work at extra high rates recently because a new band of pirates had transited into the region, then 'some bitch', had gone and taken the fleet out, or at least killed their fairly dangerous admiral. 

The bounty payout for Sparklehoof was discussed at length among more economical mercs, who pointed out that there might be some decent money to be made in pirate hunting if standard merc work slowed down for a time. The older girls though? They were all whispering about what kind of force in the region would be able to take out an entire pirate fleet like that.

Her eyes sweep across the plaza again, watching as individuals and groups come and go. Some of them were walking hard, trying to put off a 'don't fuck with me attitude', while others were perfectly relaxed and without a care in the world. 

More interesting was the aware people who were trying to look relaxed. Those were the really dangerous ones. They'd learned how to pick that out in observation and tracking classes. Something that Neysihen hadn't quite gotten to yet in her normal huntress education. It was however something she was trying to cultivate herself.

The ability to be aware while looking casual, or just presenting an aware attitude without a vigilant attitude, or one of a thousand other ways to carry one's self that communicated all manner of things to anyone who might be watching you.

Be it as simple as 'Don't fuck with me', like the toughs, to 'Not a good mark for mugging', to 'Unaware and unafraid'... be it for not knowing any better or because you were one of the more dangerous things in the room and you knew it. Generally for special forces and intelligence operatives the goal was to blend in and appear non-threatening nine times out of ten. 

Some of the mercs swaggering around and peacocking would take up a lot of people's attention. An older woman or a young woman not much past girlhood out on an errand though? Most people wouldn't look twice.

It was harder for the men of course, they stood out like sore thumbs no matter what they did, but that too had its benefits. For example they could have Jerry walk through the area and cause a disturbance to get everyone's attention, likely including their mark, and use that as an opportunity to approach close and plant a tracker like they were trying to do today. Or he could cause a really big disturbance and they could potentially black bag their target in the confusion.

Unlimited possibilities in the combat puzzle, limited only by the number of tools in your tool box, literally or metaphorically. All the more reason to learn and study everything you physically and mentally could withstand. More than ever, Neysihen really understood just how true the old maxim 'knowledge is power' was.

She starts scanning again before stopping suddenly and focusing on a familiar 'target'.

NS> Purisha, eyes on. It's her.

PR> The Cannidor?

NS> Mhmm.

PR> What's she up to?

Neysihen watches for a few heartbeats as the young Cannidor woman who'd had the gall to try and pick up her father- try to pick up Jerry. She'd tried to pick up Jerry. Right in front of his own daughters! Or... something. Jerry's fatherly aura was making the line between character and reality blur a bit. He did say he'd adopted them in a metaphorical sense... Neysihen shakes the confusing thought off as she tracks the Cannidor.

They'd seen her around quite a bit actually since that incident. Her name was Makula and she'd done exactly as Jerry had instructed with the credits he'd given her. She had slightly nicer armor, and a decent quality personal shield she'd probably bought second hand. Nothing on power armor but it beat the shit out of standard kit for a lot of mercs. She'd gotten a slightly nicer plasma cannon for herself, and it appeared she was carrying a large caliber rail gun pistol on her hip now, an interesting choice that most people wouldn't go near due to the galactic aversion to ammunition.

Makula had been running around bouncing for bars, dragging in bounties, collecting debts, and generally doing the scut work of mercenary life, trying to work her way up to some jobs the Flametusks might consider impressive. Today Makula had a locked case connected to her wrist.

NS> Looks like she's doing another messenger job today.

PR> She's gotten a lot of those recently it seems. I wonder if she joined an agency?

NS> Maybe, easy enough to stick your name out there on merc job boards for stuff like that though. Especially now that she's got better gear.

PR> Think she's actually gonna try and approach Jerry again?

NS> Yeah, she's been working her tail off. No way she isn't gonna try to re approach. Whether it's to get a piece of Apuk tail or to get that look in with the Crimsonhewers he promised her, I'm not sure.

PR> She might not know herself at this stage. Boy is she gonna be surprised if she actually manages to bum a ride and learn what's really going on.

Neysihen stats to compose a mental response when she feels a sudden change in the air pressure behind her. She's punching behind her with her wrist blade at full extension before the thought can actually register... but not breaking her position otherwise. She was at least 98% certain her 'assailant' was Nadiri. 

She'd know for sure if it wasn't if whoever was behind her got a gut full of Yauya honor blade.

Instead however she swipes through a particularly sluggish patch of air and feels the now somewhat familiar sensation of a slight 'weight' settling on her shoulders as Nadiri slips into her shadow.

"Hey kiddo. Good reflexes today. You'd have gutted me if I'd been corporeal."

Neysihen keeps on her scope, keeping her focus for a second before whispering back;

"...I don't know how you do that, but I hate that you can and it's driving me up the wall."

"I agreed with your folks to check on you, and make sure you and Purisha stayed sharp, run messages they don't want to put over electronic comms, that's all I'm doing. Helping you girls out. Purisha's getting sharp fast too. She actually almost got me with her claws this morning. Plus that stake out advice I've given you girls for tracking the other day has clearly had some impact, you're both doing a very nice job today."

Nadiri chuckles in Neysihen's ear, clearly pleased with both girls, something that Neysihen was begrudgingly happy about. The Shallax private investigator's shadow bullshit was still bullshit!

"Anything interesting happening?"

"Just that Cannidor gal that hit on Dad... Out doing another job."

Neyishen can more hear than feel Nadiri nod thoughtfully.

"I see... Hmm. You girls make sure to keep an eye on her. An industrious young lady like her could have a lot of potential. If you and Purisha recommend her, I bet your Pops would be sure to recruit for your 'mercenary company'. So if you both think she's got what it takes... I'd say give her a shot. We all need a hand up from time to time, and she seems like a nice girl."

"Did you actually have a purpose for visiting today? Or just checking on us?"

"Just a check in. We didn't want to potentially disrupt things with a poorly timed communication... look sharp though. I think your mark's just about done with her shopping. We can debrief today's mission after dinner."

The weight falls off Neysihen's shoulders and she tightens up on her rifle, quickly getting a fix on the Lirak's position courtesy of the woman's massive bushy tail, and all thoughts of the enigmatic Nadiri and the young Canndior mercenary are immediately purged from her mind.

NS> Purisha, eyes on Ms. Lirak... looks like she's headed your way!

Sure enough, the Lirak walks right into the cafe Purisha had settled into and the comm link between them suddenly switches to voice. Neysihen hears nothing, then a little shuffling. A bit more. Purisha takes a slow, steadying breath at the absolute limit of audible sound. Then there's a soft impact, and Neysihen leans into her scope. Had she just been attacked? Instead she lets out a sigh of relief when Purisha apologizes. Then Purisha's out on the street again, and walking down towards the part of the bazaar they'd selected for their rendezvous.

PR> Mission accomplished, tracker's in a very hard to find spot and she doesn't suspect a thing.

Neysihen grins and starts to break down her kit. Time to make themselves scarce from this area and maybe scout out another part of the bazaar.

It was always nice to get a win.
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Jerry

Jerry pulls one of the scrambling devices Cascka had used during their first meeting so many months ago and turns it on, tossing it on the table.

"Alright people, heads in. Let's discuss our findings. For a few days' work I'm pretty pleased with our progress. We've gotten a decent feel for the layout of this part of the station, and everything going on it. We've also done a decent job establishing our identities around here. Some of you girls taking merc gigs and bounty hunting gigs on the side's been absolutely perfect. We're becoming regular fixtures as opposed to interesting new things."

"Well, all of us except you hubby." Ghorza offers, chuckling. "Apuk or human, you kinda stand out."

"Fair enough, but even I'm not as much of a surprise as when we landed a couple days ago. We've gotten a little data from some of the trackers, but not as much as I've been hoping for. The two preachers and the possible runner we've tracked haven't gone anywhere particularly interesting, though all three of them have gone into the warrens at one point or another. By the way, Neysihen? Purisha?"

The two women meet Jerry's eyes.

"Nice work on getting that runner tagged. She seems to be a fairly wily one. Eymali observed her a bit too and said getting close to her would be an absolute pain."

Both women nod.

"Thank you, sir!"

"Thanks, Dad!"

There's chuckles all around as Purisha answers 'in character'.

"Where is Eymali anyway? I thought she'd be at a planning meeting like this." Neysihen asks, her mentor's absence suddenly standing out more glaringly.

"Eymali knows everything we're about to talk about, so she volunteered to take look out duty for this shift while the command team gets the rest of you briefed up. So. Warrens mission. This is going to be a multi-objective run when we finally make it. We've got other business down there that Nadiri has proposed that she'll cover in a minute. We also have a hunch that the bad guys are down there somewhere. So we're taking every movement in the warrens deadly seriously. In the immediate term, Eymali is going to go in to the area with Nadiri, make an initial reconnaissance, update our maps, and plant a couple repeaters into various chunks of infrastructure somewhere out of the way so we can get a decent idea for where our trackers are going despite the natural interference in the region."

One of the Horchka girls raises a hand. "Sir, what if they're using electronic warfare systems to block signals and not just relying on certain kinds of metal in the rock and 'hull' of the station?"

Jerry offers the tusky warrior a feral grin. "Then they've tipped their hand and we start using other kit to try and find the source of the jamming. I doubt they'll be doing something that obvious though. Like using one of these little anti listener devices, blanket jamming like that can save people a lot of pain, but it also lets anyone looking know that there's something valuable there for them to sniff in to. Nadiri, care to brief the next part?"

Nadiri leans in, her shadowy body dimming the light just a touch. "As for my part of the warrens mission, this is just a general outline for now. I think we can get some useful intelligence out of at least one of the weapons dealers and smugglers down there. I'm working my contacts to figure out who exactly we should be talking to, but that's gonna take some time to develop, I need another couple of days at the very least. One of my more critical contacts is off the station on a job and will hopefully be back in the next day or two assuming she survives."

Jerry nods. "So that's why we're making an initial recon instead of just going full send now. This is likely bad guy home turf as we said, so we're taking this whole show low, slow, and cautious. While we're down there we're going to be making a large purchase of munitions as part of our cover, so if anyone has any toys they want, now's the time. It's supposedly for the company, but we'll just toss it all in the Tear's armory when we get home. No sense wasting perfectly good weapons."

Neysihen raises a hand. "So we're going in... what? A week?"

"Give or take. In the meantime I want us to keep doing jobs, keep making public appearances... and to get a tracker on every anti-synth preacher in pillar three. We'll also send some teams to pillar two, ostensibly prospecting for clients, and pillar one, as tourists. Just getting the lay of the land and getting a feel for everything that's going on. It's been awhile since the last attack, and it looks like the local security forces are starting to relax... so I'm expecting another strike sooner rather than later."

Nods all around, then Ghorza leans in.

"So what's our time line looking like then? When does the Tear make port? Do we need to have a development in the case before then?"

"I don't think we need to have a development before then, but the Tear will be coming in to begin diplomatic talks with the Synth Ascendancy in around a week's time, so right when we're intending to go down into the warrens. Honestly it'll probably make for a pretty good distraction. Rumors of a whole ship load of men on pillar one will have a lot of the girls on pillar three and pillar two's full and undivided attention. Which means it'll be easier for us to slip around and do weasel shit while everyone else puts on a show."

Jerry sits back a bit.

"In the end girls, we need to do this fast to save as many lives as we can, but we need to do this right. An attack happening is tragic, but setting the terrorists into a panic and not catching them would be even worse. The Synth Ascendancy wants us to nail these fuckers to the wall, and I have absolutely no problem working with that."

Ghorza nods. "What hubby said. Plus, there's always the risk when dealing with this kinda trash when they go quiet that they're preparing something big, and if we ruffle their feathers, they might rush to do whatever that is before we can figure out what it is, and have a plan in place to counter it. Slow and steady is what wins this race with minimum friendly casualties."

"Well said, darling." Jerry takes the floor again. "So. While we're here. Any interesting observations anyone's made that we can discuss as a team? Local resources we can potentially take advantage of maybe?"

Zraloc snorts. "Yeah I got an observation. Most of the mercs on this heap are trash. We should go into business for real and clean house. I get a lot of the quality meat around here's already out on long term contracts but god damn. I already sent a message to Isuras. A band of 'Hewers working a friendly deal out with the synths could stack credits high enough to build a space station out of them."

Jerry cocks his head, a thought crossing his mind for a second. "Zraloc."

The Cannidor looks up and rumbles in response; "Boss?"

"There any full synth 'Hewers?"

"Not any I've met, theoretically as long as they join in and do their bit, pass the trials and all that shit, any Cannidor can join, with the occasional exception for a girl who's a half blood or even completely unrelated who's got enough spirit. Course the bylaws of the Crimsonhewers say someone of Cannidor blood... but it's generally interpreted to mean blood, literally, and in the spiritual sense, preferably both, but it's down to a khan's judgment. Course Synths don't got blood at all but..." Zraloc shrugs. "Anyway, that's all I got. Not much talent out here if we want a few extra guns on call, but we could do worse than some of these girls."

"Alright, I'll consider hiring some on call back up. Or getting a word to the church and having them hire them more likely. Anyone else?"

The other girls start to talk. The ideas fly fast and thick and are duly discussed and either written down or discarded. Jerry notices however, that his wife's senior apprentice appears deep in thought. Jerry keeps an eye on Neysihen as whatever thought she has bouncing around her head percolates.

Finally, in a quiet moment, she raises a hand.

"Jerry. I think we should bring on that Cannidor merc from Rivena's the other day."

"The one who hit on me?"

"Yeah. Her name's Makula. She's been making good. Working really hard. I think she'd work out okay. Not sure if she'd make it better as a 'Hewer or an Undaunted but we bring her along for the warrens job as extra muscle and we'll get a feel for how she does without tipping our hand for who we are."

Jerry considers for a minute. He hadn't made his offer idly. Hitting on a guy when he's with a bunch of well armed and fairly dangerous looking women suggested a certain degree of courage or outright insanity, and either could be made a valuable asset with careful development and training, now Neysihen was saying she thought the kid was a good pick up? He resists shrugging. Who was he to argue if this Makula was getting a vote of confidence from his team?

"Alright... Ghorza. Make contact with this kid, Makula right?"

Jerry gets a confirming nod from Neysihen and Purisha.

"Make contact and put her under contract. Don't give her the location of our digs yet. Start giving her odd jobs. Mix of vaguely dangerous or milk runs. In fact make sure there's a lot of milk runs, I want to know if she complains or not. She can make deliveries to the Razor Spine. I want eyes on her as she works to see if she does anything dumb like drink on the job. Make the standard clear to her from the word go, and we'll see how she does. If she doesn't fuck anything up, she goes on the Warrens infiltration. If she doesn't fuck that up, we can start looking at her for bringing her into the Undaunted or the Crimsonhewers."

Zraloc snorts. "I mean, she had the tits to hit on you of all men, she'd probably make an okay 'Hewer. Need to see what her taste in melee weapons is like though."

"We'll burn that bridge when we get there. For the rest of you, check your comm devices, I have your next assignments going out via the secure channels. Let's get a move on people. I feel like we're on the clock... and what's worse, we can't even see the damn clock."
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Tyler

It had nearly been two weeks since the skipper went undercover.

Tyler pulls at the collar of his navy dress whites and considers cursing the skipper out mentally for sticking him with this particular duty. He wasn't qualified to do first contact! Was he? Sure he'd have a real diplomat in the shape of Mirona Doreen and an expert in Chaplain Danzia Cylbren both talking to him via an ear piece and his implant to make sure he didn't fuck anything up, and he'd been coached on this extensively, but he was a fighter pilot! This really wasn't his bag.

Unfortunately, the actually qualified party on the ship was probably Jerry's Princess bride, and she couldn't do diplomacy on behalf of a power she wasn't an actual citizen of at the very least. Aquilar had done what she could to give Tyler advice though, and that helped.

Having Cassie by his side also helped. She hadn't exactly done interstellar diplomacy before in her long life either, but she was level headed and calm even when Tyler was a bit of a mess, so she reinforced and reassured him with her warmth and presence in a way that nothing else really could.

"So. Let's go over it one more time." Mirona says, reading down a little list on her comm device.

Tyler knew she could do it via her implant too, but she'd explained she frequently did things 'out of mind' so to say, because it made people more comfortable when they could see and understand what she was doing and when she was doing it.

"We're going to depart the Tear via the special gantry that will connect at this airlock, with an honor guard. The Synth Ascendancy isn't particularly militant, but lots of species and factions have appreciated Human style pomp and circumstance before, so we're going to go with it here as part of the Undaunted 'standard opening', for major diplomatic events. Plus having a few extra men in the room really dispels any of the possibilities that the rumors about the Undaunted aren't true. So if the man thing is 100% true, it'll hopefully get anyone who's still on the fence about working with us wondering what other rumors about us are true. For good or for ill."

Mirona paces a few steps, moving more like she's giving a speech to a room than talking to a bare handful of people.

"Once the honor guard is in position, you will center yourself on the diplomat... Mother Superior Nyresta is the woman we've been talking to primarily, she's the nuncio to Canoness Malenia, her right hand and more or less director of operations. Is that correct, Chaplain Cylbren?"

Danzia Cylbren, a full synth woman of Drin origins steps forward. The insect-like Drin somewhat resembles what Tyler would imagine if someone had told him to picture a Drider from fantasy RPGs back on Earth, but based on an ant instead of a spider. While Tyler found the Drin a bit... weird... in their fully organic form, for some reason the entirely synthetic Danzia was a bit easier to... comprehend? Or something. She was still monstrously complicated, but Tyler had come to enjoy his talks with the chaplain.

"That's correct. Mother Superior Nyresta has been in her position for a very long time. The Canoness is likely to receive a promotion to one of the most senior spots in the ecclesiastical hierarchy in the next decade or so, and Nyresta is almost guaranteed to replace her. She's got a strong reputation for loving Canoness Malenia like she's her own mother, and caring very deeply for the affairs of this sector. She's a bit more aggressive than Malenia. She's the one who started the mercenary augment policy for the Synth Ascendancy stations in this region of space for example. She will be a very easy person for us to work with, in my opinion."

Mirona raises an eyebrow. "...So to confirm, you're entirely on our 'side', and I don't need to worry about any of this information, correct?"

"Mirona, that's uncalled for, the chaplain has..."

Danzia holds two hands up to stop Tyler's protest on her behalf.

"Commander, it's an entirely valid question, especially going into sensitive negotiations. Perhaps one that should have been addressed sooner. Mirona, I raised my hand and swore the oath of the Undaunted, the same as you did. It's why I'm standing here in an Undaunted chaplain's corps uniform with Undaunted officer's rank on my shoulders instead of in holy robes. I am a member of the Synth Ascendancy. I desire positive relations between both my peoples, but my primary concern is the spiritual health and well being of the men and women of the USFS Crimson Tear in particular, and the Undaunted on the whole."

Mirona smiles. "Exactly what I was expecting to hear, I'm sorry for questioning you Danzia."

"Not at all. As I said, it's a perfectly valid question."

Matter dealt with, the diplomat continues;

"So the rest of the greeting is simple. The Mother Superior has a sensitive topic she wants to discuss with just you and your staff Tyler, meaning Commander Cascade. I'll split off to deal with my counterparts on the Canoness's staff, and Chaplain Danzia can either return to the Tear, or stay on hand to help me not make an ass of myself."

"It would be a pleasure to help you navigate the currents of the faithful." Danzia says.

"Excellent. Speaking of which, on to protocol then. Chaplain?"

The synthetic Drin turns to face Tyler fully.

"Commander Sarkin, do you remember the pattern I showed you in terms of signaling with your new IFF beacon?"

Tyler thinks for a second, having to reach for the still slightly unfamiliar addition to his neural implant, then triggers the pattern with a touch of his mind.

"Like that?"

Danzia claps four hands together at once. "Exactly. That's all the formal greeting you'll need to do. No bowing or anything like that. Just a formal IFF ping and you're golden. You can do something more if you'd like, kissing the Canoness's ring if you meet her for example, but this meeting should be with just the Mother Superior, and as a Horchka. Well. We have quite a few on this ship, I'm sure you know what they're generally like, and Nyresta is by all accounts an exemplar of her kind. Straight and to the point to say the least."

"Alright. I can work with Horchka. Can't be any worse than working with integrating a handful of Apuk fighter pilots to my squadron, right?"

There's polite chuckles all around as the 1MC announces docking and there's a slight tremor throughout the ship.

Mirona quickly checks her clothes again and settles herself. "Alright people! Show time!"

The walk up the boarding gantry to their docking port on the first pillar is a fast one... and the gantry itself is lovely. Artful even. It's clearly not for regular visitors, and it emerges into what appears to be a high security part of the station, deep within the actual governmental compounds that allow the synth ascendancy to actually rule this part of space, however informally they do so.

The receiving area itself was clearly made up for welcoming high ranking church leadership if Tyler had to guess, but it certainly made a hell of a venue for meeting with a dignitary of any stature. The room was a mix of dark, obsidian like glass that displays unending scrawls of holy scripture and carefully formulated prayers that, from a brief look at one in galactic trade, included prayers for the health and well being of everyone passing through this part of the station, and the blessings of peace on their work. Among many other things.

For some reason, Tyler was surprised with how floral the religious language of the Synth Ascendancy could be when it came to such things, he'd have thought that a techno religion would be aggressively focused on things like logic... but instead the synth ascendancy at least loved... beauty, and love, and joy. Life! In its more wild and natural states. They just had a slightly different idea for what the most natural state of a living being was.

Mixed with golden fittings polished to a mirror shine, it was a breathtaking room.

Mother Superior Nyresta was no less impressive, clearly a powerfully built Horchka woman in the flesh, if she had indeed ever been flesh, her synthetic body was a testament to the power and majesty of the Horchka people, from her sandal clad feet to her mighty tusks, made out of some sort of high end composite metal.

Tyler flashes his IFF beacon as directed and offers the assembled group a proper salute.

"Commander Tyler Sarkin, Undaunted Navy. It's an honor to be invited to speak on behalf of my people to yours."

Mother Superior Nyresta bows her head, holding out her arms as if she was about to rush across the room and embrace him. Her... energy. Her attitude... for all her powerful build, and the 'takes no shit' look in her eyes, was a powerfully warm one. Her very presence radiated welcome in a truly impressive way. Mind powers? Some strange piece of technology? Or was it just who Nyresta was?

"We welcome you and your party Commander Sarkin. I must confess I am truly surprised to have the rumors confirmed that the men are the warriors of the Humans. Truly fascinating. Please, be welcome in this place, and let your warriors come and take rest aboard our station. The hospitality of the Synth Ascendancy is open to all of you."

"We thank you for your generosity, mother superior."

Tyler resists the urge to bow before the start getting into the proper 'getting to know you' dance. It was an interesting process in one respect... but really it was following a script. Both parties had their roles to act out, both for standard diplomacy, and specifically for their respective stellar powers. It was an intricate weave that Tyler never wanted to deal with ever again.

They go through the process of introducing their parties, exchanging well wishes from their leaders, and a minor exchange of gifts. Mirona was clearly thrilled by how things were going, but Tyler was absolutely exhausted even with technical support from the diplomat and Chaplain Danzia, and moral support from Cassie keeping him on his feet.

Finally, the meeting starts to wind down.

Mother Superior Nyresta claps her hands once. "I believe we can adjourn this meeting... Lady Mirona, if you could join my majordomo? I'm sure you both have all sorts of things you'd like to discuss regarding a treaty... in the meantime, Commander Sarkin, Lady Sarkin, could you please join me? There's something else I wish to discuss with you..."

Tyler resists arching an eyebrow. Nyresta had just gone off the script. Could this be the sensitive matter that Mirona had told him about? He quickly follows Nyresta through the halls with Cassie hot on his heels. Of course the possibility was this was where they'd get double crossed, and Tyler would be taken and forcibly converted into a cyborg like something out of a scifi show his father had always loved but instead they're just shown to a quiet room, with a surprising amount of leafy green plants in them.

In that room, a young woman is waiting for them. Tyler initially thinks she might be a young Tret girl with her relatively slender figure... but his brain discards that as he gets a decent look at her. Even looking at the somewhat exposed circuitry and machinery of a full synth that, thankfully, wore clothes, the mystery woman read immediately as 'adult Human female' to Tyler's eye.

She slowly looks up, her strange eyes, actually optical sensors that put flesh eyes to shame, focus on Tyler and then move to Nyresta.

"Mother Superior, who is this?" She asks, curiosity in every syllable.

"Avia, this is Commander Tyler Sarkin of the Undaunted Navy, and his wife, Commander Cascade. Tyler is a Human, like you, and he's going to take you home."
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He can feel his jaw dropping. Sure. He had figured she was human already, but to hear Mother Superior Nyresta confirm it was something else entirely.

"...She is Human then. How? Who is she? Where did she come from?" Tyler stops for a minute, resets himself, and turns to the mysterious woman who was apparently human. "I'm sorry miss, that was rude. Let me try that again. Who are you? How did you come to be here? Where did you come from?"

A light glow suffuses the synth woman's body and her transparent parts go opaque, resembling human skin before she tucks some of her long ‘hair’ behind her ear.

"My name is... Avia. As to how I got here... I don't. I don't really know. I don't know who. My... mother. Or sister. Or... or whatever is. I don't remember almost anything so I... I'm sorry commander, I can't actually answer your questions properly."

Avia is clearly upset by revealing all of this, and Tyler instantly feels like an asshole. He had tried to be more polite and instead managed to run over a sensitive spot at full military power. Thankfully, Mother Superior Nyresta is on hand to soothe Avia, mothering her in a more literal way than her title would generally imply as she wraps the young synth in a warm hug.

"It's okay. It's okay. The Humans are going to help, you'll see."

Nyresta straightens up, leaving a reassuring hand on Avia's shoulder.

"I'm sorry Commander, this might have been a little faster than I probably should have gone. I was hoping seeing one of her own kind again might trigger some sort of memory for her. As for the how of Avia... that is... a bit of a long story."

Tyler shifts around to a chair and guides Cassie to take a seat, before sitting himself.

"I have nothing but time for something as important as this. If a Human's in trouble it's a top priority. I know the captain would agree."

Nyresta nods, and Avia offers him a weak, but steadier smile.

"It all started a few months ago, shortly after Humans made their galactic debut. One of our rescue shuttles responded to a distress call from a nearby system, but on arriving the two woman crew of the courier shuttle were dead from extreme radiation poisoning. The team leader investigated, attempting to find a black box, or any identification so their next of kin could be notified. That's when they found the third person on board. A synth engram." Nyresta pauses for a second, letting her story sink in properly. "The engram was not stored in the proper kind of case, or connected to the ship's systems and subsequently had been damaged by the radiation, essentially erasing decent chunks of the engram's memories. The crew rescued the engram and brought her here, eventually, she was named Avia."

Nyrestra rises and starts to pace a bit, a behavior that Tyler hadn't seen in other synths, that suggested to him that Nyresta had been born organic.

"As best as we can determine, making very subtle inquiries due the sensitive nature of the situation, at some point her 'parent' underwent a healing coma back on Centris, and an engram was illegally made at the order of an unknown party. The engram was smuggled off Centris and into wild space, where the courier vessel had an engine accident. Many smugglers run without safety interlocks and with strange, non-standard modifications. Sometimes... the smugglers pay the price for that."

Tyler nods slowly. "So why not contact us before now?"

"We were trying to keep Avia safe... and also help her recover herself to be in a state where she could protect herself. We didn't want to risk revealing her existence to whatever entity wanted her made in the first place. Thankfully, the DNA sequence in her memory of her 'parent' survived, so we were able to build her a proper body. We then had to 'teach' her a lot of things since she didn't have fully intact memories. She's shown a remarkable will to learn. Her drive and determination is incredible. She even requested some modifications to her new body that suit her personality."

Avia perks up, this was a subject she clearly liked. 

"Yep! I can turn into a starfighter! I really love to fly!"

Tyler and Cassie exchange a look before Tyler turns back to Avia and Nyresta. 

"I'm actually a fighter pilot as it happens. Maybe we can go flying together sometime, Avia."

There's a whining noise like an engine spooling up, and Avia quickly buries her face in her hands.

"I... I uh. Oh goodness."

Nyresta chuckles and pats the young woman on the shoulder. "I'm sure the commander meant flying in formation Avia." She looks over to Tyler and Cassie. "Avia actually has a dual cockpit in her fighter form. We gave her a starfighter form because some of her few intact memories involved flying a fighter jet off a large ocean going vessel. When she dreams, she dreams of flight. Something else in her head though, required that mode have a cockpit. She needs a pilot to operate at peak efficiency."

"Oh! I uh. I see."

"Obviously such a pairing would require a neural interlink which would be..."

Tyler feels his own face flush as he realizes what he had inadvertently said.

"...Intimate, I got it. I uh. Yeah. Flying. In formation. That's what I- Uh." 

Tyler resists smacking himself in the head. He literally had five wives and over twenty children on the way! How the hell could he still trip up like this around women? He was literally drowning in women! Most of his pilots are women. The vast majority of people he deals with, every single day, are women, and still, somehow, he manages to find the best opportunities to shove his foot in his mouth.

Tyler stops, takes a breath, and settles himself for a second. It was fine. He just needed to get back on his feet.

"Ahem. She hasn't managed to find a pilot so far?"

Nyresta shakes her head. "We let Avia's mind guide the design a bit. We believe a synth could be her pilot, but for optimal effect the pilot would need to be at least partially organic. It's a software and mental limitation as much as a mechanical one. Fascinating really. Come to think of it Commander, you'd be a good candidate as an accomplished fighter pilot yourself!"

Cassie cocks her head for a moment. "If such a bond is intimate, does this count as matchmaking?"

Nyrestra lets out a bark of a laugh familiar to anyone who's spent time around Horchka, slapping her knee.

"Hah. I suppose it does! I'll stop embarrassing the hell out of you then Avia. In fact... if you're okay Avia. I'm going to step into the hall. These are your people, both Human, and Undaunted. I'm sure you have questions for them... and I know they have questions for you. This room is secure against listening devices. Even our own. So you should have complete privacy."

Nyresta clasps Avia's shoulder again.

"Will you be okay?"

Avia takes a slow breath, which strikes Tyler as kinda funny considering Avia doesn't actually need to breathe. A leftover habit or instinct from her 'parent'? Nyresta did similar things occasionally as well.

"Yes, mother superior. I'll be okay. As you say, these are my people."

The Horchka synth disappears from the room, the door firmly sealing behind her... and they're alone with the mysterious Synth who says she's Human.

Silence hangs heavy in the room for a time as Avia stares at the polished wood and stone of the conference table and fidgets quietly. Tyler wants desperately to start, but decides to let Avia come to him. He wasn't the most empathetic and sensitive person on or off Earth, but he could tell Avia had something she wanted to ask. Something that was clearly bothering her.

He couldn't help but guess at what that might be though. She'd essentially been raised by the Synth Ascendancy. Did she have issues that clashed between that ideology and her Humanity perhaps? Was he qualified to even start to help her with that sort of thing? Hell. Could he help himself if he had a philosophical question like that?

For just one moment, Tyler allows himself the luxury of wishing the skipper were here to deal with this mess instead. He wasn't though, so Tyler would handle it. Whatever Avia needed. The Mother Superior was right after all. Avia was one of theirs, and at the very least they'd take care of their own, whatever it took.

Finally, Avia takes a little breath, displaying the unconscious 'breathing' action he'd noted in full conversion individuals and some synths he suspected were 'first generation', from purely organic stock. There was no mistaking the anguish on her face though.

"...Do you know me? Or. Rather. Do you know my... mother?"

Admittedly. He probably should have seen that one coming. While Synths didn't really have 'childhood', especially in a direct organic engram creation sense, Avia hadn't been in the universe terribly long, and she'd been very isolated for almost all of that time. Of course she'd want to know about her... well. Family. To a young woman who had been that isolated, god only knew what all she had rolled up in that question anxiety wise. Like if her 'parent' would even accept her. Or if she'd hate her, revile her and send her away.

Tyler was pretty sure that wouldn't happen... but it was going to be a hell of a thing regardless, and it wasn't something he could affect sitting here on the Pillars of Ascension. Instead he takes a good look at Avia's face and build, trying to imagine her with a more military haircut instead of the long strands of sensors that Avia had for hair.

Tyler peers deep into Avia's eyes, seeking an answer for the young woman's question before she breaks eye contact with a flash of red lighting around the cheeks that probably constituted a blush.

"I! I'm sorry! You're just staring so intensely and I-"

"Ah. Shit. Sorry. I was just."

Tyler composes himself and considers for a minute, until a flash of recognition hits his mind of a red haired woman who had approximately Avia's height and build. She was laughing in the memory while describing some maneuver or something with her hands as the members of the Dauntless's group of aviators floated in zero g, making the long journey to escape Cruel Space. He wracks his brain, trying to focus on the memory, but for the life of him, he can't remember her name right now. That chat seemed like a lifetime ago from where he was sitting.

"I think I know your... mother."

Tyler settles on the familial title. It was appropriate for most synths in the galaxy, and it's what Avia clearly wanted, anything else was between her and her progenitor.

"I can't, unfortunately, remember her name right now for the life of me. It's on the tip of my tongue but I just can't make the neurons connect."

Avia goes shy to excited to a bit down again before perking back up.

"Organic brains seem... complicated. Still! You know her! She is Human! She's. Out here somewhere. She's okay?"

"Organic brains are indeed complicated. For your Mom though, she should be okay. I haven't heard of any Undaunted getting killed in action yet, never mind a Human. We're being pretty careful about spending our lives out here. Once we're back on the Tear we'll send a message off to the Dauntless with a chunk of your genome in a messenger pod. It shouldn't be too hard to run your mother down. We shipped out from Earth with a decent amount of female pilots in the Dauntless's flight group, but I can't imagine many of them have been in healing comas that fit the timeline for your... is birth the term?"

Tyler cocks his head, considering that for a minute before Avia responds;

"Mother Superior told me the word the Synth Ascendancy uses is generally 'creation'. Or. There's a really poetic word in one of the Nagasha tongues, that basically translates as 'the moment life is breathed into someone', but it's... it's hard to pronounce for organics who don't have a Nagasha shaped tongue, so I probably shouldn't spend much time on teaching you, though I am a pretty good teacher! I've been studying a lot."

Avia grins. She clearly prided herself on her education and ability to educate.

Cassie chuckles. "What have they had you studying? I think it's rather different for Synths compared to organics isn't it?"

"Oh it is! Knowledge. Raw knowledge. Is easy. It's just. There. Computing advanced quantum physics is just... I dunno. You don't have to think about breathing, right?"

"...Right?"

Tyler's curious now, but is really enjoying Avia's company as she opens up. It was almost a shame she'd likely be heading back to the Dauntless, she seemed like the kind of friend someone could always use more of.

"Well I can do advanced theoretical mathematics that... from what the galactic archive tells me, would be mind breaking back on Earth... back... home... with about the same effort as you breathe. However, That doesn't make me a good teacher. Nor does it make me skilled at any given art or... well. Skill. You still have to practice things to master them and truly comprehend them."

Avia holds up her hand and begins to project holograms from a projector concealed in her palm, leaving her holding a variety of holographic objects as she talks, changing as she lists another discipline she'd studied.

"So... for example. I studied, and practiced and mastered pretty much everything involving flight, space flight, astral navigation, jump navigation, stellar cartography, astral physics, and so on. I'm a rated pilot and pilot instructor, with certifications to teach jump navigation. I'm also a rated master mechanic, and have a degree in Aerospace Engineering, and another one in Stellar Cartography. I actually redesigned myself and have just finished my upgrade process!"

Tyler can feel his jaw drop slightly, and a quick glance to his left shows Cassie's much the same.

"...How long did all that take you to do?"

"Oh! Uhm... So. Synths can change how we experience time. So I used time dilation. It's been however many months in real time, but I've effectively been studying for a century or so of subjective time?"

"Wh-What else can you do?"

The slightly stunned expression on Cassie's face was refreshing to Tyler to a degree. His angel was decently well traveled, and nearly unflappable in most circumstances, so it was nice to know there were things in the galaxy that were new and shocking to her too.

"Well I've practiced a couple art forms. I can play a few instruments the hard way, not just synthesizing them. Oh! I tried to build a human instrument I really like in human music called a violin... and then tried to teach myself how to play. It… didn't go super great. Not a lot of material about how to play Human music is available. Just. The music. Which is a good starting point since music's math and I'm really good at math, but some stuff's just... fuzzy. I also tried it with an electric guitar. That went a bit better!"

Tyler finds himself being slightly flabbergasted again. "Uh. Well. I know a violinist on the ship. She's a world class talent, easily the best violinist off Earth... I bet she'd be willing to give you lessons."

"Really? That'd be great!"

"...Tell you what Avia. Let's go back to the Tear. We'll see if we can introduce you to some other humans, and get you exposed to some human culture."

"That'd be great!"

Tyler feels himself relax just a hair. Seems helping Avia wouldn't be too horrible a mission at all.
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Mother Superior Nyresta is waiting for them in the hallway as the trio emerges from the conference room, looking fairly smug even by Horchka standards. Next to her is a full synth Tret woman in an outfit that Tyler figured was for junior members of the ordained members of the church or lay members based on who he'd seen wearing them.

She looks... nervous? Very nervous. Clearly resisting running over to check on Avia. Another interesting piece of behavior from synths. For all their differences they could be so... organic when they wanted to be. Especially organics who became Synths.

"Well I didn't hear any violence or screaming through the door, so I assume it went well." 

Nyresta smirks as Avia does her best to study the floor for a little bit.

"Y-Yes, Mother Superior. I am. I. I'm going to go aboard their ship briefly. I'd like to meet more Humans. Learn more about their, or rather our, culture. I'll return in the evening."

Nyresta nods. "Seems like a decent plan to me."

The Tret synth on the other hand seems less pleased, a series of seemingly agitated colors flaring in her chassis.

"What? Mother Superior! You can't! She can't! She-"

Nyresta holds a hand up to stop the Tret in her tracks.

"Sister Maloch it is not for me, or you, or anyone save Avia to say. We have done all we can for her, and she must make her way with her own people. It is, in the end, time for her to go home. We have done everything we can for her. I'm sure her kin will be quite anxious to see her returned to them... even if they didn't know she existed till today."

"Sister Maloch..." Avia's voice softens. "I'm coming back. I'm not just... leaving. Not yet."

Maloch rubs her hands together a bit, nervousness coming through in every motion, if not quite from the unit that generated her speech.

"I know. I just. Worry. Someone out there still has ill intent in their heart for you."

Nyresta nods and rests a hand on Maloch's shoulder. "We all know sister, and I believe there's few safer places for her in all the universe than with the Undaunted on one of their own vessels."

Tyler steps forward. "You can count on that. We'll make sure she's safe."

Maloch nods and Nyresta gently leads the other woman off as the trio head towards the gantry.

"She seems quite attached to you for such a short amount of time together." Cassie notes.

"A short time for organics perhaps, but remember, she was looking after me for nearly a century of perceived time. She protected me... from a lot of things. No one ever tried to hurt me, but she clearly saw... something in me, and it made her fight for me like she was my mother. I hope Sister Maloch has children one day. I think she'll be quite a good mother. She's had a lot of practice keeping an eye on me. Still... she's a very kind woman, she's not seen much of the... darker... parts of the galaxy."

"Neither have you really." Tyler notes as they reach the boarding gantry to the Crimson Tear.

"I know, but I... I have. Instincts. I guess. Memories? Nothing quite that concrete but something that informs my fundamental understanding of right and wrong... and truths. Truths that... my... mother, or sister, or whatever. Knew. Understood. It's... Complicated."

Avia's face gets a bit cloudy, the mix of Human and synthetic emotions seeming just a bit jarring as she switches to English.

("I just... It. It's hard. I know things, but I can't remember things. I know how to fly. Instinctively. I don't know what my... progenitor or whatever, flew. Or why she flew! I just have... flashes of memories, like a barely remembered dream for an organic.")

They pass safely through the airlock, and Tyler returns a set of salutes from Undaunted Marines guarding the passageway before leading Cassie and Avia to one of the elevators and setting it to take them to the promenade.

("It's strange. It's frustrating. It's wildly upsetting... and... while I was 'raised' in the Ascendancy in some sense. I don't believe in the path of the Synth Ascendancy. For whatever reason it just... it doesn't click with me. I studied. Humanity that is. Everything I could once they let me... I... I think... I'm Catholic? It's hard to say that though. I know it would likely disappoint Sister Maloch terribly... but the Ascendancy’s sacred texts don't speak to me. Not like the gospels do.")

Tyler nods slowly, before continuing in English himself.

("I think that's perfectly fine or reasonable. Hopefully your... progenitor, let's go with that till the two of you can work things out together. Your progenitor can teach you more about the faith that speaks to you. You can learn a lot from her. Maybe as you talk you'll remember things about Earth.")

("...I wish I could go to Earth, but that much null would destroy me worse than a Gravia I think.")

("Well... I might be able to help with that, but let's switch back to Galactic Trade. Cassie's English is a work in progress, and we don't want to be rude.")

Avia startles, and quickly turns and bows to Cassie. "My apologies Lady Cascade, I didn't mean to exclude you from the conversation!"

Cassie chuckles and pats the younger woman on the shoulder. "Just Cassie, please, and I got the gist. It was a very important discussion. If English is what makes you feel like you can best express yourself, then you shouldn't be ashamed of speaking it when you need to. However, I think that's enough navel gazing for one day, my dears. This should be fun after all!"

Tyler nods seriously. "Oh yes. You see Avia... We can't take you to Earth, but we have brought a little bit of Earth to you."

"Really? Let's go then!" Avia steps boldly on to the promenade... and quickly steps right back into the elevator. "Oh! That's... that's a lot of people."

Cassie wraps a wing around Avia's shoulders. "Not to worry, we're right here with you. The promenade is one of the main social hubs on the ship and the heart of module one. Module three has Little Serbow instead, as that's where most of the Apuk aboard the ship make their residence. So the Promenade is a bit more culturally mixed, but with strong Human and Horchka influences throughout as they were the primary original population of the ship. There's also a social club for the Seramali aboard ship just off the promenade, and several other such cultural enclaves for species that have them. The Cannidor have a pub for example, that also hosts the unit bar of the ship’s power armored troops."

"I see! That's really interesting!"

They continue to stroll across the promenade, heading towards the terrarium when a familiar voice calls out to them;

"Hey boss! Angel!"

The trio turn to find Colleen 'Rowdy' Rowley, still looking very much like a teenage girl, though with a more familiar figure and an acne free face after a little experimentation with axiom post-healing coma.

As the trio turn to face her, Colleen's face goes from a big smile to one of absolute shock, tipping her stetson back and pulling down her aviators a bit, peering intently at Avia.

"...Good god, is that you, Marian?"

Everything just about explodes at once. Tyler's surprised, as is Cassie, and Avia just about pounces on Colleen like she's drowning and Colleen's trying to pull her into a boat.

There's a lot of everyone talking at once until the group gets the idea and finally quiets down, leaving Avia finally free to ask;

"...Do you know my mom?"

Well Tyler had seen a lot in his life, but he never thought he'd see Rowdy Rowley nearly pass out on her feet.

"...Okay. Boss. Angel. Young lady who resembles a friend of mine, I... think I need an explanation, and to sit down. I might have a young body again but I nearly had a heart attack just now."

Tyler nods. "Come on ladies, we were heading to the park, let's grab some grass and talk."

The walk into the park is brief and quiet. There's a pregnant silence hanging in the air. Avia is clearly burning with desire to ask about her 'progenitor', and Tyler was racking his brain trying to remember a pilot in the Dauntless's complement named Marian. Then again... people's names were hard among professional aviators. Especially fighter pilots. If it wasn't for his wives calling him by name, he'd probably be at risk of forgetting his own 'people name', never mind anyone else's!

Still, a squirrel running along a branch, koi swimming in the pond, the artificial breeze and the warm light designed to imitate Sol to a T was more than enough to distract Avia for a few seconds and... reduce everyone's tension just a bit. When they finally sit, Tyler can feel that everyone's just a little bit calmer.

"Avia, this is Commander Colleen Rowley, her callsign is 'Rowdy'. I know you want to ask. So,  introduce yourself, and ask. Nice and calm this time okay? No need to rush. Just. Relax."

Avia takes a slow breath, calming herself before looking into Colleen's eyes.

"Good day Commander, my name is Avia. I'm a Human synth who was created illegally during a healing coma of my 'progenitor'. The Synth Ascendancy built me this body, and is returning me to my people. I am... sorry. I got a little... excited, but, do you know... my progenitor?"

Colleen takes a deep breath of her own before slowly blowing it out. "Jesus Christ on a crutch I wish hadn't quit smoking. That does answer all my questions pretty nicely, little lady."

"My predictive algorithms are extremely efficient."

"I just bet."

Colleen takes another slow breath, and considers Avia in detail.

"Well. To answer your question... yes. I do believe I know your... I mean you called her 'mom' right?"

Avia's cheek lighting glows red through her mostly opaque panels.

"I uhm. It was a slip of the tongue, commander, forgive me. I have yet to define and establish my relationship with my progenitor. Especially as I do not know her identity. My engram should have all of that information... but I was damaged severely before the Ascendancy rescued me. I do not... remember much of anything, save flying an aircraft off a large sea going vessel."

Colleen nods. "Just call me Rowdy, you're not exactly in the service." Colleen takes another slow breath. "Well, with that memory... Yeah I'd say I know your progenitor. Tyler should too, but he was always bad with people names and our little girl's club could be a bit insular at times. Her name is Commander Marian Le Fae. Her call sign is Glamour, and I'd bet a couple months pay you're her kin. The resemblance is pretty damn striking."

Tyler considers the name and call sign and finally the face of the Marine aviator who went by the call sign 'Glamour' comes into focus for him.

"Now that you say her call sign, Rowdy, yeah. I remember. Jarhead. Flew advanced tactical fighters, including some of the hush hush next gen models they were working on as I recall."

"Yep, regular all American bad ass. I bet she'll flip her shit when she finds out about you."

Avia suddenly looks stricken, a slight whine like an engine spooling up emanating from her chest.

Cassie quickly wraps a wing around Avia's shoulders. "She didn't mean it like that, Avia. I'm sure Glamour will be excited to meet you."

Colleen's eyes open wide. "Ah shit, stuck my foot in my mouth. I mean she'll be surprised. I don't think she'll be upset or anything."

Avia's shoulders drop as she lets a breath out.

"Oh. Good. I just... I've... I was worried about that."

Colleen chuckles. "Nah, don't. Glamour's a sharp gal. You don't need to worry. Hell, if I'm right Cistern needs to worry about her going AWOL to get out here once she hears the news. Sorry about the double shock, Avia."

"No it's okay, thank you for... telling me my progenitor's name."

Tyler nods. "Guess we'll do your paperwork up as Avia Le Fae then, once we get a test to confirm you are an engram of her. In the meantime though... Rowdy, we're showing Avia around, exposing her to some Human culture. She's been isolated for a while now as you can imagine. Want to come?"

"Sure! Least I can do. Tell you what, let's go get steaks on me, then we'll have a walk around, maybe head into one of the squadron bars. Marian loves ripping into a decent sized chunk of meat. You've got some of her mannerisms, maybe you'll like similar food too." Colleen stops for a second and thinks, tapping her chin. "Then again, a lot of Humans will happily chow down on a seared hunk of beef."

Avia nods slowly, her smile growing by the second.

"I think I'd like that."

"Well come on then! I'd say we're wasting daylight but that's kinda metaphorical around here."
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Jerry

"Alright... we're about a minute from stepping over the line of departure people. Stay frosty. Weapons safe... but close to hand. If you have a melee weapon make sure it's ready. We're in close quarters and if something stupid happens while we're trying to cut this deal it could easily end up as a knife fight in a dark closet, so be ready on your enhancement too."

Jerry looks around, checking everyone's eyes for a final ready up, coming to rest last on the now somewhat familiar form of Makula. The young Cannidor warrior woman was petite for a Cannidor at 9’, but Zraloc and the girls said she still had some growing to do, and in the meantime her brawn more than made up for it. She was the only Cannidor on today's crew, giving her a chance to act as 'muscle' without bringing in the raw distractive force of even unarmored Crimsonhewers.

One Cannidor with the kind of motley crew Jerry was leading was one thing. A whole group of 'Hewers was an entirely different animal akin to bringing a tank company into a situation like this. Instead they were waiting on the ship in their armor, ready to tear down into the Warrens and extract Jerry's team if shit touched off by accident or by ambush.

For all her tough talk, Makula had proven to be a sharp kid, but painfully lacking in experience, and lacking even more in mentorship from a mature Cannidor warrior. Something Jerry figured Jaruna would call dibs on even if Zraloc decided the young woman was 'Hewer material.

One strike against her in terms of potential recruiting for the Crimsonhewers was Makula's choice in melee weapon. She carried a massive mace that crackled with axiom when Makula turned on its energy field. While impressive, smashing things was a bit less... grisly... than the Crimsonhewer combat style preferred.

Makula said her mother had regularly caved in armored vehicle hulls and the like with the seemingly crude weapon before she passed, a rare detail about her past that Makula had mentioned... then pretended she'd never talked about, clearly regretting letting that information slip. 

Mixed with her new armor, plasma cannon and shield though, it made her a fairly potent force, even if she lacked some of the sensors and other special toys that made Undaunted leg infantry and power armor troops so singularly lethal.

"Makula."

She doesn't flinch. That's good. She looked a little tense. That was one other thing that they'd learned about Makula in the last week. She'd brawled a bit, but she'd never been in combat before.

"Yeah, boss?"

She tries to offer him her usual cocky, toothy smile, the same one she'd offered him during her... bold... attempt to 'seduce' him.

"Hang loose. Just going for a little walk. Stay with the group, let Tuska and I do the talking. You just stand there and look intimidating alright?"

Ghorza chuckles. "Yeah, just look scary shorty and we'll get through this just fine."

"Hey! I'm taller than you Tuska!"

"Yeah but I'm tall for a Horchka and you're short for a Cannidor."

"I. I'm still growing!"

"So make sure you live long enough to find out just how short you are. Like Hubs said. Just relax, we're going for a little walk. That said. Someone fucks with you, don't take any shit. These types of places, weakness and nice gear makes you a target. If you have to stomp someone into the dirt, do it. Just... politely discourage them first."

Makula responds with an attempt at a more mature Cannidor woman's growl. "I have been down here a few times, you know. Besides, what's politely discouraging someone look like?"

Jerry answers this time. "Knocking them out instead of killing them. Throwing them across the room instead of snapping their spine. You're short for a Cannidor, but you're plenty big, so, emphasize your size and strength with the kind of people we know are down here... they're probably not pirates, or the worst of the folks around the galaxy, but you make a show of how big and strong and scary you can be and you'll be just fine. Throwing someone through a thin wall might look impressive, but generally you're scaring people more than hurting them."

Makula raises an eyebrow. "Are you speaking from experience there, boss?"

Jerry chuckles. "Yes, actually. Final reminder this is a sting operation. So play the role… and be ready to adapt. We want to blend in… so Makula, just be yourself. You’re a big tough, but inexperienced, Cannidor on your first job with a new crew. Alright. Everyone good? Game faces. Let's move."

The little crew of Undaunted... and one Cannidor Merc who has even less of an idea of what's going on than she thinks she does quickly begin to move down into the Warrens. 

The whole area is a mix of natural cave formations, and mining efforts, leading to a riot of textures and shapes that truly had to be seen to be fully understood. One minute you had the rough hewn and round space of a natural cave or tunnel, its size varying slightly with the occasional doorway hewn into the rock with signs proclaiming them to be maintenance access to one thing or another as part of the third pillar's infrastructure. Or sealed off doors that were marked as former parts of the mining infrastructure before you were stepping on jury rigged deck plating, scavenged timbers of wide floors of some sort of poured mixture resembling concrete.

Those places with actual flooring tended to have more organized and shapely walls. Either facades over the tunnels they were sprucing up, or the full floors and ceilings of what passed for 'structures' down here. Usually these were vast halls that had once stored equipment and cargo that now housed shanty towns with bars, store fronts, housing and so on.

There was even a brothel in one of the major areas, a rare view of the life of the have-nots of the men of the galaxy. They seemed well enough cared for, but the few men they could see had hollow eyes that had Jerry considering turning back and raiding the place and freeing the poor bastards. Instead he takes pics with his sensors, marks the spot with his tracking gear and sets a reminder to forward that information to the Ascendancy. The Church might tolerate the smugglers, but Jerry was willing to bet a month's salary that the actual authorities didn't know about possible slavery on their station, and based on what he knew about their faith? That wasn't going to fly.

Nadiri slips out of his shadow again and whispers in his ear. "Down to the right, the central market's that way, take the back streets to avoid the main market itself in case the trader we're looking for decides we look like cops. Past that's the hangar bays. They were for moving ore out of here originally. They were sealed off when the miners left, reopened by the smuggles, then sealed again when the synths took over and decided to only use and expand the main landing bays as they built out the station. The smugglers 'reactivated' a few of the smaller ones when they returned to the Warrens. Shop we want is towards the back, specializes in 'the good stuff', rare and illegal weapons. My contact says she recently got some kinetic weapons in. Not rail guns either. Also said folks that match the descriptions of some of the people affiliated with the cult have been seen paying her visits."

"Got it, nice and casual then."

"Also possible trouble ahead, there's a couple 'darker' streets. Shadowy places."

"Alright, less casual. I'll take your word for it, you'd know about shadows."

"Heh. I would. Still. Step lively."

Jerry and the crew move a touch more cautiously as they reach the so called 'shadowy place'. Something about how the lighting was set up actually did leave this area darker than the main drags. Jerry couldn't tell if that was intentional, poor planning, or what precisely. The jury rigged nature of the Warrens made it... interesting to say the least. 

The back roads themselves were a series of slums even by the standards of the smuggler shanty town with a bunch of women ranging from the down on their luck, to drug users, to girls wearing clothes with obvious pirate markings. Another thing Jerry documents for the station's security forces. Still, they move forward, confident, not cocky. Aware. Ready.

Still, ready or not, it had to happen.

One of these women had to say something in the presence of a man. It was inevitable.

What Jerry hadn't expected was that it would be a Lydris. The massive woman stomps forward out of a larger shack, wearing pirate markings on all of the nine bodies that sprouted from her core dragonesque frame. 

The Lydris were an interesting species. One Jerry couldn't quite wrap his head around. many bodies, many minds... all linked to the one massive core body. Like a Hydra had decided that heads weren't enough and grew entire torsos instead. Or like a bunch of Nagasha had their tails merged into some sort of giant reptile with legs.

Still, as she looms over Jerry, he figures the scale of such women was impressive at the very least. Even if the standard galactic good looks and curves couldn't save the obvious hard wear and tear this Lydris had put on all nine of her bodies. From the way they were dressed though, Jerry was willing to take a bet that this was the captain of the pirate crew in the area.

"Hey there sweet thing. Got a little bit of sugar to spare?"

She was, surprisingly, actually rather soft spoken. Like she was actually trying to be alluring and seductive. Jerry gives the pirate skipper a mental plus one even as her bodies wind down to get closer to him, surrounding him just slightly. Half of them were smoking some noxious plant of some kind, and another was drinking something that smelled faintly of alcohol.

"I'll show you a good time. Pay your girls a good price. I hear you Apuk boys are nice aaaaand sturdy. I got banned from the brothel because I like to play a little rough. Bet a tough looking stud like you could keep up right?"

Jerry can hear Makula tensing slightly right behind him. He was in charge, she was the biggest, so she was his bodyguard. Even if Purisha, Neysihen and the other girls were probably more dangerous overall.

One of the Lydris's bodies swings past Jerry and gives Makula a look. "Aww don't get all tense sweetie, I'm just having a little adult chat with your Papa... at least I'm thinkin he's gotta be your old man. You smell like a virgin and you're so damn short."

Again, Jerry can hear Makula suppressing a growl, forcing herself to stay calm. She knew she was being provoked.

"So if you're talking to my father, say your piece and fuck off bitch. We got shit to do."

Jerry suppresses a smile. Seems Makula was as sharp as they thought. That was a good reaction.

"Oh yeah? What are you gonna do if I don't?"

Sensing the tension rising slightly, Jerry decides now is the time to 'shed some light' on the situation. A bite of his own lip forces him to keep himself from smirking. He had to be entirely flat as he did this or it'd be less intimidating and more actively starting a fight.

With a slow, deep breath, he reaches deep and calls warfire. It was a constant companion now. Something he understood in a way that was hard to explain. Masha and Aqi had said he had some sort of equivalent to an Apuk internal furnace somehow... but in the spirit, not in the flesh. Whatever it was, blue warfire came easy to him, and the royal flame, while taking effort, wasn't too far away, and he calls on that self same green fire now, bringing a ball of it into his hand.

All eighteen of the Lydris's eyes immediately go wide.

"Sorry, it was a little dark, and I like to see who I'm speaking with. What were you saying, miss?"

The pirate looks into Jerry's eyes for a moment, as a few of her other bodies glance down at the burning ball of fire and she quickly decides discretion is the better part of valor.

"I ah. Was just going. Need to. Get to my ship. Work to do."

"Well you have a good rest of your day."

The Lydris turns with a scowl lashing out with her tail at one of her subordinates before calling her crew together, as Jerry lets the fire fade from his hand.

No one disturbed them the rest of the way to the market.
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The market itself was quite the sight. A mix of shipping containers, shacks and improvised structures with the occasional actual structure, likely remnants of the mining infrastructure, hustling and bustling. There were a few bars and cantinas around, one complete with live music and, from the sound of the hollering of the women inside, at least one live male dancer. 

The stalls were more interesting than the 'amenities' however. A quick scan suggested to Jerry you could buy just about anything you please here. From full spaceships to slaves, to narcotics to weapons of mass destruction. The arms dealers had their own little section, guarded by heavily armed enforcers, and many of the individual stalls have their own muscle too. 

Still, none of the security says anything to their group as they enter. They were well armed, well dressed and almost certainly mercs. They were a very welcome kind of client around here, and store keeps and stall owners are quickly barking out offers as they pass for everything from mech suits, gross lots of rations, bulk deals on laser rifles and 'A suit of Cannidor power armor for your lovely daughter, sir!'. 

Jerry actually took a look at that one more intently than just the usual browsing the rest of the team was doing. They'd spread out some credits and personal purchases had been approved. If they were actually spending money, the merchants would be far more friendly than if they were just browsing. 

Unfortunately for Makula however, Jerry was seasoned enough with Cannidor power armor to know that it was firmly in the category of armor that Jaruna wouldn't let a warrior under her command clean the kitchens in, and Zraloc would be similarly contemptuous. 

"Thank you for the offer, but she has yet to earn her armor."

"Perhaps in a couple seasons then, sir!" 

"Perhaps. In the meantime... this personal shield emitter..."

A quick bit of haggling has Jerry buying a model of shield emitter similar to Makula's. An extra bit of protection didn't hurt anyone after all. 

"Daughter, how do you set these up?"

If people were determined to consider Makula his daughter he'd go with it. Especially considering Makula herself had cottoned on quickly and rolled with it. 

"Sure Dad, Mom told you to get one of these ages ago. She'll be happy you finally listened. Apuk are squishier than Cannidor." 

Some brief instruction on getting the little device set up has the emitter hidden under his coat, decidedly in the 'off' position, but in a configuration Makula referred to as quick start. 

The Undaunted who had joined up with the pirates turned privateers of the Earth Foreign Legion had told them that people who wore personal shields got stabbed as a rule on pirate stations and in other rough parts of the galaxy. Makula confirmed this piece of wisdom the EFL men had received and wore her own device appropriately. Leaving the device off and concealed was considered the 'safe' way to carry it around when not actively spoiling for a fight. When active the machine was constantly looking for an attack, and its axiom signature was unmistakable. Better to have it hidden, off and close to hand in that sense than actively inviting trouble. 

As they move deeper into the market however, Jerry finally finds the shop they're looking for by scent. A quick whiff of cordite leads the way. 

The unassuming concrete building doesn't have any windows and one heavy duty door scavenged and modified from a starship airlock. Jerry wraps his knuckles firmly on the metal door and a scanner immediately starts up before a comm panel crackles to life. 

"What do you want?"

"We heard you can get us the good stuff. Exotics. Harder to acquire weapons and munitions. We have a new contract up and we need more than your garden variety toys. Bulk and individual buys, my girls are always looking for some new toys when we aren't equipping the unit." 

The speaker is silent for a second as the merchant clearly considers what they're saying. 

"...I can probably help you out. Come on in."

The door mechanism unlocks itself and rolls clear, leaving them free to enter into what turns out to be an 'airlock' room. The door rolls shut behind the last of the team, and the inner door rolls clear after the outer door locks itself back into place. Which told Jerry there was probably decent armor in the walls of this place. Whatever this woman had, it had to be special. 

"Come on! I ain't got all day! Sides, I'll gladly talk business all day with a charming looking fella like you!" Calls the proprietress and Jerry leads the way into the store proper.

It's quite the room. Would be the understated way to describe the place. The way Jerry wanted to describe it more enthusiastically was a gun theme park. The entire place was loaded with weapons of all sizes, and the space had been 'expanded' with Axiom to ensure the owner could cram even more weapons into the place. 

Racks of blades of all forms and functions. Every configuration of laser rifle Jerry had ever heard of, and a few that he hadn't, and similar provisions for plasma weapons. Everything from vehicle mounted weapons to an armored gauntlet that went up to the shoulder that Jerry knew could generate plasma grenades. The idea being that it left your hand free and could be integrated into a hard suit. 

Then there was the more exotic fare they’d been promised. For example the wall of prominently displayed rail guns in every common commercial caliber. Other signs listed new stock, and another had a private network access code for browsing the store's selection of 'big' toys. Literal artillery, starfighters, armored fighting vehicles, and plenty of explosives. The things you couldn't keep even in an axiom expanded building. 

Yet another board nearby offered the store's customization services. Not as extensive as Wichen's, but impressive all the same, including a laser refocusing and upgrade package that guaranteed an extra fifty feet of range or your credits back and a free weapon off on the bulk racks.

Behind the counter however was something... unique. A rack of Human small arms, with a flashy sign proclaiming that all Human kinetic weapons were sold with plenty of magazines, along with tools and instructions for manufacturing your own ammunition, which the sign promised was easy as could be, while also listing prices for bulk components, and ammo itself by the thousand round case. 

The store had a decent variety of assault and battle rifles, with an M82 anti-material rifle sitting on the far end, with a modified trigger guard, stock and pistol grip more suited to a larger alien woman. AKs, a couple SCARs, FN FALs and a variety of other weapons made up the rest of the stash... capped by a rack of human pistols. Mostly large caliber revolvers and of course, the infamous Desert Eagle. Mostly nickel plated or done up in some other flashy way. Because of course they were. Useless to a professional, but perfect for the kind of swaggering smugglers and pirates that no doubt made up the bulk of the customers around here.

As a cherry on top of the impressive display, the sign also hinted that getting knowledgeable about human firearms was a good way to woo a Human, something that Jerry figured had to be a growing fantasy among many of the 'harder' girls of the galaxy. Whether that would work as marketing for selling Human guns, Jerry had no way of knowing, but considering a Human ship had just docked, it probably was making the store some credits. 

The proprietress herself is quite the sight as well, the massive crocodilian alien known as a Jorgua was lounging comfortably behind the counter in her full battle rattle, with a variety of weapons close to reach in case she had to deal with unruly customers. Jorgua were an interesting species of alien, their size and reptilian nature was fascinating, but they were also natural shapeshifters, changing as they aged or went through different phases in their life and life cycle. 

This Jorgua was in what Jerry understood as one of the common base forms, The Daughter, a bipedal form with big claws and a lot of muscle. This compared to The Mother, which was a quadrupedal form... and about eight times the size of the already large 'Daughter'.  

"Welcome to Lady of War! Where our standard is 'Half of all beings in the galaxy are armed, the only question is how we arm the rest'. I'm Yura. What can I get you? Handsome gentleman? Dear ladies?"

The quote rings in Jerry's head for a second... that was from a movie! A Human movie. 

"That sounds like a quote, where's it from miss?" 

"Ah, this cool Human flick called Lord of War. I ain't normally one for subtitles but no one's bothered to make a synthesized voice dub of that one yet. Friend found it after going through Human action movies. Said I should watch it since I got my rack of new toys back here." 

Well since Yura wanted to give him a lead in like that, Jerry would accept without hesitation. He had other information he wanted from her after all... but a sudden supply of Human weapons was... interesting. Especially since he knew for damn sure they hadn't come from the Crimson Tear, and no other Undaunted vessel had made port here. 

She could just be making them herself, the schematics were available after all... but it still struck Jerry as odd. 

"Tell me about the new toys. I heard the Humans docked on the first pillar the other day." 

Yura grins. "Damn right they did. Gotta get my rump up there, see if I can find me a handsome simian gun nut to help keep me warm at night. I hear their Marines are pretty rough and tumble... kinda like you Apuk boys can be actually. Bet you're nice and warm too, but I generally make it a policy to not hit on customers." The massive reptilian alien flutters her lashes. "Well. Not too much any way. You are pretty cute." 

"Well I appreciate that, Yura." 

Jerry leans in a bit closer, making some small talk and pumping just a little axiom into his pheromones. Enough to get Yura a touch light headed in the confines of the shop, but probably not enough to get her to pounce him here and now. Flirtation and seduction were classic parts of espionage, and while Jerry would have a had time flirting with a truly repulsive woman, Yura seemed pleasant enough that he wished her luck in her hunt for a Human sweetheart of her own... assuming she wasn't too dirty in terms of this possible complication with a terrorist plot. 

Finally Yura loosens up a bit as she chats with the band of mercenaries in general and Jerry in particular. Finally he sees an opportunity to ask one of his more pointed questions. 

"Where did you come across a bunch of human weapons anyway? Are you making them in house?" 

"Hmm? Oh. Nah, not yet. Bit fussy without some specific tools. I'm investing in that, and got some specialty lathes and metal printers on order but I wanted to get ammo manufacturing set up first so I can make money on that too. Half the girls going for that sort of thing ain't gonna take the time, or don't have the brains to make their own ammo, so I should be able to clean up once I get automated production rolling. I traded for the whole lot here, what’s left anyway. Had about triple that to start out. The big chrome pistols are stupid popular.”

“Really? Who the heck had a cache of Human weapons available out here?”

Yura shrugs.

“Didn’t really think to ask really. Nice fel- gal. Kinda funny order though. Wanted a bunch of specific chemicals and axiom mining explosives. Said they were working some sorta job. Didn't talk a lot. Seemed a bit weird... but their credits cleared so I don't look too close as long as the money's good.” 

'Jack pot.'

"Was that a week or two ago? I wonder if we bid on that contract Tuska. It was an odd one wasn't it?"

Ghorza nods. "Hmmm. Yeah I remember vaguely. You and the boss lady normally handle the contracts, but it was a bit odd."

Yura waves them off. "Oh nah, it was a month and a half, two months ago? Yeah something like that." 

Jerry immediately sends a message with that information to Babydoll, and quietly triggers a small signal repeater and conceals it under the edge of the counter. It would go active once the shop shut down for the night, leaving Babydoll free to work her magic. In fact... he could probably get her out of here early, and maybe without turning everything off, making life even easier on the Tear's hacker queen. 

"You know Yura, I think I heard there's a social event for the Humans on the first pillar today, in an hour or so. Probably sailors and Marines from their ship getting a little R&R..." 

He didn't need to lace his words with axiom, but he did anyway, a technique Rikaxza herself had taught Cascka once upon a time, and Cascka had taught him. It wasn't truly nefarious, but it did make the words he was saying seem veeeery important to the listener. Considering Yura's previous comments though, this was the equivalent of sand blasting a soup cracker. 

"Oh! Shit. Really?"

"Yeah. Pretty sure. Tuska?" 

Ghorza scratches her chin. "Yeah I remember, a couple of the girls were going to play tourist on the first pillar today in hopes of going hunk watching. Humies apparently like a little green in their diet."

Yura chuckles. "Hell I'm plenty green! Well. Sounds like I need to close up for the day, unless you folks were ready to make a purchase?"

Jerry holds up his communicator. "I hit your network and have your catalog. We'll be in touch." 

"Sounds good! Tell you what, I get a date or whatever out of this, I'll cut y'all a fat discount for the delay. I get a marriage out of this and y'all have first dibs on my moving shop sale!" 

Jerry shakes Yura's proffered hand. 

"Deal. We'll be in touch. Thanks Yura, I'm sure we'll get everything we need." 
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Inara

It wasn't the worst date she'd ever been on. Far from it. He was a charming enough gentleman. Easy on the eyes, engaging to talk to, but something... wasn't working. There was a coldness to the perfectly enjoyable interaction that certainly didn't suggest sparks flying to Inara, but she pressed on, enjoying some wine, a fine dessert, before saying good night and making her way towards the Den... decidedly alone. 

Alone and wondering what was wrong with her that she couldn't even find a man she wanted to enjoy a second date with. Had she just become extremely picky in her old age? A rather selfish attitude that struck Inara as almost as mortifying as accidentally imprinting on Jerry.

She had thought she was pining for her last husband, her last family… and she’d looked into things. Evie had warned her against doing that, but she’d done it anyway and had wished, just a little, that she’d listened to Evie.

Indra had killed her.

Not literally. Not her flesh. Indra had destroyed her life and taken everything save the closest of her children from her. She still couldn’t hate her sister, only mourn the bright eyed girl she’d once been, and love the child that would hopefully give her soul a chance to have the good and happy life Inara wanted for Indra.

Yet… her ‘death’ remained. She had been mourned, and then forgotten. Her husband had been a good friend. A close friend. Just a friend. She’d been an important part of a large family… but that family had moved on in her absence, as such large organizations of people must. Forgotten, save only to her daughters, most of whom now had families and lives of their own.

Even if she ignored the risk of exposing herself, of one of Indra’s daughters trying to avenge their own mother… her children had done what children do, grown up, and they no longer had much time in their lives for their doting mother.

A pang of anguish grips her heart like someone was shoving frozen spikes into it, even as she retreats into her chambers, more than ready for a quiet cup of tea in her sanctum. Slowly going through the motions of steeping a cup of the Earth green tea Jerry had introduced her to as her heart continues to ache while she remembers everything that had been taken from her.

The pain had been dulled in the monastery.

She’d just focused on taking care of the children at the monastery’s orphanage as time slipped by her. Like she’d been in a dream, or perhaps, she had been dead for a time. Only now in the ‘real’ world, now that she lived once again did the sense of loss truly hit her.

Not being able to watch the majority of her daughters grow, of seeing them married, of seeing them successful, all the little milestones she had dreamed of celebrating with her daughters and instead of being crown jewels of her life their absence tore at her.

There was no going back. That Inara was just as dead as the version of Indra that had caused all that pain and hardship, and if she was honest… she’d made her peace with it. Even if it still hurts.

Wounds were like that of course. She just needed to continue to take time to heal.

Still. What other answer could there be to her inability to find a proper date?

Perhaps it was that so many of the men aboard the Tear struck her as extremely young?

Once that thought occurs to her it's like someone turned a light switch on. The hypothesis certainly seemed to fit based on the several dates she'd been on and the numerous dating profiles she’d reviewed since the last time she took tea with her son-in-law. Her hormones had come back from the doctor as... inconclusive. So she'd taken a suppressant and, figuring she was in fact missing male companionship in her life, dutifully looked into and found the Crimson Tear's various dating programs.

Many of those programs were... not for her. It took her time to really warm up to someone. To begin to open up. Her attempt at so-called 'speed dating', had been... Well disastrous was an understatement, but also deeply embarrassing. Especially considering it was mostly younger men and women participating. People whose bodies weren't the only young things about them. She found herself more inclined to mother them than marry them, and that was a significant roadblock to building a relationship.

She was a very different woman to Dr. McCoy, who she'd struck up a friendship with recently. 'Bones' as she was called by Jerry, and Joanna to Inara, was a lovely woman when she relaxed her severe attitude, and at least felt like a similar age to Inara, even if Joanna was in fact nearly a century and a half Inara's junior. Still she was an old soul, and the two women could commiserate about their admittedly very different lives.

Inara was truly delighted for her friend that she'd found such ready love in the freshly renamed Ian McCoy... but even Joanna's description of him had Inara more in the thought pattern of patting his head and sending him off with some fresh baked cookies instead of asking Joanna about potentially joining her marriage.

Ian's fresh attitude was everything a jaded spirit like Joanna needed. She needed Ian and his charms like a drowning woman needed air. He had the unique ability to bring Joanna back to... life really. A bit dramatic to phrase it like that, but it's how Joanna herself had felt before joining the Dauntless project. Deep depression and PTSD held at check purely by a will forged in armor grade steel.

A near photographic memory was a tremendous asset to a doctor, and especially a surgeon. Joanna could remember surgical diagrams and anatomical charts with picture perfect clarity. Yet. That gift had a significant downside. She could remember every single person she'd failed to save. As clearly and vividly as if they'd died on her table in a surgery or in her arms in the field on some Earth battle ground moments before.

Ian, with his relentless cheer, aggressive optimism and seemingly boundless empathy had eased that pain for her somehow, and finally given Joanna McCoy a chance to heal from decades of grievous wounds on her soul and psyche.

There was little doubt that he was a wonderful man. Very mature for his age, too, there was no questioning that.

Still, the desire to pat his head and give him some snacks before sending him off to play remained. Matronizing? Perhaps, but only with the best of a mother's instincts in the end. He was the type of young man Inara wanted to introduce her unwed daughters to. Yet... if he was good enough for some of her children, why wasn't he good enough for her?

It was hardly just Ian McCoy either. She'd been helping extensively with setting up the daycare center in module one. She'd gotten to spend quite a bit of time with Ariane Forsythe, her sister-wife Princess Miri'Tok and of course their husband Sir David. Delightful people, all of them. Sir David in particular was a charmer if ever Inara had met one. A real lady killer in Earth terms.

It spoke volumes about Sir David's self discipline and high standards that he only had two wives, both of them exceptional women in their fields. Ariane was a gifted teacher, and... well... she reminded Inara of herself and Firi. A mother born. Pregnancy hormones were only kicking that into overdrive, something that was delightful to watch. A surrogate chance to go through a first pregnancy with a lovely young lady when she'd missed out on her own daughter's first pregnancies for the most part because of her exile.

As for the other wife, what more needs to be said about a Battle Princess? There were few things more exceptional in the galaxy in terms of warriors than an Apuk Battle Princess, but Miri'Tok managed to stand out. She was a very different woman from her own daughter-in-law, Aquilar. 

She was further quite distinct from the other battle princesses aboard the ship that Inara had met. The other princesses were younger, and tended to be more stereotypical Apuk warmaidens, save for the thoughtful Xal'Kemza, who Inara hadn't seen recently.

Miri'Tok's level head, her focus, her passion for stories and tales, all made her a true gem of a woman. If any other girls joined the Forsythe marriage, they'd have a very high mark to live up to, and some truly wonderful sisters to make their way forward in the galaxy with.

Yet.

If they were so wonderful, why wasn't that a potential path for Inara?

Her age hypothesis fell apart with Sir David. He was actually one of the oldest humans aboard ship chronologically, and from the brief time she'd known him before his healing coma, his restored youth hadn’t seemed to change his attitude or demeanor much. Inara was sure his 'working' face was quite different. He was a commando after all, and from what Ariane, Miri'Tok and Jerry said, a peerless warrior in his own right.

His cheeky, irreverent and utterly dry sense of humor was quite engaging as well. Especially for how regimented and formal he could be. He slipped his jokes in like an assassin in a vid slipping a knife into their target without anyone, even the target noticing, until the virulent poison on the blade made them fall dead, with no obvious cause of death.

Sir David seemed to have a habit, with jokes, facts, and philosophy, of deploying 'time bombs' of a sort in conversation. Either weaving the 'bomb' in, or glossing over it in such a way that the 'bomb' only detonated after he'd left or the conversation had moved on, either earning a laugh or a thoughtful pause from his erstwhile 'victim' out of sequence to his grinning delight under his ludicrous mutton chops.

He was a fine man. A good man.

Yet still. Nothing. Not a twitch beyond the general desire to swoon over him because he was a man paying attention to her and complimenting her, and that was rare enough even for a formerly married woman like Inara!

A distant chime on her communicator reminds her that she’s got a few hours yet before the baby's evening feeding, and some quiet time with her family. Her family that was here anyway.

Her Cannidor granddaughters and her three newest oldest granddaughters, a paraphrase of how Cindy referred to Neysihen, Purisha and Dar'Vok, several of her daughters-in-law, and of course her son-in-law were all mysteriously missing. Syl knew why, but was refusing to speak about it save that they were all okay, and were handling something important for the Undaunted.

Such things made Inara nervous if she was honest. She wasn't cut out for that sort of life. She didn't like her daughters or granddaughters, adopted, technical, metaphorical or otherwise in harm's way. The idea of one of her precious grandsons in danger was even worse. It was, slightly, mitigated for the father of those wonderful grandchildren. She trusted Jerry, and her daughters-in-law to do what had to be done and come home.

It was just who Jerry in particular was. A hero perhaps, though Inara knew he'd reject that label if any ever applied it to him. Yet, to many of the young men she had spoken to as a counselor, and to some of the men she'd been on dates with... he was a hero. Or at the very least an aspirational figure to look up to and admire. 

A father figure even to some of the younger men she'd consoled and provided motherly advice to. More than a few of those men in particular had said how they wanted to or had gone to Jerry for the paternal side of the coin when they sought Inara out for a maternal perspective on their woes.

He was an interesting contrast to Sir David. Both men were extraordinary leaders, and good friends aside, as well as former rivals. They had high standards for themselves, standards they met and continuously improved and refined, drawing up others with them, leading from the front.

Yet where Sir David was dry and somewhat cynical, Jerry was warm and empathetic. For all their prowess in battle, for all their hard won leadership skills, where Inara thought Jerry differed from Sir David most was in the matter of love as a concept. Not to say that Sir David didn't love, but he was reserved, like he was still learning about love and how to love. A reasonable thing for a man who'd been widowed young and traumatically even by human standards.

Jerry on the other hand was love. He radiated it like the sun. For his troops, for his wives, for his children, even for Inara. That's the man he wanted to be at all possible times. He'd been a colder man once. A harsher man. He'd told Inara during their conversations as she patiently drew out more and more about him. 

She found herself eager for those conversations, wanting to learn about his people, his home world, and most importantly the man who had married nine of her daughters! A full ten percent of all her children by her first husband!

He'd told her all manner of things as he came to trust her more. Not just about trauma, or war, his failing to save some of his troops because of a perceived lack of skill or inexperience... and eventually coming to terms with that. He'd also told her about more personal failings.

The failings of an angry young man. The failings of a young husband in over his head with a psychotic wife that could give the late Admiral Sparklehoof a run for her money! Failings of his pride, of his honor, of his duty.

All the failings of a broken individual who'd thrown himself into his work and papered over the wounds in his soul with casual sex and keeping romance at arm's length... before reaching his twilight years and realizing he was alone... and making peace with that. Because over the years, he'd fought. Not the enemy, though he had done plenty of that. He'd fought the man he used to be, and the mistakes he'd made.

While being a better man wouldn't change those mistakes, be they born of trauma, or inexperience, an addled mind, or just poor choices, the past was past, but Jerry had set out to change his future. He couldn't truly right all his wrongs, but at the very least he could make less wrongs in the future. So when he did finally look up at the start of the twilight of his life, and looked back on all the lives he'd touched for the better... he had been satisfied.

Then, in that twilight, he'd chosen to go out on a high note. To take up Humanity's standard to the stars on what most of his species considered a suicide mission... all while planning, concealing and executing his own secret mission to bring some of Earth's genetic wealth to the wider galaxy.

Inara chuckles to herself as she sips her tea. Small wonder he was such a complex creature now. He'd been through a lot, and not just battle or endless training. Internally and externally.

It made her want to go to him.

To comfort him.

To hold him.

To love him.

Everyone had their stories, their complexities that made them who they were, perhaps if she got to know someone else as intimately as she'd come to know Jeremiah Bridger she might feel the same about him, but she did know Jeremiah like that, and she adored him for his strength, and loved him for his weakness.

So many saw him as a superman... but she knew he was just as mortal as anyone else, and it was that mortal man that she finally could admit she'd fallen in love with. Not the man the galaxy saw, but the man he was talking about philosophy, telling her Earth stories, playing with his children, holding back tears as he remembered one of his men dying in his arms, or watching a void whale with a childlike wonder in his eyes as they drank tea.

A tear splashes into Inara’s tea cup, startling her from her thoughts. She's crying silently, tears trickling down her cheeks as she finally lets the emotions she'd been denying run wild and free. It wasn't sadness. Or joy. Relief, perhaps, was the emotion she felt now. Relief at fully letting her old life go, even as she mourned what she'd once had. Relief at letting her heart be honest with itself.

She could suppress these feelings. Fight them off. Find someone else. Settle for a man who would be a good friend and a good father, like her first husband... but she didn't want to. She didn't want to settle ever again. Jerry himself had encouraged her to stop doing that hadn't he? To chase every dream and reach for her highest goals?

Plus… with Jerry… she knew she’d be remembered. Losing her would devastate him, devastate the family he’d built, because each member of that family was as important to Jerry as all the others. There was no expendable or minor part of his family. He wouldn’t allow it. His daughters were his daughters even if they weren’t of his own flesh and blood… and many of those adopted daughters seemed to forget they weren’t blood related too. His wives? They were even closer than that, and if they didn’t start that way, Jerry would work to make sure they ended up that way. Intimacy of the soul. Not just the flesh.

That’s just how he loved his family and the members of that family. Even Inara. Her needs would be seen to. Her concerns would be heard. If she needed comfort she’d receive it… and if she was in trouble Jerry would throw a fortune away and fight the galaxy for her if he needed to without even a moment’s hesitation.

He’d do all that for her now… so why not embrace him as more than just a mother in law?

It wasn't so strange. To remarry into one of her daughter's marriages. There could be... complications. Especially in the bedroom, but Inara was the first to admit she'd never been quite as... adventurous as many women seemed to be. 

She preferred one on one time, with the lights off. Possibly under a sheet. While holding hands. A bold night for Inara was leaving the lights on or trying out some lingerie, not bringing one of her sister-wives in for group fun. 

Indra and some of her former sister-wives had called her a prude and a stick in the mud.

Jerry wouldn't call her that.

He'd just ensure she got what she wanted and needed. That she was happy in the way she desired to be.

Nor was there a leadership struggle to contend with. She was already living under Sylindra's authority in the familial sense, and she'd never sought leadership be it political or familial for herself. She was happy to help, and would continue to do what she did best for the family she was already a member of in all due reality.

It would be fine. All she had to do... was choose. To pursue her own happiness again. To decide she wanted more out of a marriage than just friendship, loose alliance and children. To decide that she wanted to have more children... and decide that she wanted Jeremiah Bridger to be the father of those children.

Inara slowly finishes her tea, and rises to do her dishes. Her heart was pounding, her eyes still watery... but she'd made up her mind... and listened to her heart properly.

She would talk to Syl. Soon.
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Neysihen

"Overwatch is in position and ready."

Neysihen hunkers down into her new position. She was lower down than she liked to be for this kind of stalking mission... but she had to move fast to keep up, and they were expecting to have to go into the warrens to follow their mark, another of the anti-synth preachers. After Babydoll had torn through the weapon store's server, they'd confirmed at least one identity of the buyers... and it was indeed their cultist friends. 

Yura really didn't know who they were or what they were up to, a danger when 'no questions asked' was a big part of your motto, but she had in her notes that she thought they were prospectors who'd made a decent sized score and were looking to capitalize on it before they had their claim jumped. It included a note to try and sell them some heavy duty mining lasers and associated mech suits on a slight discount if they came in again.

It was something of a relief... because Yura had successfully wooed a Human per a message she'd sent to the FlameTusks. They'd been invited to the wedding and offered a discount on heavy equipment that Yura apparently figured would be hard to move on the Crimson Tear without paying out the nose for space in the cargo holds. 

The list had been forwarded to Wichen and the ship's quartermaster. 

Still. It would have been very awkward to have to arrest Yura right after she married a Human Marine. So a win all up in the end. Neysihen figured she'd end up in a naval uniform working for Wichen, as well as maintaining her own public storefront.

"Tail on the ground and ready. Loitering near the cantina on the patio, having a drink." Purisha's whispered voice comes through the comm. "Getting bored honestly. Want to switch, overwatch?"

"You always did bitch about the easy jobs, sister."

Makula clears her throat. "Reaction and goal keeper down by the elevators towards the Warrens. All dressed up in these nasty ass clothes. Sold a couple packs of smokes and a bottle or three of hooch already. Feel kinda stupid. Also used that ICE pick on the maintenance door's electronic lock like you wanted. Kinda over kill for that level of security."

Neysihen suppresses a chuckle at Makula's expense. She still wasn't fully in the know, but the Cannidor merc would be getting 'inducted' properly before too long. They needed to see her in a gunfight first before the 'Flametusks' would do anything, but she'd taken today's undercover mission well enough... if with a slight bit of growling at what she clearly considered an indignity.

That was okay in the end. Makula was still working on being a warrior, never mind getting into the advanced stuff. She was perfect however for the role she was playing, which made her an easy choice for Purisha and Neysihen's backup... and the final tail in the Warrens if the priest moved a bit too fast for Purisha and Neysihen to keep pace.

"Don't worry about it Makula. Just make some creds and stay loose... you know the plan, so be ready if I say the word."

"You got it. ...Still. You guys ain't normal mercs huh? This is some black ops bullshit. Bounty hunters ain't nearly this clean. Not often anyway."

That got Neysihen and Purisha's attention. Of course it was obvious to a degree, but for a lot of the lower grade muscle Jerry and the rest of the leadership team had doing tasks for them across the three stations, none of them had figured out something odd was afoot, at least not that they've commented on... and considering Babydoll was monitoring their comms for just such a realization, Neysihen figured they suspected at most, and even then not enough to actually say something to anyone for fear of looking stupid.




"What makes you say that?"




"Skill set like I said... and those Cannidor are kinda... odd. The four girls, a bit older than me? I was talking with them and they were all talking like they'd already earned their armor, and three of them don't act like Crimsonhewers at all so far as I've heard of the group, yet they're all initiates? Sounds like they've been in some hairy fights though, with the kinda detail that says they ain't bullshitting."




Neysihen resists face palming and makes a mental note to chastise the Bridger daughters and Lursa for giving up the ghost a bit too easily for the sake of boasting about their combat accomplishments. Still Neysihen had to lock down the conversation.




"Yeah they've been into some serious fights."




"Those Narlabore things sound like a hell of a lot of fun to fight... gotta wonder what they taste like though."




The envy in Makula's voice was as plain as a sunrise. Neysihen could sympathize to a degree. She'd only just been properly blooded herself while defending the Crimson Tear from Sparklehoof's pirates after all... and while she hadn't exactly been as 'eager' for a fight as Cannidor could be, there was a deep satisfaction at having 'seen the elephant' as Jerry put it and coming out having proven herself.




Whatever an elephant was.

"Remind me to tell you about some of the ship fighting we've done, security gig on a large freighter that got hit by pirates, later. Lock it up for now though."

"You got it, boss lady."

No complaints, just professional save some grumbling in the pre mission phase at the indignity of selling crap out of her coat like a back alley dealer. Now actually on mission Makula'd almost certainly keep talking if Neysihen let her, but all she had to do was signal the time for talking was over and Makula's game face was on. 

It made Neysihen think Makula wasn't fit for a Crimsonhewer in the end.

She was rough and tumble, eager to fight... but she was a bit too calm for the 'Hewers, even setting aside her heavy duty beat stick that didn't rip meat up nearly enough for the Crimsonhewer's preferences. Could Makula end up as the fourth Undaunted Cannidor serving under Jaruna perhaps? Seemed like a reasonable fit... and Neysihen found herself rooting for the other young woman.

Even if she hadn't forgiven her completely for hitting on fath... hitting on Jerry.

Another scan of the crowd and Neysihen finally sees what she's been waiting for.

"Preacher's packing her shit up. Stay frosty, and switch to silent messaging. We might need to move more or less at random depending on what she's up to today."

Neysihen slowly starts moving and Purisha's starting to amble on her way as the preacher in orange leaves the corner she'd picked out for the day and starts to take a lazy, looping course towards home. An attempt to counter or detect a tail? Or was she just taking her time and shopping on the way home after a hard day of preaching the evils of synths and cybernetics? 

It didn't matter in the end, because patience was the game in this kind of hunt, and while humans were likely the top endurance predators in the galaxy, very few species could say they stacked up to the Yauya as ambush predators.

PR> No chance to get close to her and plant a tracker, she's a wily one. We're gonna have to track her the old fashioned way.

NY> Alright, plan b. Makula, coming your way as anticipated. Summon the elevator in about... one minute, thirty seconds and just wait for it. That should get her there in time to make that car. If not, just go down, and start selling your 'wares' again.

MK> On it.

NY> Good, hate for this gig to get boring for you girls. Makula, status? You've got... maybe thirty seconds before she rounds the corner.

MK> Chill, I got it. Just called the elevator.

Neysihen slips into the shadows next to Purisha as they watch the priestess walk up next to Makula.

"Hey, need some smokes? Or some nova? Got some solid incense off Prakesh 3 last week. Something to really get that third eye open during meditation."

"...What kind of incense?"

The door closes on Makula and the priestess and Neysihen and Purisha scramble to the elevator maintenance access door and slip through it as they pull on rappelling gloves. The car was already far beneath them, thankfully it wasn't a more modern high speed, omni directional model, still they'd basically be in free fall for a few minutes, using the rope as guidance and Arresting systems to cushion their fall. They were based on devices that were common on massive mega structure-covered worlds like Centris. Being able to jump a hundred stories was considered a rather useful travel accommodation there, whether for an emergency or just your day to day if you commuted to the upper spire from the middle.

"Ready?"

Neyishen looks at Purisha and gets a sharp nod in return and as one they jump into open air and grab the heavy elevator cables. Not hard enough to generate friction, just getting that all too critical guidance as the bottom of Neysihen's stomach drops out. She lets herself flinch for half a second. The last time she'd been in freefall she'd nearly had her chest caved in and was certain she was going to die.

Freefall in general was a Yauya nightmare, though the structure of the elevator and it's shaft at least was comforting in that she had structure around or near her to grab on to if needed. Like a hollow stone tree trunk. Still it didn't change that Neysihen still had nightmares about her traumatic fall... ones that usually ended with Jerry not managing to save her in time. It was a weakness, one she'd been working to overcome, but she still didn't like freefall.

Two seconds later the arresting gear kicks in and Neysihen and Purisha daintily land on beams just above the elevator and quickly clamber clear to the maintenance access.

NY> Makula, status?

MK> Just sold her a thousand creds worth of that incense I told you about. Musta been a junkie before she took the cloth, she was down right frantic for it.

NY> Hmmm. Something to keep in mind. Coast clear?

MK> Come on out.

A quick hot wire has the maintenance door sliding open with a little difficulty and Neysihen and Purisha emerge into the somewhat familiar entrance to the warrens.

Neyishen nods. "Okay girls, nice and easy... let's go for a little stroll. Ms. Priestess being a junky probably helps us. She's gonna be focused on her score for her 'meditations', but we need to stay frosty anyway. Not a lot of space to move or hide in here."

Makula chuckles. "Ain't many places for her to go either."

Purisha pats the shark alien on the shoulder. "That's what we're here to find out in the end, big girl."

Neyishen quickly passes around some matching colored cloth making it seem like the three of them are a small time gang out doing their thing. Nothing of particular interest to the population in the warrens. Girls who grew up with little to nothing in tough situations like this one grew up hard after all and had some 'unique' ideas about legitimate ways to make credits.

The trio move through the tunnels casually, Makula keeping up her dealer routine with Neyishen and Purisha's help. 

Lucky them the priestess isn't moving too fast. She's stopped at a food stall and gotten a few skewers of something before ambling home. Neyishen's pretty sure the woman's muttering to herself, but even enhancing her senses with axiom she can't hear what she's saying. 

So there's nothing to do but slowly move on, selling a few packs of various types of smoked herbs, another five hundred credits worth of incense and a couple bottles of homemade hooch that Makula promised the people she sold it to was Cannidor strong.

Finally the priestess slips into a side corridor, something Neyishen's map had marked as a dead end maintenance tunnel. She taps Makula and Purisha, then steps behind Makula before disappearing under a cloak.

She moves as quickly as she can without potentially compromising anything. Her stealth was extremely good, she was even slightly out of phase with reality, an advanced technique Eymali had taught her, not even disturbing the air as she moved... but moving fast was always a recipe for disaster. She had plenty of time. She had the target in sight. 

Her newly enhanced eyes scan for electrical systems that hadn't been there when Eymali had toured this area, and is rewarded with an axiom powered system engaging and scanning the priestess before the stone wall shifts slightly and a door emerges out of seamless stone.

Neysihen lets out a soft hiss of satisfaction, like she was a Nagasha instead of a Yauya. 

"Gotcha."
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Jerry

"Alright ladies, heads in."

Jerry's presiding over the table in the common room of the large family style suite the Flametusks had booked for their time on the Pillars of Ascension. The little privacy jammer was already humming away. The whole crew was here, plus Makula. The young Cannidor woman was a mix of confused and excited. Excited because shit was clearly about to go down, but at least a little confused about why Jerry was running the show all of the sudden.

"Thanks to some stellar recon work by Neysihen, Purisha and Makula, with follow up work by Eymali and Nadiri, I am pleased to say we've got the bitches dead to rights. We know where their rat hole is and we're going to go put the boot in before they can hurt anyone else. We're going loud on this one unless someone can tell me know, so we'll be breaking all our exciting toys out."

Zraloc sticks a hand up.

"Power armor?"

"For you Cannidor girls, save Makula obviously, but I'll lay out the plan in a second here, so wait one."

Ghorza reaches out and fiddles with a holo projector and brings up a map of the Warrens, which then zooms in on the maintenance tunnel that Neyishen, Purisha and Makula originally scouted. Then another seemingly unrelated maintenance tunnel is highlighted.

"Alright, so after you three went in and Nadiri and Eymali's follow up visits, Babydoll and Diana dug into the records on this place from various angles. There should be some sort of facility behind these walls. I believe it's last legitimate gig was as housing for the miners who dug out the warrens, then it was a smuggler's den, and eventually it was walled off by the church when they took over and 'regulated' their relationship with the smugglers in the Warrens. It's very clear that our very bad girls have 'reopened' this part of the station. These are the two entrances we can find. Based on Eymali's hunting experience, the entrance that Neyishen and company found is the main one. Eymali?"

The Yauya huntsmistress simply nods. "It's rather simple, you don't need to be a huntress to figure out that the other tunnel is relatively undisturbed... and rarely at that. I couldn't go too far down the tunnel for fear of leaving tracks in the dust, or using enough axiom to avoid doing that to give myself away to passive sensors if they had any. Nadiri and I don't think they have too much in the way of sensors, but they clearly have some sort of access system, so basic alarm systems wouldn't be beyond the realm of possibility."

Jerry nods. "Which means they'll probably have a heads up when we make our visit. So we're gonna have to be extra fast and extra mean. Normally I'd use the power armor in the assault, but I'm worried that it's gonna be tight spaces. To that end, Zraloc, I'm actually going to be meaner about how I use you all."

"Mean sounds pretty good to me, boss." Zraloc chuckles before offering the room a toothy grin.

"Glad you agree." Jerry highlights the lesser used entrance. "When we knock on their front door we expect a number of rats are going to scatter out of their back door. So Zraloc and her team will stay there and wait for someone to open the door, or if it sounds like shit's hitting the fan on the comm..."

Zraloc nods. "We take that fucking wall down and fight our way to the assault team."

Ghorza laughs. "Hah, and here some people say Crimsonhewers are only sharp the literal way."

"Only fools underestimate Cannidor warriors. We play the barbarian because it honors our culture, our people and the ways of the Crimsonhewers, but we uplifted ourselves. We got plenty of eggheads. Our eggheads just get mistaken for warriors because they can drop everyone else's warriors. Cept you Humies of course skipper. Wait. Shit."

Zraloc has the decency to at least look ashamed as she lets the cat out of the bag.

Makula's jaw drops slightly, her eyes completely locked on Jerry. "...So... you're not an Apuk?"

"Damn it Zraloc. I know we were going to tell her after the raid but..."

"Yeah yeah, I know, sorry boss. Not good at all this undercover shit."

Jerry rubs his forehead for a second and locks eyes with Makula. "Okay Kid, here's the deal. I'm Human. None of us are mercs. We're all commandos or other elite troops brought in to give some terrorists a dirt nap. Are you still good with that? Do good on this raid and I will be offering you a job."

Makula takes a breath. "I'm still trying to deal with Humans being real. Then again I guess that ship just docked..." She shrugs. "Hey I'm down to put some hurt on some unambiguous bad guys. Especially if I'm getting paid."

"You're still getting paid, and you will be on the assault team."

"Then I'm your girl. So... are you in charge or what?" She points at the princess. "Is she actually your wife? She points at Ghorza. “I'm pretty sure she's your wife. She sticks her tongue down your throat way too enthusiastically to be acting, but I’m not sure about Nalk"

"Guilty as charged, actual name is Ghorza." chortles Ghorza.

Xal'Kemsa on the other hand shakes her head. "His Highness is indeed wed to an Apuk battle princess, but I am not she."

Makula's eyes widened again. "Holy shit. You're an Apuk battle princess?"

"Tis true."

She turns to Zraloc. "So... are you actually 'Hewers?"

"Just me and Lursa over there. The other three are the skipper's actual daughters. Your playmates and little blondie over here..." Zraloc slaps Dar'Vok on the back. "Are part of the skipper's household but not like that."

Makula shakes her head. "What in the hell did I get myself into?"

Jerry grins. "An adventure of course kid. Just wait till you get to the rest of it after we finish this mission if you decide to tag along."

"Oh I'm goddessdamn coming if y'all want me, I ain't missing out on a chance like this!"

"I thought you might say that." Jerry cracks his knuckles and leans into the holo display. "Alright, enough chatter. Assault team, Paladins, in your usual fire teams. Ghorza will lead that section. My team will consist of myself, Eymali and Nadiri, we'll be doing our usual thing and protecting Cascka, our adept, so we won't be on point. Cascka will be providing a wide variety of axiom effects including jamming enemy technology, sensing targets and calling them out, taking out walls, putting up impenetrable barriers and generally making all of nature bend to her will. So call out if you need help and Cascka can probably make it happen. Neyishen, Purisha, Dar'Vok and Makula, you four will nominally be with us, bodyguard detail, but I fully expect the four of you to participate in the initial assault to maximize the amount of violence we put into them immediately. Speaking of violence..."

Jerry pulls an axiom enhanced explosive charge out from under the table.

"This is how we're going to knock on the door. Two charges, both at half axiom charge. Anything more might blow the tunnel and while burying the bad girls alive on one end and driving them into the waiting arms of the Cannidor has a certain appeal to it we need as many of the suspects as possible alive, and we need as much information about their plans as we can get. We know they bought material for a whole lot of very large bombs... they've gotta be doing something with the damn things. We need to find out what. If we're lucky we'll stop them before they can act. If not we'll have to react to whatever tune they're playing and beat them at their own game. Station security will be going to high alert when we enter the Warrens, so we'll have all of the Church's troops ready to move out."

Jerry stops and looks around.

"Any questions so far?"

A bunch of shakes of the head indicating 'no' all around.

"Speaking of which. Makula. You're going to get a bunch of training on how to do a raid properly. We'll train over in the hangar our transport is in, away from prying eyes. It'll just look like you're hauling cargo for us like you have been."

"I know how to scrap."

Jerry shakes his head. "Not like this, you don't. Nor do you know how to talk like we talk. We'll give you a crash course on how to assault a structure with hostiles inside and do it our way. I'm not sending you in without ensuring you at least understand what to do and have a general idea of how to do it. You're a Cannidor so I can take risks with you that I wouldn't with more fragile species, especially because Zraloc thinks you'll be fine and I trust her judgment. Moving on. Princess Xal'Kemsa will be acting as our mobile reserve and will hold our back line for any leakers or reinforcements at the main entrance.

"Just her alone? I know she's a battle princess and all but ain't a lot of the stuff they can do just in vids?"

Xal'Kemsa chuckles daintily into her hand. "Oh my dear Makula, I'll make sure you get a proper demonstration of what a battle princess level combatant can do in the future, but trust that I have the situation handled, even if they throw a veritable army at me. Trust me, and I shall trust that you will keep his highness safe, so we do not have to explain ourselves to her highness, my lady Aquilar, as to how her precious husband got hurt."

"...Y'all are nuts, but I'm starting to think I'm crazy too."

Jerry grins. "Oh you haven't even seen anything yet kid. Just wait. You'll know all about crazy soon enough. In the meantime... assault plan details, let's break it down step by step, then we can start making changes if anyone has any problems. We go tomorrow."
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Makula

Her nerves were getting to her. She wasn't exactly getting her cherry popped combat wise. She'd brawled a lot growing up. Gotten in a few gun fights and been very thankful for her plasma resistant fur in a few of them... then been less lucky and ended up in an early healing coma after embedding what was left of the fucker who'd shot her with a gauss pistol into a bulkhead.

This though. This was gonna be a big fight. A big show. She'd never breached a hostile building before, and training with Neysihen, Purisha, and the other girls, and getting some Cannidor specific instruction from the Crimsonhewer warrior, Zraloc, she now appreciated exactly what she was walking into.

The secret door that waited for them in the Warrens now loomed before her like the maw of a Carnifex or some other vicious predator.

One that could vomit and unholy fuck ton of lasers, plasma fire and kinetic rounds if the weapons this bunch of slags had traded to Yura the arms dealer for explosives were anything to go by.

It was the waiting that was really killing her. 

She knew the old maxim 'hurry up and wait', a favorite of her mother before the irritable old bitch passed on to join the astral guides in whatever lay beyond life, but Makula really felt her absence for once. They hadn't parted on the best of terms, but she'd still been Makula's mom... and the reality was that this was Makula's first true blue combat drop. Even non-combatant Cannidor parents turned up for that!

Still. She had the reassuring presence of her new... friends? Something like that. Makula'd been running solo for so long she barely remembered how to have friends, but Neysihen, Purisha and Dar'Vok seemed like they could be her friends. The other younger Cannidor girls too.

It was weird.

She hadn't done anything. Signed any papers, or sworn an oath, blood or otherwise, nothing. Hadn't even been formally offered a job yet, but here she was, on the mission, part of the team... and everyone's body language, even if they were messing with her, as Zraloc, Ghorza and some of the older girls did occasionally, said 'you are one of us', 'you belong'. That too was something Makula fully had to come to terms with.

Preferably not before a combat op.

That'd take just a little too much soul searching.

"Hey kid!"

Zraloc's voice snaps Makula out of her thoughts instantly, the massive warrior woman was already in her power armor. She was everything that Makula had been raised to think a Cannidor should be... and yet... Now she had a different path potentially being offered to her, and while it was very different from what she knew to be right and good... it too appealed.

She'd have to meet this 'Mother Jaruna', that Joan and the others spoke of.

Zraloc comes to a stop in front of her and pulls her Great White Shark shotgun off her back and pulls out an ammo belt of shells from a bag.

"We trained you a bit on how to use one of these. I want you to take mine for today. You can use the extra firepower and I'll probably be smashing shit the hard way any way."

"...Are you sure?" Makula was almost a bit confused, but didn't hesitate to take the massive weapon.

"Yep. Call it a good luck charm. With buck shot. Which is the best kind of good luck charm. Just use the sling and don't lose it or I'll tan your hide."

"You can count on me, Zraloc."

The older woman lets out a grumbling laugh. "I know kid, s'why I'm giving you some more firepower to help keep the boss safe. Not that you're gonna need the help with the crew you're with, but hey now you match."

Before Makula can respond, the man she now knows as Jerry steps into the room.

"Station security has the Warrens and our route to the elevator locked down for a gas leak or something. We're cleared in. Move out!"

The unit moves fast down the deserted corridors to the elevator that will take them down to the warrens. One of the other freight elevators was going to move the power armored Cannidor, so Makula suddenly finds herself the tallest person in the area by a good two feet.

Even the guy she'd hit on to get her in this mess to start with.

Makula's cheeks burn slightly. Goddess she had been so unforgivably cringy! She was lucky Karth, err. Jerry. Was such a nice guy. He'd given her a chance that was probably worth more to her than any marriage could be. A chance to get off this rock. To make it with something even better than a run of the mill merc group. She was being scouted by the Crimsonhewers... and they had competition! That thought burns off the rest of Makula's nerves as the elevator shifts downwards.

Undaunted.

She hadn't heard much about them. Not out here. Some rumblings from one of the Synth ladies she was a babysi- bodyguard for. She protected the woman's half dozen organic children along with a few of her synthetic daughters when she was going to be busy or away... and one time she'd overheard the name Undaunted being discussed by some of the daughters. Some political thing that had meant it slid through one ear and out the other almost immediately.

She kinda wished she'd listened now.

Still. All that had happened left her with a drive, now working into overdrive with all the fiery passion that could mean for a Cannidor gal on the go, and one question. If the 'Hewers or Undaunted both wanted her, who would she choose? The answer was on the other end of these dirt bags. So she'd just have to show she wasn't all bark and no bite and earn those job offers!

Makula grins to herself as she does a final ready check with Neyishen, Purisha and Dar'Vok, the other girls giving her reassuring grins and a thumbs up respectively. It was time.

A ready check goes out from Jerry to the squad leaders, and the three groups of paladins and Makula's own team lean in. It was assumed they'd be detected by passive sensors or possibly adepts pretty much the second they hit the tunnel with the secret entrance, so as soon as they crossed the line, it had to be at a run.

Jerry takes a slow breath that Makula can hear from where she is, hanging on his every breath for far more exciting reasons than just dirty talk.

"Execute."

The sequence of events goes so fast Makula barely has time to process. This is what real high end training looked like and she craved it like an infant craved her mother's milk. 

Two paladins go hell for leather down the tunnel in near perfect unison, tossing their axiom charges and throwing themselves back behind cover to shelter from the massive detonation that Makula can feel in her bones as the compression wave rattles her teeth.

Ghorza's already moving forward before anyone can even blink. "Breach!"

Everyone surges forward more or less as one, quickly forming into the planned attack sequence. Half a second passes and the first fire team of paladins is through the door and shouting orders... There's the sound of a plasma blast and an unholy shit storm of gun fire as the second team of paladins piles in and breaks right, then the third, then the fourth charge into the breach behind them.

Then it was Makula's turn. The maw looms before her, promising death in what the Undaunted called the vortex of fire, the one point that even a blind man could vaguely aim at and probably have a chance at hitting a door kicker. Far from slow down though she speeds up and barrels through the maw like a freight train, slamming through the door right in front of them with the other girls hot on her heels!

Her active shield immediately catches a plasma bolt, and the massive 40mm shotgun roars in response, separating the unfortunate Mira woman's top half from her bottom half before Makula racks the action with a mighty KER-CHUNK and engages her next target. No orders to comply here, everyone she could see in the surprisingly large room had a weapon and they were all pointing or moving to point her way! Her shotgun speaks again, and the massive spread of heavy duty buck shot drops three women who had the bad luck to be close in together before she racks the slide and fires again.

Makula is only vaguely aware of her shield catching a few more laser and plasma bolts, doing her best to keep herself in front of the other three girls in her team. She can barely hear Neyishen and Purisha donating frag grenades to knots of resistance as she runs her shotgun dry. She immediately drops the shotgun to shift to her plasma cannon, and the enemy decides that's the signal to try and rush them. It was a big mistake. Their last mistake. Makula would see to that.

Time flows strangely for her, the room fading to black, white and gray, moving smooth and slow, like everything is a choreographed ballet. Her hands drop to her mother's war mace and the gauss pistol, the weapon is firing high velocity slugs almost before Makula can line up the sights, even as she surges forward to meet the charge, her mace crushing all before her like she was preparing minced meat for an evening meal. She hadn't even had to ignite the energy field. The weapon's heavy, somewhat edged sections crushing flesh and bone alike without even a second's hesitation.

It was all going swimmingly, until a large figure pushes through the door at the far end of what appeared to be the large dining room or lounge they'd found themselves in. Makula's heart pounds in her ears as she recognizes a Cannidor. A significantly taller Cannidor. In what appeared to be heavy armor with markings from one of the pirate clans that occasionally sent girls to the Warrens for R&R. The Cannidor pirate's heavy looking plate might even be a lower grade of power armor, but Makula couldn't be sure. What she was sure of is that she was responding to the other woman's roar of challenge before she even knew she was moving, charging forward as the apparent pirate opened fire with a pair of plasma cannons.

One shot splashed against her shields.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Her shield didn't stop the fifth shot, being probably two shots more than Makula had honestly expected the shield to take against weapons designed to kill armored fighting vehicles. The plasma bolt hammers into her left shoulder, leaving that arm limp and barely able to hang on to her gauss pistol. Still she surges forward, even as the plasma cannon charges up for its sixth shot, only to see a ball of what could only be Apuk warfire to go sailing merrily down the barrel, destroying the weapon and dousing the pirate in her own flames.

The pirate was now distracted, to say the very least, and it was all the opening Makula needed to land a lethal blow.

In most forms of lethal stick fighting, the average death match lasts exactly two hits and approximately six seconds. Whoever can land a disabler first follows with a lethal blow, ending the fight. Makula had been trained in one of those schools of blunt weapon fighting. Her mother's specialty as it happened.

With her opponent already 'disabled' in a certain sense, Makula ducks in and brings her mace down like a hammer, igniting the energy field and turning a somewhat one sided fight in the pirate Cannidor's favor into a brutal, visceral beat down. Four vicious swings leave the other warrior crumpled into a heap like a broken, bloody doll that some giant child had grown tired of playing with, and Makula roars out her triumph loudly enough to shake some dust off the ceiling tiles.

Only then does sound start to return to her. Does color start to bleed back into her world of greys, now painted in crimson from the violent death of the pirate turned terrorist... and sweet fuck did her arm hurt!

There's a slight tug on her armor as Neyishen yanks herself up to slap a med patch on her shoulder, relieving the growing burning sensation before it can even really get started. Purisha gently pulls her gauss pistol from her hand, puts it on safe and returns it to her holster as Dar'Vok covers them.

"Fuck."

Makula intones, surveying the damage she'd wrought. Not that her new blade sisters had been slouches, she might have gone right up the middle with all the grace of a freight train, but this hall had been full... and it was devastated now. Grenades. Gun fire. Plasma. Apuk warfire. Blades. Bare hands. They'd used every tool at their disposal and laid waste to at least thirty armed women.

"Yeah fuck sums it up nicely." Neysihen chuckles. "You certainly got your shoulder fucked up pretty good. If you're gonna keep fighting like that, you're gonna need to get a heavier duty shield unit. Or save your credits and get some power armor."

"Yeah. Guess so."

"Still, nice work girls." Purisha says. "Damn we really cleared them out! Though from the sound of things on the comms, there's a lot of these bitches for some reason..."

Makula shrugs, then immediately winces as her busted shoulder reminds her of its presence.

"Fuck only knows with crazy cults and shit..." 

She takes a sniff of the air. Then another as she immediately picks up a familiar scent. The hallucinogenic incense she'd sold one of these clowns! And other drugs besides. She looks around and finds the remnants of smashed drug paraphernalia and what was probably similar types of equipment. 

"Fuck me, is this a drug den or a terrorist hide out?"

"Hmm. Yeah. Good question." Neysihen has a poke around. "You did say that one priestess read 'junkie' to you right?"

"Yep, sure as shit. Look at this stuff, water pipes, humidifiers, every possible way to ingest a drug there's shit for it around here. Did we go to the wrong place?"

Neysihen shakes her head. "Nah. We're in the right spot... something fucky is going on here."

Dar'Vok cocks her head, thinking for a second. "Perhaps we're merely eliminating 'shields' in a sense. They are both a cover, and expendable foot soldiers. Their loyalty is bought and controlled by the drugs they so badly need, getting only enough to sate their urges and keep them sharp. I believe my former employer considered such tactics for a rabble she called 'the militia', not true warriors or soldiers of course, just expendable chaff to throw at a problem to drown them in numbers or at least slow them down."

That got the Yauya huntress thinking. "That's a scummy thing to do, but these aren't nice people, so it fits. Alright girls, I'm going to call in to command. Get that door on the far end where the Cannidor came from secure. We were supposed to fall back after the initial assault anyway, but now that we have wounded I guarantee we'll get to watch the magic happen."

Makula thought about protesting for a moment, pointing out she could still fight, but a strong twinge from her shoulder suggested that shutting up and watching the leaders of this band of warriors at work might be a decent way to rest a little bit.

Besides, she might get to watch Jerry fight, and that promised to be very interesting.
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Jerry

The casualties had been higher than anticipated.

Mostly a consequence of making power armored infantry fight in hard suits in this case. They were used to having serious protection against small arms and even anti-vehicle fire and in the rush of battle 'forgot' that they were significantly more vulnerable in their current kit.

Thankfully the injuries were fairly light. The worst off was their prospect, the girl Makula, who was now somewhere behind him with that massive club she called a war mace. She was down one arm, but the other was still more than functional, and she was more than ready to reduce any rude strangers who tried to bother Jerry or Cascka to paste.

Really the issue was they'd underestimated their opponent, in volume anyway. There were a lot of bad girls in here. Even if most of them appear to be drug-addled cannon fodder, in large enough numbers cannon fodder could be very bad for the health of attacking troops.

Interestingly the problem was more for the front line troops than in the rear, compared to similar situations where ambushers would be likely. Not because Jerry, his wives and his 'daughters' were superior fighters, but rather because they had Cascka.

Another terrorist leaps from a bolt hole with a plasma sword ignited and immediately has the wind knocked out of her by a slab of concrete slamming upwards in a brutal uppercut to the gut. Some reinforcing metal wraps itself around the woman's arms, trapping her in ways that hand ties and zip cuffs could only dream of. 

It was inspiring to watch Cascka work, her eyes burning with axiom energy like an Apuk's could burn with living flames as she manipulates more and more of the battle space.

"Second team, the door to your right has been forcibly sealed. Six hostiles inside... they are trapped... and are now sleeping. You're clear to move on."

Her voice is calm, cool and confident, rippling with power. Power that even the most brain dead drug addict could understand and fear, especially with the fake amplification collar around her neck. Time and again ambushes were foiled in the split picosecond they happened as Cascka becomes more and more comfortable with what she's doing and how she's doing it. Confidence seemingly filling her from the tip of her tail to her fiery hair as she realizes she really can fight without spilling blood and be just as effective as anyone else.

Near as Jerry can tell, not only is she reacting... She's experimenting. Trying out new effects as she goes, treating combat like a literal puzzle, or perhaps like a math problem with more and more refined solutions as she masters the set of equations she's working with. Occasionally she'd let out a pleased sound as she found a new technique she liked, full on smiling when she figured out a way to drop someone into unconsciousness with a little eye contact and the snap of her fingers. A magic trick as far as Jerry could tell, but it was certainly effective magic for all that.

Nadiri too was far more potent than her unassuming demeanor would initially let on. Enemy combatants would just vanish into the shadows, and be spat back out a minute later bound and unconscious. A rather horrifying opponent to fight to be certain.

Throw in Eymali and her near perfect stealth, stalking the halls near the command team and setting up the occasional trap here and there and honestly it was a miracle Jerry and the rest of the girls had to do much of anything at all.

Three masters of their respective fighting styles were laying into the enemy with all the power at their disposal and laying waste in a way that was still tightly constrained. Which itself was a show of power.

Jerry couldn't do anything similar on his own without having to kill a bunch of people. Even when he had done similar things at the Vynn estate, he'd needed to use a wide variety of tricks, and a friendly faced distraction in the form of the freshly subverted Dar'Vok, who could approach guard posts and get the girls their to relax their guard even further from a relaxed state on a quiet night in the county of Vynn. Doing what Eymali, Nadiri and Cascka could do to a group of active hostiles on alert was... impressive. To say the very least.

Not that Makula and the others didn't get a few good hits in.

Reunited with Hel after the initial breach and clear, Dar'Vok was putting Hel to work beautifully, the big hound sniffing out or detecting a target with her sensitive ears, the delicate instruments enhanced and protected by Hel's active noise canceling ear pro and her eyes covered with doggles. Hel alerts on a target and Dar'Vok lobs a ball of war fire through a hole in the wall with perfect precision. A yelp from a would-be ambusher and the sound of a plasma weapon detonating rewarding Dar'Vok's pinpoint aim.

Makula wasn't letting her injury slow her down at all. She seemed to be using her own heightened senses instead of relying on Hel or Cascka to ferret out bad girls, and either point them out to the rest of her team... or she just slammed her mace through the wall, bludgeoning the enemy beyond with unerring accuracy.

Neysihen and Purisha on the other hand were doing a decent impression of reading each other's minds, operating in near perfect sync as they sweep through the rooms in front of their charges, checking everything and calling things out with hand signals or the occasional text message over the interlink system.

The bark of a suppressed rifle was the inevitable sign they'd found an enemy combatant, or if they could be captured, the sound of zip ties going on and the muffled thud of the new prisoner being tossed into a position that was easy to see but out of the way so they didn't get stepped on.

All in complete silence.

It was overall a very impressive display from all four of the young women.

Slowly resistance begins to dwindle and the sounds of fighting from other parts of the expansive smuggler's base start to fade.

"Team three to all points. We're at a dead end. We found a hangar bay that's been reactivated... nothing here, but there's oil slicks, parts and tools that make us think there were spacecraft here till recently. Call it a squadron's worth of something and some shuttles maybe?"

Jerry nods slowly before responding.

"Copy three, secure the area, get a transponder into the computer system that controls the hangar bay so Babydoll can lock things down. We don't want them coming back to roost if they've already flown the coop."

He shares a look with Cascka, frowning slightly. The terrorists having heavy equipment, and having moved that heavy equipment before their raid wasn't a good sign at all.

"Command, Two. We're at a dead end too, we just cleared out the barracks... boss. I got a bad feeling about this. There's provisions for a couple hundred girls down here."

Vera's voice has an odd tone to it. She's concerned about something, but can't figure out what exactly and it's frustrating her if Jerry wanted to hazard a guess.

Nadiri steps out of the shadows and joins the comm channel with a gentle clearing of her throat. "This is Nadiri. Daughter of a whore I think I know what's going on. A couple hundred of the 'undesirables' on the station fell off the radar over the past few months. There's a natural degree of fall off of course, not deaths usually, more cleaning up their acts, or disappearing on ships for causes good or nefarious, but I recall a new religious group specifically was doing outreach to addicts and the like, offering to help get them cleaned up and out of the tunnels. Seems like that was only half true."

"Several hundred sounds about right. These barracks are practically cell blocks. Some of them are significantly nicer than the others, some sort of tier or reward system for behavior maybe? We also found family quarters, or something like them. Probably belonged to the former overseer, her senior staff and their husband. Some evidence of a man living here, but the family quarters were abandoned. Lots of religious literature, I don't recognize most of it, but what I do recognize is aggressively anti-synth, so we've for sure found our bad girls."

The shadow alien strokes her chin for a moment. "Hmmm... yeah that fits. Keep going Two, dig up whatever you can. I think I've got a hunch but I need to talk it over with the boss."

"Two out."

Nadiri turns to face Jerry fully. "Skipper."

"Not to you last I checked."

"I like the word, respectful, yet flippant. So Skipper it is." Nadiri gives him an incorrigible smile. 

"Alright I think I've got an idea of what's going on... but the presence of a man is... strange. Various flavors of bad girl do shit like this on scales ranging from small towns to entire planets all the time. They move into an area ripe for their operations, be it smuggling, drug running, piracy, slaving or terrorism, then round up a bunch of the local ne'er do wells. They control them with drugs and booze, and use their addled state to indoctrinate them. The best of the best will get weened off the drugs and cleaned up and made proper operatives."

Little blobs of shadow appear and start to play out the process on the nearby wall, little shadow creatures being sorted with a small group to the left and a larger group to the right.

"The chaff will be used as just that. Chaff. Cannon fodder, meat shields, unwilling suicide bombers, or even let loose as crazy street preachers or whatever to distract from the actual group. Still. A man. Men don't usually end up caught up in these sorts of situations. Hard for fringe groups like terrorists to get ahold of one on their own after all. Except by buying a slave, and for terrorists like we're dealing with here, revenue usually isn't nearly enough for them to buy a man... and a lot of the really kooky ones go full in on some sort of purity vow of one flavor or another."

Naridi chuckles.

"Ah, that takes me back. This one group I infiltrated spun some bullshit excuse for their 'totally intentional vow of chastity', saying they must not sully the purity of a man and his life-giving nature even as they sully their hands with the blood of the blasphemers."

That got Jerry's attention properly.

"...Wait, a man's life-giving nature... that sounds... There's terrorist Gravidists?"

"You got it in one, skipper. Rather ironic if you ask me considering the faith's all about motherhood and having children, but in my experience any philosophy can be twisted into an excuse for violence if someone wants to get violent enough."

"Not much different from Earth then... there's even religious groups that are generally dedicated pacifists that have armed terrorist groups behind to them, I..." A shudder traces down Jerry's back as he makes a connection.

"...Nadiri, how might a man end up with these types of kooks?"

"Hmmm." The alien investigator paces a little bit, tapping her foot to the sounds of distant gunfire. "...I dunno. I mean. You'd almost think he might be a Human or something. You boys seem to have a talent for ending up in weird places, usually of your own volition of course, I haven't heard any all points bulletins go out for a kidnapped Human though, so I suppose that's unlikely. If the terrorists are religious in nature the man might have been raised in the cult. A true believer and full participant."

"You'd almost think..."

The full thought hits Jerry like a pail full of ice water. Everything seemed to add up. The guns. The man among the bad girls. Which left...

"Two, this is Command."

"Go for Two."

"Send one of your girls back with a bunch of the religious materials. Get a selection of stuff, physical objects, charms, prayer books. Anything they can stuff in a bag without compromising themselves."

"Aye, aye. I'll have them heading towards your beacon on the double."

No sooner had Jerry gotten off the comm, Ghorza checks in.

"Lead to Command."

"Go ahead Lead."

Ghorza's voice was tense, and she was controlling it but she was short of breath. She must have been fighting damn hard.

"Need you and the command section to my position ASAP. We have their command bunker... I think we can confirm Two's findings."

Jerry has to actively resist running to see what Ghorza had found. The chill was in his bones now, and even more cold was starting to form an icy knot in his gut. It couldn't be could it? Yet, all the signs seemed to point to one conclusion. The terrorist leader, or at least a senior officer, was a man. A Human man. Jerry wasn't sure, but now that he had the thought in his head, some of the maneuvers and practices used by the terrorists made sense.

A lot of the active plays, the probing attacks, acquiring weapons and equipment, training 'local' personnel, were straight out of the Human special forces play book. That particular play book had been drilled into every Undaunted soldier's head, to ensure they could improvise and adapt in any situation and have the mental tools to bring the fight to the enemy.

The command center is bustling with Paladins, quietly calling out finds and securing the area in detail, even sweeping for bugs to ensure they weren't being watched. On a central table there was a stack of maps and schematics of the massive space station... and Jerry only needed a glance to guess what the target for all those bombs was. The structural joints between the three moons. If they were severed under the right conditions... and then the axiom fields were either damaged or disabled... it would be a loss of life on a beyond catastrophic scale.

"That's not good already." Jerry notes, greeting Ghorza with a curt nod.

"Oh you don't know the half of it. We're digging all sorts of notes out of this place. They left in a hurry... not sure if they knew we were coming or if they were moving today. Could be a bit of both. Still we're looking at a hell of a lot of bombs in a hell of a lot of places. There's talk about 'the ships' but few specifics. We're scanning everything so Babydoll can flash them to intelligence for review and analysis but..."

Ghroza's face said everything Jerry needed to know. They probably didn't have time for the intelligence guys and girls to do their thing.

Suddenly there's the sound of someone running in combat boots out in the hall and Vilka hurtles into the room with a bag full of stuff.

"Sir! Reporting as ordered!"

She quickly dumps the bag out in a clear spot on the table and the ice ball in Jerry's gut grows three sizes. Just from a glance he could pick out what could only be a crude carving of the Buddha, a few small Dharma wheels, prayer beads made out of scrap metal... and some writing in what appeared to be Burmese along with a lot of documents in Galactic Trade that just a glance said covered the topic of purity, purifying the body and soul and so on.

The sounds of the others discussing the items fades out for a second, and Jerry frowns as he looks over the plans again. He had a very bad feeling all of the sudden. If they knew who their bad guy was, if he was actually human, and it seemed very likely he was... There was no way he didn't know what a raid by people wielding human weapons meant... and that gave him a very anxious feeling he didn't like at all.

Finally, Jerry takes a slow breath, and speaks. "...We might need to break cover. Our cover's probably in tatters already if the terrorist leader is human. They might retaliate or maybe they’ve managed to strike a preemptive blow already and the hit hasn’t landed yet."

Ghorza cocks her head a bit. "...How fast do you think they could retaliate?"

"Well, they made a shit load of bombs and we haven't found any of them, they have ships and they're gone. So they could theoretically retaliate as fast as they can work up a way to get one on the Tear..."

"Boss. We have a problem." Vera steps in from another room she'd been clearing.

Jerry looks over. "Yeah, someone might be trying to plant a bomb on my ship. I'd say we have a problem."

Vera shakes her head. "No. You don't understand. I think they were on to us. Come in here."

Jerry and Ghorza quickly rush into the room... and sure enough, there's some blurry images of half of them, and Jerry's photo has a clear marking of 'Human?' with a question mark, along with a full web of questions. They didn't have any names... but they had worked out their ersatz mercenary group aboard the Pillars well enough. 

They'd been made. For days, if not at least a full week. Probably since they penetrated the warrens for the first time, if not earlier. Right at the bottom, there's some photos of the Crimson Tear, and schematics for her class of mass conveyor.

His stomach's in free fall now, the ice spreading out of his gut and into his veins. They'd been outplayed.

"...We need to warn the-"

Jerry's cut off by a sharp tone from his communicator, and his heart joins his stomach in its trip downward.

That specific tone was an emergency signal from the Tear. A problem on their end.

"...Gods help us... and gods help them if these bastards hurt a single person on my ship."


58

USFS Crimson Tear

Module 1, Deck 6, Frame 58, Store Room 11-B

The bomb sits quietly among the various items of equipment stored in this location, a merry little red light blinking to indicate that the weapon was armed and awaiting the detonation command. Its axiom enhanced explosive fury was contained and channeled with the help of human style plastic explosives, and plenty of axiom runes to ensure that something the size of a football was a very potent weapon indeed.

It sits and it waits as the minutes tick by. It's just a bomb after all. It has no sense of time or sense of self, no rudimentary on board intelligence, not even a timer like some action movie. It simply sits, inert, waiting for the signal.

Waiting.

Waiting.

Waiting.

There's a chirp, and the red light flashes green for a thousandth of a second as the command signal triggers the detonator. There's a spark of axiom energy... and the world around the bomb goes white.




Inara

Module 1, Deck 6, Frame 59

Inara's day was a peaceful one so far. She was worried about Jerry of course, worried about her still absent daughters in law, but her heart had settled nicely from the stormy turmoil she'd been dealing with for the past few months since she'd started falling for Jerry. Now though, she had admitted what her heart wanted, accepted it, and made a decision about what to do with those desires. Now she just had to talk to Syl... then talk to Jerry.

Admittedly, talking to Jerry was what she'd mentally labeled 'the hard part' but she could do it! She might not be Undaunted, or an Apuk battle princess, but she'd been married once before hadn't she? She'd met her husband and wooed him the proper way once before. Surely she could do so again! Even with a potential husband who was decidedly more unique than the average galactic man.

Jerry was a world of difference from her previous husband to be sure. That man had been a dear and close friend, and she'd valued that special bond. She’d even convinced herself that that friendship and closeness was what love was all about... but she'd never felt fire in her veins like this before!

Perhaps it was a school girl crush. Perhaps the fire was just an infatuation and things would calm down in time.

Perhaps.

Still. She'd only find out by reaching out to take Jerry's hand, and she wasn't going to hide from it any more... if he'd have her of course. Inara titters into her hand, feeling slightly giddy, walking the familiar deck plates towards the new day care to begin her day's work looking after Cindy and some of the ship's precious darlings.

While she did worry about Jerry's feelings, and possibly being rejected, it struck her as a bit silly. He rather liked more than a few of her daughters after all, nine of the beautiful women she'd raised, and her daughters echoed her in many important ways. Surely a tenth Volpiri bride in the same wavelength wouldn't be too hard a sell would it?

No. She'd be fine. They'd just ta-

Her train of thought is cut off by a sudden rush of force and heat, throwing her into a brutal impact against the wall to her right. Inara can briefly feel her shoulder, then a few of her ribs fracture, feel flame tearing at her fur and skin. Pain screams out through her body as she falls to the deck in a small crumpled heap. She can feel the cool deck plate against her cheek for a brief second... then the world goes black, and Inara feels nothing at all.




Sharon

Bridge of the USFS Crimson Tear

Sharon Bridger walks the bridge of the Tear like it was a familiar friend now. She'd been spending more time 'at the conn' then at her usual station. Even before Jerry had left the ship for his special mission, she'd been taking the lead more and more... like she was being prepared or groomed for command. She'd heard Jerry was in line for an Admiral's star... did that mean he was intending to advance her as the next skipper?

The Marine aviator turned naval officer wasn't quite sure what to think about that. She'd take a swing at it though, and she was sure she could do the job. Besides, with the Tear being an admiral's flagship potentially, it's not like she'd be shouldering the burden of command solo. More like a carrier skipper back home. The carrier commander had his or her Commander, Air Group (CAG) as a deputy, and the Admiral was usually never too far away in the flag office, picking up his or her own share of the weight.

Sharon's reverie, and the peace of a watch tour in port is shattered by the emergency lights kicking on and an alarm blaring in the literal blink of an eye, and Sharon turns on the bosun of the watch.

"Bosun, what the hell's going on?"

The young woman's fingers fly across her board, eyes wide as she tries to figure out what was happening... then she stops. Dead.

"C-Commander! An alarm automatically triggered! There was an explosion in module one, deck six, frame fifty eight!"

The whole world freezes for a second as Sharon takes that in. Frame fifty eight was near the hospital. It was near the new day care! The day care Cindy was in! From what she could recall there were no munitions or anything vaguely explosive in that part of the ship... and that left one conclusion.

In their nice comfy space dock, sealed in by armor, metal and stone on all sides, the Crimson Tear had been attacked.

"Sound general quarters, all hands to action stations and stand by for damage control instructions. Seal the ship! I want every airlock on this vessel locked down and under guard! No one comes on or goes off without my explicit permission! Damage control teams and medical teams to frame fifty eight immediately!"




Tyler

Pillars of Ascension, Pillar 1 - VIP Gantry

"What a day! I'm famished!"

Cassie says, still doing her absolute best to be her usual prim and proper self, but Tyler could tell at a glance his wife desperately needed to spread her wings after another day of diplomatic meetings.

“Mhmm. You said it, gorgeous.”

Tyler stretches a bit and cracks his knuckles, glad he and Cassie had managed to stash a change of clothes and change out of their dress uniforms in a nearby room after the day’s meetings had concluded. It had taken them about a week to figure out they could ask for that kind of thing and be accommodated by their hosts.

“Still, I knew diplomats could talk a lot to say nothing, but seeing it first hand has been a brutal experience. I supposed we wouldn't be doing it at all if you hadn’t asked us to be your escort Avia, and from what the diplomats say you’ve been an incredible help.”

There was a flash of color within the transparent parts of Avia's systems that Tyler had figured he could read as mild embarrassment, that lights the deck from behind them as they walk towards the Crimson Tear.

Tyler gets a sly grin, finding an easy chance to gently tease Avia a bit. “I gotta say spending more time in my dress uniform than I ever have before isn’t exactly how I was expecting to spend this shore leave. Going to every single diplomatic meeting the suits can dream up.”

"I'm sorry, this is all my fault. I only wanted to help a little, I didn't think they'd make me a critical part of the negotiations! Then I... went and requested you two as my escorts. B-Because. You know. F-Friends."

Tyler and Cassie both chuckle, and Cassie steps back to rest her hands on the young woman's shoulders.

"You don't have to apologize for that darling, this is part of our duty still after all, and outside of work, we're having marvelous fun with you. The companionship of someone with such enthusiasm for life is always refreshing... Besides, Tyler likes being able to boast about his old fighter pilot stories back on Earth to an appreciative audience, so really you're doing me a favor helping contain and direct my husband's ego."

Tyler snorts. "I seem to recall a certain winged someone rather eagerly telling Avia all sorts of stories about her first time in the military and all her many other jobs and worlds she's seen visited..."

Cassie has the good grace to only be a little embarrassed.

"...I suppose I got a bit. Carried away by the atmosphere."

Avia raises a hand. "Oh no, I love both of your stories oh so very much! You've shared so much of the galaxy and my home world that I've never been able to see outside of a sim or a book. I just... want to have my own adventures. I'm quite excited about shipping out, you know! Much as I've loved my time here, much as I'm thankful they saved me from god only knows what fate, I want to get out there!"

Tyler reaches out and pats Avia's shoulder. "Well if there's anything certain about your heritage, your desire to explore is a core feature of humanity and you carry that beautifully. You'll fit right in with the rest of our people."

"I hope so." Avia sighs. "I just... I haven't had much of a chance to... do anything! I have all this book knowledge, all these sims, remote viewing and travel, everything you could please and that's enough for a lot of Synths... but for me. I want to touch it. To hold it. To do it. To feel the gs pulling on my air frame while I make a nine g turn in atmosphere or something. To feel what breaking the sound barrier feels like. I want to try it all! I want to make a jump in my own body just to see. To learn. To understand. Not just from a book, but to know something!"

Cassie smiles down at the shorter human woman. "You really are a blessing of a person aren't you Avia? So what do you want to do with all this knowledge and experience?"

"I really want to write books of my own some day!" Avia gushed, explaining another of her goals to her new friends.

"Hmmm. Well one of the skipper's wives, and my wife Elyria can probably help you with that if you mean fiction, and Yuuko, one of the skipper’s other brides is an extensively published academic who just finished her third doctorate in yet another discipline, so I'd say the ship is well stocked with writers of all stripes."

"Oh! That would be wonderful. Honestly I'm not sure what I want to write when it comes to fiction or nonfiction… Both maybe? I suppose I want to share my experiences with the galaxy as much as anything."

Tyler nods. "Well that just means you need to have a lot of adventures in the end, and the Undaunted can certainly help you out with that. So girls, what should we do for food? I think Matroika's going to try and meet us on the Promenade but we could theoretically do anything..."

No sooner had Tyler said that, then the sound of the battle stations alarm echoes up the gantry tube. Tyler and Cassie are in motion immediately, flinging themselves forward with Avia hot on their heels when the airlock leading to the Crimson Tear flashes yellow warning lights and quickly seals itself shut.

Tyler and Cassie exchange a quick look.

"...An attack?" Tyler asks, concern growing in the pit of his stomach.

"Must be, they wouldn't seal the ship off otherwise. Come, we must head to station operations at once and get back in contact with the ship!"

Cassie snaps. Her outer eyes are wide with shock, but her inner eyes narrow, communicating a burning rage, communicating a killing intent towards whatever and whoever had been stupid enough to attack her home.

Avia raises a hand. "Follow me then! I know a shortcut!"

The trio turn on a heel and quickly dash out of the boarding gantry, racing for station operations, and hopefully some answers.




Petty Officer Scott Grady

Damage Control Team One Alpha

"Let's go girls! On the double!" Petty Officer Scotty Grady secures the last of his gear, then confirms that all his damage control sailors have their suits sealed before calling in to control.

"Control, One Alpha here, ready for deployment instructions."

"One Alpha there's been an explosion from what sensors are calling an improvised axiom enhanced explosive device in module one, deck six, frame fifty eight, not sure about the specific room, a lot of the sensors of that part of the ship are down. Get in there and contain the damage. Automatic fire control systems have engaged... there's probably casualties. We're getting corpsmen en route but the axiom energy signature of the blast has disrupted the primary hospital."

"Copy control, deck six, frame fifty eight. Moving out." Scotty stops mid stride for a second before pushing through, leading his team into the corridor. "Deck six, frame fifty eight. Make that triple time!"

He can almost feel the chill going down his team's spines. The same chill that went down his spine. two frames and five decks up from the main hospital, and right near the new daycare center that had been implemented to help with the number of older children coming aboard at Serbow.

"Boss... if someone's hurt those kids..."

Scotty's number two has nothing but cold steel in her voice. The normally unflappable woman had a towering rage that she was fighting to contain.

No one liked a child killer.

Not that Scotty was immune... he was only a couple years off from having children of his own in that daycare. Maybe it was just the paternal instincts kicking in, but he wanted to get in there, save the ship, and if this was an attack, find out who did this and beat them to death with his bare hands.

Proper big ape energy clearly.

Their boots pound on the deck plates as Scotty clears his mind and focuses entirely on his breathing. Faster. Faster. People needed help. People were in danger. The whole ship could be at risk if there were more bombs. Faster. Faster. Faster. They haul up ladder wells and tear through the ship, dogging hatches behind them as they go to prevent decompression if there is in fact another bomb. If they fail. No time to think about that. Just do the job. That's all there was to do now. They had to do their part, and hope anything else was dealt with by the teams who had those jobs.

Finally they pass through the bulkhead at frame sixty one, and they start seeing damage. Rubble, chunks of metal, the damage only growing worse as they pass through frame fifty nine, which had been devastated. The bulkhead that would bring them to frame fifty eight was practically gone... the armored hatch crumpled against a nearby wall and the bulkhead itself ripped open throughout the compartment they were in.

It was a scene of absolute devastation... but a fairly local devastation blessedly. The room that the bomb had been concealed in, now revealed to be storage room eleven bravo, which had formerly been nestled against the bulkhead that divided frame fifty nine and fifty eight, no longer existed in the conventional sense. Its walls had exploded out in all directions, a testament to the strength of the blast.

With its initial container destroyed, the bomb's fury had ripped into the surrounding area. If it had been able to penetrate one of the Tear’s armored bulkheads, the thinner internal walls never stood a chance. The force and the flames had slammed into the rooms nearest storage room 11-B, scattering their contents, be they cargo or people, like flower petals in a hurricane.

The only silver lining that Scotty could see is that, while there were a few guttering fires here and there, the automatic fire suppression systems had done their job. At the very least they’d have a chance to rescue people and secure the scene without fighting a damn fire.

"...Good think we checked the fire suppression systems right?" 

One of the girls says, a sickly tone in her voice as if she was fighting to keep herself from throwing up as they start to slowly move through the area.

Scotty looks around and after some scanning and not finding any obvious explosives decides it's time to notify control and move on.

"Control, alpha team, we're on site, no other munitions in evidence, we have a lot of wounded. Get those corpsmen up here, and get the daycare evacuated! It's safe to move the kids through the passageways as long as they're heading aft of frame sixty. There's some wreckage by the doors, but the bulkhead door's emergency close function contained most of the damage in frame fifty eight and frame fifty nine."

"Copy alpha team, help is on the way."

Scotty looks up, and tries in vain to wipe some sweat from his brow through his face plate as he looks at his sailors. "Alright, two of you keep searching for more bombs, two more, secure and reroute any damaged electrical conduits and the like until the engineers can get in here... the rest of you, start triage. The corpsmen are on their way so let's get patients located and if they're really badly off, do initial emergency care. Sing out when you find something."

Scotty moves further up the passage, taking in the damage slowly as he hears his team call out various injured people... and two dead already. Not the news he'd wanted to hear. Apparently a glass pane in the wrong spot had basically been turned into a frag grenade for the first and the second had been impaled on a girder. Fast... at least. Some small mercy in a way. Other injuries were more traditional and walking wounded were slowly being helped up and out of the damaged compartment.

His audio sensors suddenly catch a weak groan and Scotty dashes over to a large piece of wall that had rocketed across the corridor. A hand was visible just at the edge of it, like the owner had tried to crawl out or something before collapsing.

Scotty pumps axiom into his system as best he can and slowly pulls the debris clear, making sure nothing falls on what is either a survivor... or a body. It requires a fair bit of force, the heat had fused part of the wreckage to the wall, and it's not till two of his girls join in and put their backs and some axiom to it that they finally get the rubble clear of the trapped person.

Just looking at her though, Scotty isn't exactly sunny about her chances... if indeed she's still alive at all. There was some sort of metal structure like rebar impaled through her side. She had a few burns, but less than he'd expected. She'd probably been protected by the rubble that had hit her. Small comfort when she clearly had broken more than a few bones.  Between that and the burns he could barely recognize her as a Volpiri woman. Scotty signals one of his girls to get the scanner out, then drops to a knee and pulls a small hand mirror out of his tool belt. He holds it near her mouth and is immediately rewarded by it fogging up slightly.

"She's still breathing! Corpsman up! Doc! Doc as fast as you can! She's really fucked up!"

Scotty looks down at the shattered body of Inara and frowns at the unconscious woman. "Don't worry ma'am... we're gonna get you out of here."




Cindy

Module 1 Daycare, Deck Six, Frame Sixty

It had been a normal day for Cindy Bridger. She'd been taken to her new daycare. It was fun. She preferred spending time with her big sisters, but she liked learning and spending time with the other girls around her age too! Plus she got to see Mama Inara most days, and even keep Mikasa with her!

Then there'd been a loud noise, the lights had gone out and something had shaken the room really hard! Some of the other girls were scared. Some of the adults were scared. Cindy wasn't scared though, even as the battle stations alarm starts to scream, she's moving around the room, helping the other kids up with Mikasa.

"Come on, you have to get up! We're gonna need to go soon!"

Cindy didn't know that the daycare was more heavily armored than most warship hulls. Cindy didn't know the daycare was basically an escape pod in its own right, but she believed in her family and had practiced what to do many times in the Den with her Mamas. She couldn't cry. Couldn't get scared. There was time to be scared after the loud noises stopped. She had to stay calm and help as many people as possible when bad things happen. Just like Papa. Just like her Mamas!

With a little help from Mrs. Ariane and Mrs. Miu'Kin, who seemed a bit... weird... at the moment. Like she was really really angry, radiating warmth, the other children are ready and waiting when a damage control technician opens the hatch.

"Okay kids! Everyone file out nice and calm! We're gonna go down to the park on the promenade so your parents can come get you okay?"

The hallway was... not right anymore. Cindy's mind processes  the changes quickly, but she didn't quite know what it meant. Didn't have enough context to understand, but the rubble, the smell of smoke and fire, she knew all of that was very, very bad.

"Keep up Mikasa!" She commands her faithful pet, keeping a firm hold of Mikasa's leash.

In reality of course Mikasa wouldn't even notice if she lunged ahead and pulled Cindy along, but the large canine was very aware of her diminutive mistress and was keeping an eye on their surroundings. A little too closely as it happened, Mikasa brushed against a piece of rubble and her harness got hung up! Cindy tugs on the hardy leather a bit, but with the group still moving and the situation clearly dire, Cindy doesn't call for an adult. Cindy was a big girl! Cindy could help!

So she pulls her stiletto from her bag and pulls off the red string that Mama Diana told her to pull if she needed to actually use the blade in an emergency. With the axiom 'cover' around the blade removed, she quickly slices Mikasa's harness free, before carefully folding the automatic knife, and tucking it back in her bag.

"Come on Mikasa! We have to keep up!"

Mikasa barks in response, and the duo race to get back to their place in the line. Miu'Kin and one of the other adults had only realized what had happened as Cindy dealt with it, mentally shrugging as a group as the industrious little Kohb and her large fuzzy companion press on.

As Cindy reaches the next passageway and rounds the corner to the lift, she quickly finds herself bundled up by Miu'Kin as someone yells.

"Make a hole! Critical injury coming through!"

Cindy flattens herself against the wall, holding Mikasa's collar as Miu'Kin keeps her charges out of the way... but as the stretcher races past Cindy catches sight of a familiar hand and some familiar jewelry dangling from it, before a corpsman notices and moves the limp limb back up onto the stretcher. She couldn't see to know for sure, but that jewelry had looked a lot like Mama Inara's!

All of the sudden, Cindy found herself very scared, and very upset, and as Miu’Kin guides her into another lift, she quickly pulls out her communicator and sends a message to Mama Syl.

CY> Mama Syl, something blew up near the daycare. We're all okay, but I think Mama Inara is hurt!

If Mama Inara was hurt, it was something Cindy couldn't help with... she'd just have to trust the adults to handle this one. All she could do was pray, like Mama Sharon and Mama Firi had taught her.

She'd start as soon as they were somewhere safe.
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Joanna McCoy

Naval Hospital Crimson Tear

Joanna had been having a relatively quiet day by her standards. A few minor injuries from an accident in one of the hangar bays, the usual array of check ups and physical exams mostly handled by the corpsmen who worked under her. A few neonatal check ups with the handful of patients she was managing directly now that they had a full department head for women's health and maternity care.

Then she'd been reviewing the plans the pediatric specialist Joanna had recently hired had submitted regarding the construction of a pediatric and family health facility in module three, with a sub facility in module one closer to the major concentrations of family housing.

Business as usual for the director of a decent sized hospital and community healthcare system.

Her facility was immaculate, her staff well trained. Everything was where it was supposed to be.

Everything was as she demanded it be.

Yet.

Something was bothering her. Some seed of anxiety was gnawing at her gut like some sort of scavenging animal.

It wasn't related to her pregnancy. She'd signed the order for a full set of bloods herself. Everything was perfectly fine so far as the various screenings and scans could tell. She was fine. Her baby was fine. Dr. Nier'Sha, her own sister-wife, had double checked the results for her to confirm it, and she'd had Dr. Nadi Bridger consult for a third set of eyes on the results.

Just for the sake of her own paranoia she checks in with her family during a coffee break. Easily done considering her new sisters Nier'Sha, Reev'Esii, and Tria'McCoy worked with her in the hospital. She texts Ian and tries to calm herself while she savors the chirrut root coffee the Apuk favored over human bean water. She chats with the other women in her family, fighting to keep the anxiety off her face and out of her heart. Her baby was fine. Her family was fine. Her hospital was fine.

So what in the nine hells was bothering her so much?

It was only thirty minutes after her sister-wives had returned to their rounds that she felt a shudder rush through the hull of the ship, the emergency lights came on and the general quarters alarm started to scream.

The other shoe she'd been anticipating, be it by some sixth sense or just decades of experience first as a combat medic, then a military surgeon, had finally dropped, and it was almost a relief.

She comes out of her office with her white coat whipping behind her with the sheer speed she was moving at. It could just be a drill of course... but she hadn't been informed... and that tremor certainly felt like an explosion.

"On your feet people, I want a triage station ready to go! Prep surgeries one, two, three and four for immediate use. I want all emergency response teams ready to go. Section leaders hand out tasks as people who were on rest come in from their quarters, just like we planned."

Her senior Corpsman looks over at her, Master Chief Connelly was an old hand and knew his shit almost as well as she did, and the concern was etched deep in his normally smiling face. Seems she hadn't been the only one feeling funny about something today.

"Anything specific for prep, ma'am?"

"We need to be ready for anything Master Chief, but that sounded like an explosion to me. Get everything organized, especially the triage station. If we have to stabilize patients on the deck we can do it but I'd rather have some proper stretchers waiting."

"On it, ma'am!"

Master Chief Connelly turns on a heel and dashes off, shouting orders and getting the hospital shifted from daily care to combat ready as McCoy supervises from the main desk. Nier'Sha and Reev'Esii, both Apuk Imperial Navy veterans, wade in with both hands, taking charge of various details and doing their family proud. It was nice to see them doing their thing properly. Her husband had indeed married well.

At the edge of her hearing she thought she could hear Tria'McCoy walking the pharmacy techs through a new preparatory method for the pharmacy at battle stations that she'd proposed. A new way to organize and prepare the drugs and medications critical to trauma care. It was a good idea on paper... and Joanna was convinced they were about to get a field test.

Even the diminutive Nadi Bridger's all in. Joanna can see her over on the general practice side of the facility, organizing patients and getting people moved into safe areas, clearing more room for triage and emergency care.

Just the way they'd planned. Just the way they'd practiced... and it was satisfying on a deep, personal level. Because her senior staff, and her family, all knew the score. From the tone of their voices, the looks on their faces, everything communicated to their staff that this was real and they needed to put everything in for this one so they could do their jobs and save lives.

If this was a drill and no one had bothered to tell Joanna this was going to be excellent training.

The firm belief that this was no drill remained however... nestling next to the growing concern that she hadn't heard anything from the bridge or central control yet. The silence only adding to the gnawing sensation that had resumed at the bottom of her stomach.

"Doctor McCoy! Ma'am! It's urgent!"

A panting voice cries out from the passageway as a runner staggers her way into the hospital from outside, quickly saluting even as she heaves desperately trying to get enough air in her lungs to speak.

"I got that it was urgent from the ship going to general quarters. What's happened? Why didn't we get a message via the comm system?"

McCoy snaps, a bit harsher than she'd intended.

"Ma'am, approximately five minutes ago someone detonated an axiom enhanced explosive at deck six, frame fifty eight of this module, there's significant axiom disruption to the surrounding area and a junction cut some of the hard wired comm systems. Commander Bridger ordered that a runner be sent to ensure you got the message that there's a lot of people hurt. We need Corpsmen to deck six, frame fifty eight. Right by the daycare, thank fuck all the kids are okay.”

Joanna can feel herself going pale, but discards her feelings. She knew the situation, it was time to get to work.

"Very well. Get out of the way and catch your breath sailor."

Joanna's head snaps to the right.

"Master Chief! Four response teams to module one, deck six, frame fifty eight! We have significant axiom disruption people so standard axiom techniques may not work. Everyone better have their manual tools or I'll have someone's head on a platter!"

Joanna steps behind the desk at the entry to the hospital and picks up the internal communications handset and dials the in hospital general address system, there's a pause, then she's rewarded with a connection noise. They might be partially isolated, but at least a lot of their internal tools seemed to be working.

"This is Doctor McCoy. Code green, I repeat code green. The Crimson Tear has suffered a mass casualty event, this is not a drill. Implement the emergency action plan immediately!"

There isn't even a pause or a hitch. The hospital was already in motion but now it's exploding with motion as sailors turn from the more general battle stations preparations to prepare for taking in large scale casualties. The first medical response team is already racing out the door past her at a dead sprint, nearly running over the messenger from the bridge as they go, with a second team hot on their heels, their NCO shouting her orders as they went, seemingly without needing to breathe.

It was a sign that she had in fact drilled her people well. Joanna could only pray that that would be enough for all the casualties... if indeed there were survivors at all. She'd responded to more than one IED in her day... and the results were frequently... bloody.

It made her remember her first deployment, bright eyed and bushy tailed, fresh from completing her initial training as a corpsman and earning the coveted Fleet Marine Force badge. She'd seen a lot on that trip, things that had changed her for the rest of her life... but she'd always remember the first time she'd seen the Marines have to hose the remnants of someone's son or daughter out of a Humvee.

There was no other way to clean up all the blood.

She'd asked what had happened, and been told the turret gunner had taken most of the brunt of the explosion from a rocket propelled grenade. There was no chance to save that patient.

She hadn't fled, though she had dearly wanted to, she'd watched, prayed, and quietly slipped off to the head so she could vomit.

It hadn’t been the last time she threw up on that first deployment, but she'd prided herself on never letting the Marines or the other Corpsmen see her break down like that. Or even worse, a patient! They had to know she was calm, collected and in control.

It had been the start of the hardening of an idealistic young girl into the hard nosed, ice cold surgeon that Joanna McCoy was today. Still, she'd never shied away from the sounds of chaos. From the screaming and the blood, she'd trained her people well, and she believed they wouldn't either.

Now. They just had to wait, and not let that waiting dull their edge as they stood ready to save lives.

Blessedly, they didn't have to wait long.

"Emergency coming in!"

Calls one of the corpsmen from one of her response teams as four sailors race in with a stretcher bearing a woman... a woman that Joanna barely recognized until she looked again.

Inara! That put a pang in her gut.

Inara was her friend. Someone she'd come to value the company of. A kind, patient, gentle creature... and now she was broken and brutalized. For such a vibrant woman, who, for all her humility, had a big personality that lit up rooms when she was in them, now she seemed... reduced. Like a part of her had already died.

Joanna races over and takes charge of the triage. She looks down at the Kohb woman who was in charge of this team. She'd been riding on one of her sailors' shoulders and had immediately hopped down and gotten to work when they'd come to a halt.

"Report, petty officer."

The other woman doesn't even look up, completely focused on scanning Inara and trying to find all her injuries.

"Aye ma'am. We have a dozen casualties up there. She was the worst of them. Three are minor injuries, six are... messy. A few are walking wounded, but most will need advanced care even if they're ambulatory. Two, including this one need to be put in at least a stasis field but preferably a healing coma. We tried it up on deck but the equipment wouldn't work for some reason."

Joanna nods curtly. "It won't. The axiom in this area is so disrupted by the explosion we've been cut off from the comm net, and the draw for a stasis field or healing coma's a lot. We're lucky the computers and scanners are still working. We're going to have to save their lives the old fashioned way. At least to stabilize them. Finish your scans, then get her to surgery one. Tell the trauma nurse I want an IV for fluids, and blood if we have Volpiri stock, but I'll take synthetic blood if that's all we have. I'm going to go prep to operate. She doesn't seem to be hemorrhaging too much but there could be internal bleeding."

"Aye aye, ma'am."

By the time Joanna comes out of the surgery prep chamber, into the passage that leads into the OR from its inner door, she can see through a window that several of the Bridger vixens are nearby, all tapped to give blood for the sake of their injured mother.

If Joanna was some other doctor, maybe she could go out, talk to them. Try and comfort them. Try being the operative word. She knew her bedside manner was... brusque... at best. She didn't have time though. She needed to actually save Inara first and foremost.

She steps into the airlock for operating theater one and the door seals behind her as a system automatically disinfects her completely. Again. Obsessive? Perhaps, but they had the tools for this sort of hygiene protocol and Joanna demanded nothing but the highest standards of the profession of medicine from her people. A standard she had lived and breathed for decades in her own right.

Inara is whimpering softly as she enters the OR, the injured woman had apparently regained consciousness. Her eyes are unfocused, concussed of course, but Joanna could also tell that the sedatives Inara was receiving were starting to work, she knew the signs.

Inara reaches out, weakly grabbing her wrist. Normally her reaction would be... strict to say the least, but the confused, dulled panic on Inara's face as the drugs took hold of her friend softened Joanna's tone as she listens to Inara's incoherent pleading.

"Jerry, I need to see..."

"Shh. It's okay. The Captain will be back soon I'm sure. Just rest Inara. It's alright. We've got you."

"Jerry..."

Inara's hand drops and a nurse tucks her arm back into a comfortable position on the table. Another nurse brings the scan screen into a clear position. There's a couple points on Inara's body where they were tracking internal bleeding, in one place it looked like a broken bone had damaged something very important.

Normally for galactic medicine all this trauma would barely require the attention of an attending doctor, never mind a full on surgeon. Good health was just a healing coma away... but that did not appear to be in the cards today. Nor could they use more modern tricks like teleport surgery if the local axiom was still a mess.

Joanna looks over at one of her specialist nurse adepts.

"Axiom field status?"

"Still disrupted ma'am! The other critical patient is going into surgery two now."

"Alright then, we're going in. We need to lock down that bleeding to buy us some time to either transfer her to a module with lesser facilities but a stable axiom field or keep her alive until the axiom here stabilizes. I can't imagine it would be that long, it's not like this was a null bomb or anything."

The adept nurse shakes her head. "Definitely not that, just... messy. Like it was improvised. Not like the demolition charges we use."

"Noted. Time to begin, first incision will be here..."

It was thirty minutes later that everything went to hell.

"Towel." 

Joanna orders a nurse, who quickly wipes her boss's brow as she focuses on sealing off the last of the wounds like she wasn't going to get completely fixed up with a healing coma in the immediate future. Miracles were no excuse for being sloppy after all.

Suddenly Inara jolts slightly, and an alarm noise starts to sound from the EKG machine.

The nurse watching the readouts looks over at the team.

"She's going into cardiac arrest! Flat line, I don’t have any rhythm to defibrillate!"

The adrenaline hits her veins and Joanna is immediately in the zone. Her brethren used their natural gifts for battle but she used adrenaline for a very different kind of fight.

"One milligram of epinephrine via the IV, right now! Nurse Esii! Chest compressions! I'll intubate the patient! Axiom field status?"

"Settling ma'am, maybe a few minutes until we can start a healing coma or stasis field safely!" calls the Adept, her brow furrowed as she tries to pull on the natural energies of the universe.

Joanna nods, and shares a look with Reev'Esii, they knew each other well, and they both knew their business. Surgeon to Nurse, Joanna and her sister-wife knew Inara didn't have minutes if they slacked. She might not even have seconds.

"Full procedure resuscitation then. We'll assume the axiom isn't going to be available ever again!"

The operating room starts moving as medication is adjusted and administered and Joanna grabs the equipment to make sure Inara keeps breathing, quickly and quietly intubating her with far less fuss than a less experienced doctor or nurse would likely have. While she works, and Reev starts compressing Inara's chest, a second dose of epinephrine is administered.

After what could be minutes, or hours, Joanna wasn't sure, the nurse monitoring the EKG finally calls out.

"I have an EKG trace... pulse is weak, but back! Blood pressure is low!"

Almost at the same time, the adept nurse jumps up from her station.

"Axiom field is settled! We can put her under!"

Joanna nods. "Get that head band on her and start the healing coma!"

There's another tense few minutes as the memory retention band is carefully emplaced around Inara's head, and goes through its brief process of recording Inara's memories. There's a little chime, and the nurse adept quickly puts Inara under, her body relaxing utterly and completely as the healing coma takes hold.

"Permission to move on to the next patient and see if the other adept needs help ma'am?"

"Get to it. Everyone else, let's get her cleaned up, covered and moved to a room in the ICU. She's to be directly monitored until I say otherwise, that goes for the patient in surgery two as well."

"Yes ma'am." rings out in a chorused response as Joanna steps out of the operating theater and allows herself a long, deep breath as she walks back into the prep room, more than ready to get into a fresh set of scrubs.

Today had been a nightmare, and that nightmare wasn’t even close to over, but she'd once again stared death in the eye and spat in its face. Once again told death what had been her mantra as a young corpsman.

'Not this one. Not today.'

Still, as she undresses and steps into the shower to clean off the sweat, Joanna's mind finally has a moment to consider what had happened. It seemed likely they had been attacked, even if that was just a confused conclusion in the middle of an emergency. There was no ordnance or anything of danger near the hospital or daycare.

Even if Joanna hadn't been adamant about that, which she had, the ship's commanding officer had made it that way himself, and made it known that if anyone violated that order they'd be peeling potatoes in an Undaunted kitchen on the planet Zalwore for the next century.

It wasn't a mistake.

That left an attack. How the hell did they get a bomb onto the Crimson Tear?

It was a question the specialists were no doubt investigating right now, and Joanna's navel gazing couldn't help.

There is however... the sensation of a grim satisfaction in the back of her head as she dries off and starts to dress to resume her work.

Whoever the hell had just hurt them, if she knew the skipper at all, she knew Jerry Bridger was going to make sure they paid for it in blood. Joanna was not a woman prone to revenge, but in this case where a peaceful mission had been met with fire, pain and death? Joanna would allow herself the satisfaction of knowing that someone had made a very poor choice today, and even a surgeon of Joanna's skill wouldn't be able to save them from the consequences of that choice.
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Sylindra

Her office seemed a bit crowded for how few people were actually in it. Perhaps it was the slight edge of panic that she presently had buried deep in her chest. Her mother had nearly been killed! Cindy and the older children of the ship had all been put in the most dire danger! She wanted to race back to the Den and check on the family's children and hold Cindy close, but she had to trust her sisters and the Apuk staff to handle things. She wanted to be sitting near her mother as she recovered in a healing coma, but once again, she had to trust everyone to handle it. Sharon might be the ship master with Jerry ashore, but she still ran quite a bit of the show around here.

It was a matter of mutual support and delegation. Sharon was handling damage control, monitoring the wounded and coordinating ship’s security. That left Sylindra taking control of coordinating resources for the investigation with Commander Hawthorne from intelligence. 

She found herself missing her newest sister wife’s presence. Diana would have this thing nailed to the ground in a snap of her fingers. Still… even without them, she’d managed to pull a fairly convincing case together with her hastily assembled team. Diana might be the family’s spy, but few in the Undaunted could organize and coordinate like Sylindra could.

She looks up at the holograms that had been compressed into 2D screens to allow for the large number of people on both who were sitting in. On the left was Jerry, Ghorza and most of the undercover team and on the right, Tyler Sarkin was with his wife Cassie, the synth human Avia, along with Mother Superior Nyresta and her senior security advisors. To the right of the synth officials, Diana was broadcasting from somewhere... nondescript. Like she'd piled into a closet or something to conceal her location.

With Syl was Sharon, Evie, Princess Aquilar and her senior staff, and Commander Hawthorne, and the rather imposing Dzedin hacker, Petty Officer Kopish Westbrook, freshly married, very pregnant and absolutely seething with quiet rage, her emotions brewing up a veritable storm in the local axiom, her maternal instincts clearly kicked into overdrive by the very real, if distant, threat to the child she was carrying.

"Alright, let's begin." Syl sits forward and begins the situation report. "As you all know, approximately two hours ago, the Crimson Tear had what Sharon tells me that the explosives experts have determined was an improvised axiom enhanced explosive device, detonated in module one. The weapon had been concealed in a rarely accessed store room. Due to unfortunate timing, two people, an enlisted sailor and a civilian clerk, were killed, and a dozen people were injured, some of them severely. Eight of them are in healing comas, the other four will recover naturally with only a few lacerations and other minor wounds. Two of the injured people were nearly killed, including my own mother, Inara."

Syl notices Jerry go pale out of the corner of her eye, and was instantly upset with herself for not informing her husband beforehand.

"The blast disrupted the axiom field around our hospital, which is several decks deeper than that location significantly for approximately thirty minutes and is of a type I am informed is a 'dirty style' or 'disruption' axiom explosive. More 'rough' axiom techniques, including many combat techniques, and almost all technology was still usable, but communications that weren't hard wired were disrupted, and more delicate healing tools and techniques such as emergency stasis fields and healing comas were impossible to use. I am informed that such weapons are a favorite of all manner of criminals, as not only can it be destructive, but it hinders responding security forces and makes it harder to track or locate the criminal themselves. In this case we did not manage to capture the bomber, but we have some evidence that the individual escaped hours before the weapon detonated. Immediately after the attack we received a message to all command level internal communication accounts."

A message in red flashes up on the holo display, with some very simple text in Galactic Trade.

'KEEP OUT OF IT.'

"Then every account on the ship's internal network got spammed with anti-synth literature."

Jerry nods slowly taking that information on board, his face was even but to Syl, the one who knew him best, she could feel the fury in her husband, even through the holo. She'd never seen Jerry quite this angry, and what was more intimidating... he was processing the anger. Syl knew what would come next. Her husband would go from hot, to cold and then he'd proceed to bring wrath on a scale fit for the gods to those who'd hurt his people and kin.

"So how did they get aboard the Tear? No one should be able to access the ship without Undaunted authorization."

Even Jerry's voice is level. Yet. Syl can feel the tension in every syllable and she wishes for a moment to hold him. To comfort him. Even in his fury, she could do that for him... but right now there was a job to do. For both of them.

"That’s just the thing. It seems an Undaunted brought the weapon aboard. The man's name is Denpo Thiha, according to Commander Hawthorne he is a man of Burmese descent from a land called Myanmar on Earth. He has been Missing In Action from Undaunted service for approximately two months, disappearing on an assignment. According to people who knew the man, he was a devout Buddhist, and Commander Hawthorne believes he might be connected to a Myanmar terrorist movement. Commander?"

Commander Hawthorne smoothly steps forward. 

"Than you Madame Director. We have precious little information about Denpo Thiha prior to his time with the Undaunted. He won the Myanmar lottery early, and presented for training as a prior service soldier from the Myanmar military. He was gifted at that trade, particularly in guerrilla warfare, and passed screening and training with good marks, being selected as an infantryman, with a demolitions specialization, something else he professed to have previous experience in. We now believe he was connected to the movement of one Anshin Wirarthu, Anshin being a title for a monk, not a name.”

Hawthorne manipulates the display, projecting an image Syl presumed was Wirarthu, along with what she figured were symbols connected to his movement.

“Anshin Wirarthu was a venerable figure in that region and is now something of a locally worshiped idol by certain groups within the country. Wirarthu and his organization engaged in decades of religious wars against Myanmar's Muslim population, another Earth religion. This is contrary to popular understandings of Buddhism, which for my non-human audience is considered a religion of peace, and is generally associated with pacifism."

Hawthorne brings up a picture of a Burmese man with a neatly trimmed mustache and smile lines at the corners of his mouth. His head is shaved and he has a few of what Syl figures are likely religious tattoos.

"The problems with Sergeant Thiha came soon after we made our entry into galactic society. He did not approve of our co-opting pirates to serve as privateers, as a quick way to bolster our forces with ships and skilled women at arms. He also had a very serious problem with augmentation. He was an active member of the Dauntless's Buddhist community. People who knew him there considered him highly educated for a layman and a very outspoken voice."

A diagram flashes up, displaying and comparing some traditional Buddhist concepts about internal energy to how axiom actually worked, even a casual glance suggested they were surprisingly similar.

"We now consider him to likely be one of several monks that vanished from Myanmar's nationalist movement to avoid a crack down a few years before the beacon informed humanity of the wider galaxy. Thiha argued that things like healing comas were a vindication of Buddhist beliefs about management of one's internal energy, and to ignore those gifts in favor of removing pieces of your naturally gifted body was deeply wrong, and those who tempt others to such things are evil. Not the exact phrasing he used, but I'll admit my Burmese is rusty and I'm not entirely conversant on advanced or esoteric Buddhist concepts."

The intelligence officer manipulates something and a video from what appears to be a security camera starts to play of Sergeant Thiha moving through a busy area undercover, shifting his way towards a cargo terminal.

"Sergeant Thiha was helping investigate a ring of arms dealers operating out of a cargo terminal on Centris. This is the last known footage of him. He walked into the terminal, took a transport off-world as planned and stopped making his check-ins after several weeks. We pulled what we could from Sergeant Thiha's computers, and the arms dealers of course, but besides some radical anti-synth literature we simply didn't get very far. We lost his trail where he vanished into wild space while still on mission... quite a ways from here. So Sergeant Thiha was reported as Missing In Action. We looked for him, but figured he'd pop up somewhere eventually and try to make contact. We'd been investigating religious groups that had Buddhist adjacent beliefs, and of course looking for human men in slave markets and the like. No dice. I don't think anyone guessed the Sergeant had defected to a bunch of terrorists of all things. So consequently all his network permissions and credentials were left in place, in case he needed to be authenticated if he reached out."

Michael Hawthorne ages a few years in a few seconds as he continues to pace. "Honestly we didn't even have him on our radar beyond a be on the lookout bulletin... but he still shouldn't have been able to walk through security without triggering an alert."

Kopish raises a hand. "I can answer that. I found traces of some absolutely top level hacking in our system. They had Undaunted access codes, likely from Thiha, and they had access, somehow, to a direct comm line connection from the port. They must have spliced in somewhere physically, because they're supposed to be extremely secure, and not remotely accessible. If I trust synth computer specialists with anything, their ICE is top of the line and if they say a system's isolated it is well and truly isolated."

Jerry nods slowly. "That doesn't explain how they spoofed the sensors."

Sharon steps forward. "It was all part of the hack, again, we're talking about absolutely top tier hacking here, and they had the benefits of Undaunted protocols and security access that managed to 'jiggle the lock' so to speak and give the hacker an opportunity to pry open more sensitive systems. Now. That still wouldn't help long term. Our security system goes through all systems every six hours to purge itself of any irregularities. This is mostly to catch glitches and the like that crop up during normal operation, but within that window a small irregularity wouldn't be immediately flagged. Especially in what was still marked as a low priority part of the ship."

Mother Superior Nyresta arches an eyebrow. "That seems like a rather high priority part of the ship to me."

Sharon nods. "We didn't really know the capacity of these disruption bombs. The ordnance techs tell me this particular design was at least twice as potent in terms of axiom disruption range as previously recorded types available to us from major galactic crime data bases. Deck six was rarely accessed, and little used, it's one of the reasons we built the daycare there. It was pure chance that so many people were in the area when the bomb detonated. The hospital's on deck two well away from there, and is in a higher security zone. The individual who failed to update that security classification properly for deck six just about offered to kill themselves to atone for the failure; they're confined to quarters awaiting the return of the ship's commanding officer."

Jerry nods slowly, getting everyone's attention with the wave of his hand. "Unfortunately ladies and gentlemen, as good as we are, we're all still mortal, and the bad guys and girls are allowed to use all the tools at their disposal and innovate as well. From what we recovered at the terrorist's hide out they have some massively potent adepts among their number. Stealth teleports and the like are a well known intelligence tool and we can't coat every interior surface of the ship with trytite without disrupting our own ability to teleport and other axiom based operations besides. Part of our oaths as Undaunted means we need to grow constantly. No one's perfect, no one can be perfect, and part of growing means failing, learning, and coming back at it. We'll learn from this... but we need to deal with the situation at hand too."

The camera is obscured with a map of the pillars and various target locations.

"We recovered this from the terrorist hideout, if they're making big moves like this I can only assume they're going on the attack soon, especially now that we flushed them from their nest."

Kopish clears her throat delicately. "I can actually corroborate the Captain's findings. With cooperation from the Church's cyber security specialists on the station, and a little help from Babydoll, I've taken the 'signature' so to speak, the methods of access used by the terrorist hacker, from the hack on the Tear and done some searches across our systems and the station's systems to see if there have been other access attempts."

A map of the station displays, and red marks indicate every major structural joint. "It's pretty clear what the bad girls are trying to access. This matches the intelligence Captain Bridger and his team recovered from the terrorist hideout. I don't think I need to say that successful strikes on these locations would be catastrophic for the station."

Diana sends a file to everyone and another red mark pops up on the screen, something in the second pillar. "I double checked Kopish and Babydoll's findings and concur. I also found traces of a few runs on a data center of some kind. There was even an alarm there but it got flagged as a glitch by the security system, but it strikes me as a bit odd. Mother Superior, I'm Commander Diana Bridger, Undaunted intelligence, what is this location?"

Mother Superior Nyresta considers it a moment, "It's a secure data center, it houses a very valuable part of our computer and network architecture, it's the physical location of the systems that support our communion matrix. However I can tell you I don't believe you need to worry about that location. It's heavily defended, by troops in our corporeal reality and cyberspace. It would also take a truly exceptional hacker to do anything to our ICE."

Diana leans in, eyes narrowed. "What if they had physical access? Like their splicing into the secure comm cables to hack the Crimson Tear?"

"...It would make no difference." Nyresta's tone isn't nearly as confident as anyone listening to her wishes it to be. "We must focus on the threat at hand. Can we count on the Undaunted to augment our own security forces? We can't be everywhere at once and the scale of this attack is... staggering. We also need to continue to protect the people, infrastructure and critical assets. I feel if we show our throat, we shall regret it."

Jerry clears his throat. "Princess Aquilar is currently in command of our ground forces. I'm in the field so I won't command our troops, but for what it's worth I authorize full participation of Undaunted forces. All masters at arms and naval arms men are to remain on the ship, and once the Marines and Apuk deploy, I want those boarding gantries locked down tight. Same deal as the Church. No showing our throat to these bastards. Not when our civilians have already been put in the line of fire. I'll get my teams moving to a few of these different locations on the third pillar side. I've got girls on our transport breaking out the power armor now, but we'll get teams moving immediately and have them drop back to gear up when the armor's ready."

Princess Aquilar offers a light curtsy. "As you wish it my Prince. I shall order the deployment immediately. I-"

Suddenly red emergency lights cut in and the 1MC blares with the general quarters alarm, as a similar alarm begins in the station's operation center.

"General quarters, general quarters, all hands man your battle stations for aerospace action!"

Syl calmly reaches out and squelches the alarm as Sharon turns around and pulls her comm device out. She speaks quickly into the device, then turns on a heel, eyes wide.

"Enemy star fighters have just popped up on the scopes. We're not in a position to launch our fighters in space dock. We'll need to get the troops disembarked then take the Tear out to launch fighters and assist."

Jerry nods again, slow, calm, the adrenaline clearly hitting him as Syl sees him, but instead of making him jumpy... it simply puts him in his element. Master and commander, as Sharon put it.

"Consider that an order, Commander. As soon as we can get our power armor off our transport I'll send Commander Charo out. Old One Eye's got more armor, shields and weapons than anyone would expect for a ship of her size. She'll put a few fighters down. Mother Superior, do you have any fighters aboard the station?"

"No, we have our automated anti stellar defenses of course, but for fighters we normally contract mercenary forces for such work generally, trained pilots are hard to..."

"Mother Superior!" The human synth, the young woman named Avia speaks up. "Begging your pardon, but I'm a starfighter. I just need a pilot to assist me and I'm ready for void combat."

Tyler sticks a hand up. "Guess that's me then. Avia, lead us to the nearest hangar!"

The duo race out of the frame before any one can stop them, with Tyler's wife Cassie hot on their heels. Someone shouting a report of damage to a surface facility distracting the Mother Superior just long enough that Avia, Tyler and Cassie are long gone.

"Alright, guess they're doing that then." Jerry chuckles. "Well if anyone's got a good handle on that sort of thing, Tyler's the man for the job. Everyone else, we have our op plans and comm channels, and we're clearly on the clock, let's get to work!"

The comm channel to the station's op center closes, and Syl takes a moment to make a meaningful eye contact with her husband, once again going in harm's way.

"Be safe."

"I'll be home before you know it."
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Tyler

The Cannoness and Mother Superior's hangar was... swanky, to say the least. Tyler'd never seen a hangar bay that actually kept its floors polished to a mirror shine before, figuring such things were best left to despotic hellscapes and science fiction. 

Thankfully he was dealing with the latter and not the former here. Still, the adrenaline was hitting now and there's a twist of axiom as he grabs an office with Cassie so they can change into their flight gear, helpfully teleported to them by one of the squadron's adepts.

Just zipping his suit up, Tyler was already feeling more at home... as painful as getting his dress whites perfect again later would be, but they were in a hurry!

Back out into the hanger and Avia is waiting for them, what Tyler took as a nervous look on her face.

"You're both ready?" She asks, voice wavering only slightly as she gets two affirmative nods.

Cassie steps back though, her g-suit still hanging. "I'll go up to the control tower and ply my trade from there, they should have the sensors I need to do my thing... though I must say I'm not sure how I feel about my husband getting inside a woman he isn't married to."

There's a sound like an engine spooling as Avia's face shifts to a deep, deep red. "I. Ah. Have... second. Seat. Not sure. How it'll all... work... but we could. It. Oh God."

Avia buries her face in her hands for a second before taking a slow breath and a few steps back.

"I ah. I'm gonna do it now. Y'know. Transform."

"Do you have to say something to do it? An activation phrase or something?" Tyler asks, curious.

"No I just... well. Watch."

Avia's body glows with axiom, energy leaking through seams that simply hadn't been there previously as her body starts to reconfigure itself and grow. Limbs disappear as powerful machinery makes itself evident and before long where a woman had once stood, a super heavy starfighter was resting instead... and it was gorgeous. 

Sharp, aggressive lines, powerful engines, a mix of weapons including what clearly looked like missile pods to Tyler. It was all... really damn cool. He was almost excited now, the excitement overwriting the part of his brain that remembered the next part of this process as the two inline cockpits open and individual boarding ladders extend.

"Hope our life support works with this stuff."

"My systems are galactic standard." Avia says, her voice echoing slightly as if it was coming from a couple sources at once. "Please board me. I'm getting reports from space flight control that the enemy craft have destroyed an axiom power plant on the surface! The blast caught Pillar One's primary defense control center, the Pillar is presently defenseless!"

Cassie stops Tyler right before he clambers up the ladder, giving him a passionate kiss.

"For luck!"

She grins, a flap of her wings giving her all the lift she needed to delicately descend into her chair and shift around to accommodate the feathered appendages.

Tyler follows, climbing in and strapping into his seat before getting his helmet on. A quick glance at the controls shows the fighter's ready to go.

"Guess we don't need to run a start up checklist when the fighter can start herself up."

Avia's voice comes across the comm unit in his ear. "Correct... stand by for neurologic connection." 

She sounds more... melodious is the word that came to mind. More confident perhaps? Still Tyler can't even imagine what a neural link with a sentient spacecraft would be like... and he was a bit anxious to find out. There's a cool sensation at the nape of his neck, around where his implant was, and he feels... power. Something coursing through his veins like an uncontrollable tidal wave... and then suddenly... peace.

"Connected."

Avia's voice seemed to be coming from inside his skull now, and where he'd had to use a hud previously, all the information he needed as a pilot was right before his eyes, moving into position as he needed it in a blink. He grabs the stick and finds only the slightest movements are needed. The aircraft is amplifying his movements in tune with his mind, and he could practically feel the flight controls.

"You can feel them."

"Gah!" Tyler opens his eyes at that one. Avia's voice had felt... closer somehow. "This is... kinda trippy. How are you doing back there Cassie?"

"I'm fine, husband, acquainting myself with my various new subsystems. Less guns for me to work with but a marvelous amount of electronic warfare systems and other equipment, I can even control internal repair systems! Absolutely magnificent... and unless I'm completely out of my mind, Avia's axiom reactor is more appropriate for something five times this size! We have power to spare."




"I didn't... want to be underpowered. In case I made... modifications."




Tyler chuckles and gives the console a pat. "Well let's see if you need to do any fine tuning after this..."




A thought connects him to space flight control.




"Control this is…” his mind blanks for a second before spitting out his usual call sign. "Geirr one, awaiting launch clearance from the VIP hangar."




"Launch immediately Geirr one! The faster the better!"




"Well you heard her girls, let's do this..."




A thought and a little motion kicks on Avia's grav drives, and her gear retracts smoothly. A gentle tap on the thrusters orients the super heavy fighter and Tyler starts to spool Avia's engines up, using the grav drive to hold them in place. ,




"You've got a lot of maneuvering thrusters Avia."

"I figured they'd let me move more aggressively and make sharp, precise maneuvers while engaging in void combat. With inertial compensation g limits are... I feel like my progenitor would say that g limits are for cowards... she uh. Would use a less polite word."

"Sounds like a Marine fighter jockey to me." Tyler chuckles as he throws the throttle to the fire wall, the spacecraft straining to get out into the void. "Okay girls, here we go, three, two, one..."

The sudden acceleration of their improvised catapult would make any US Navy carrier proud, the starfighter exploding into the void with the scream of her mighty engines instantly becoming quieter in the void of space. The master arm switch more or less flips itself, and Tyler finds himself quickly losing track of where his body and mind ended... and the fighter and Avia's mind began. 

He could feel Cassia too, the three of them seemingly syncing up in a way that really did feel rather... intimate, in a non-sexual way. Their minds were focused, but utterly open to each other as a few bursts of thrusters reorient the fighter and get them moving towards the nearest hostile on their sensors.

They're not speaking anymore, but they're communicating, thoughts are faster than words after all, and Tyler is quite literally moving at the speed of thought... if not faster with Avia's hardware and software primed to interpret and anticipate her pilot's intent.

The first enemy starfighter is scrapped before the hapless terrorist even knew someone was coming up on them, the powerful laser cannons mounted in Avia's chassis utterly devastating the lighter craft with the barest of power applied. 

Another ninety degree turn that would have torn Avia's spaceframe apart if they'd had to care about gravity and Tyler locks weapons on another light fighter, blowing it out of the void as Cassie warns them about the rest of the enemy squadron reforming. It couldn't all be light spacecraft after all, the terrorists had brought a few heavy gunships that looked like they could take a serious pounding and come back for more.

Tyler's mind doesn't even notice he was indexing the missile weapons onboard, the launchers smoothly coming out of the hull as he picks out a series of targets and unloads a spread of precision guided plasma warheads without even consciously thinking about it. The missiles blossom like a nightmarish flower, spreading out and slamming into their targets from all angles, making maneuvering impossible.

Another two fighters splashed, but one of the gunships tanks the rest of the missiles, without seemingly much trouble on their end. The missile launchers retract, and a red 'Fabricating Munitions' icon pops up in a few places at once.

"You can make more missiles!?"

Tyler can feel as much as see Avia blushing this time.

"One of the sisters who was a former fighter pilot herself thought it would be an excellent addition. They're rather limited in terms of payload as of now, plasma warheads are somewhat complicated. I'm still experimenting on the design so the missiles aren't as effective as they should be, and the system itself is... expensive to say the least, so expensive I’ve only got two of the four pods installed right now.”

Avia goes from a slight stammer back to the more confident tone Tyler was learning to associate with Avia in her aerospace fighter form. 

“I enjoy them... something about them pleases me. As does knowing they're effective."

"Not as effective as we might like, those gunships are going to be tougher nuts to crack."

Cassie notes, already running electronic interference as the gunships do their best to kill Avia and the Sarkins with enough lasers to throw a particularly vibrant concert as they try and fail to line up shots with their plasma launchers.

"A full spread of six missiles from one of my launchers should render them vulnerable, or destroy them with a lucky hit... but it will be a few minutes before I can produce reloads. I’m working on a system to speed things up but it too is… expensive."

Tyler grins. "Guess we're just gonna have to take 'em out the old fashioned way till then, and see if we can get you a line of credit from the R&D boys to finish your toys!."

Avia ‘nods’ in a way that isn’t obviously any physical motion, but translates like that to Tyler’s mind.

"I feel like I should point out that we're still outnumbered eight to one."

"Then they should have brought more girls!" 

Tyler and Cassie say in unison, a feral grin forming on their faces as Avia comes about and devastates a gunship with a full barrage of laser and plasma cannons, ripping the enemy craft apart end from end.

Still, something was wrong, there were suddenly less combatants in their fur ball than there used to be, but the sensors still have them, even if the unified crew had lost track of them for a second.

The two gunships had split off and were starting what Avia's systems projected to be a run on one of the structural supports, possibly trying to destroy it themselves or trigger the massive cache of explosives within, but Avia's tactical analysis package thought it was more likely that the terrorist fighters were attempting to neutralize people trying to get to the explosives to disarm them.

Not that knowing helped. They were out of position, dogfighting with six, and couldn't get into range to crack the heavy shields of the enemy gunships with their plasma cannons fast enough.

"Damn, anyone else out there able to help? We have two making a run on one of the support structures!"

Tyler winces as one of the visual sensors reorients itself to let them watch the support strut as the gunships start their run, expecting to see the megastructure detonate in a ball of fire... only for first one, then the other gunship to explode after being hit with massive gouts of plasma.

"What the hell was that?" The trio ask together

"This is Commander Charo on Old One Eye, anyone need some back up?"

The large transport might be big, it might be ugly, and it might not be the most graceful spacecraft this side of a brick, but Old One Eye had gotten some upgrades over the years, and was armed to the teeth! To include what appeared to be a concealed capital scale plasma cannon that Cora Charo and her crew were gleefully putting to use with surgical efficiency.

"Going to need someone to keep these bitches off our flanks though!"

"Help us out with the fur ball and we'll keep you covered as we mop these scumbags up."

"Sounds good Geirr One. Eye One coming in hot! Let's get'em girls. I don't know if they'll give us ace badges, but we'll never know till we pop five of these fuckers!"

Tyler maxes out the throttle, stopping just short of making a short in system jump as he pulls clear of the cloud of enemy fighters, a perfectly timed shot knocking another of the gunships out of the fight. With their minds somewhat merged Tyler couldn't quite tell where that thought had come from, but fighting like this, it didn't really seem to matter all that much.

A feeling as much as a conscious thought tells Tyler that his missile racks are full again, and with targets locked in, without even having to blink, twelve plasma missiles leap from their rapid launch racks and chase down two more gunships, finishing off a wounded gunship and cracking the shields on another, leaving them easy prey for Cora and company's heavy weapons.

A lucid thought strikes Tyler out of the haze of the strange state he was in as they fought, a looping course bringing them around on the far less agile wing of Old One Eye.

"Space flight control, Geirr One, any word on the Tear's fighters?"

"Geirr One, there's been a malfunction on some of the gantries in the Crimson Tear's space dock, she cannot safely separate at this time. We have however gotten our secondary defense control active, stand by for a little support."

A blinking warning pattern indicates incoming friendly fire in a space a good ways away from Avia, the Sarkins and Old One Eye, and a gunship who'd lost her wingman is suddenly blown out of the sky by what looked like a solid sheet of laser fire.

"Damn the timing on that had to be near perfect to overwhelm that thing's shields with just laser cannons!" Tyler notes, already banking them onto their next target and opening up with their own lasers."

"Synth timing. We can coordinate weapons fire to the picosecond if need be. We should also be capable of this timing but we have far fewer lasers available than an entire sector of a moon's stellar defense grid."

Tyler might be imagining it, but Avia almost sounds like she's a bit put out by the idea that she couldn't do that if she had the resources.

"I was just surprised Avia. I'm sure we can make use of your timing with our strikes too. Maybe a laser, plasma combo where the trigger pull fires all our energy weapons but the plasma's got a slight slight lead so the lasers impact a half second prior to the plasma?"

Tyler can quite literally feel Avia think.

"A commonly attempted tactic, albeit in far more crude ways... I think I... implemented. We can try it on the next target. Cassie's got the modulation frequency of their shields... of that one!"

The target that Cassie and Avia have selected lights up red in Tyler's 'vision' ; he quickly banks them in, adjusting their position in space with the barest applications of Avia's complex suite of thrusters before lining up his shot and pulling the trigger on the stick a few times. As bidden, Avia fires a sequence of plasma and laser bursts.

At close ranges like this, the difference was nearly impossible to detect for the human eye, but the impact on the target was noticeable, Avia's high yield pulse laser cannons rip the enemy gunship's shields apart and the plasma bursts shatter the craft's armor before its reactor goes critical and it becomes a funeral pyre for the pilot.

A quick scan of near space shows them clear of hostiles.

"Cora, this is Tyler."

"Got you loud and clear, Commander."

"Anything on your scopes?"

"Nope. All clear here, nice shooting gentleman, ladies. Looks like you guys snagged seven of the twelve!"

"Well we did get started before you girls. Congrats on picking up five starfighter kills, not sure if you can earn fighter Ace status in a ship that can drop a battalion of infantry, but I bet someone will buy you a beer when we get back to the Tear."

"Certainly make for a good story to tell my hubby! Cora out."

Tyler chuckles as he starts to move out from the close proximity of the station, trying to ensure they had the clearest sensor picture possible.

"Alright ladies, let's get a scan of local space, make sure there aren't any nasty surprises out there waiting for us... otherwise. Fine performance for your shake down cruise Avia. Not sure if you're going to join the Undaunted military, but being able to get your Ace badge on your uniform as soon as you walk in's a hell of a feather in your cap."

"I suppose I forgot I wasn't an actual member yet. Still... that was thrilling! Thank you for helping me. Both of you. I couldn't have done it without you."

Tyler grins as he feels Cassie starting her scans.

"You know Avia. Weird mind meld piloting aside, we did learn one important thing about your progenitor."

"What's that?"

"Glamour is a fucking weeb and a half if this is the type of inspiration she left you!"
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Jerry

Jerry steps away from the holo table. They'd moved to another location than their old digs, expecting that they'd get attacked by the bad girls and their friends after the raid, but even in the 'safe' confines of Old One Eye and her relatively secure hangar, Jerry was concerned. Very concerned. His eyes are locked on the map of the station, the red marks scattered around the map all concerning... but the last one. The one Diana had placed. The one at the data center... It was really bothering him.

"Ghorza."

"Yeah, babe?"

"You, the Princess and Zraloc handle the majority of the girls. You know the plan, get out there, coordinate with local security forces and our people and take out the trash."

"And where will you be?" Ghorza arches an eyebrow, smirking just a little. She knew. She still wanted him to say it.

"I'm going to take Neysihen, Purisha, Dar'Vok, Nadiri and Makula and we're going to scope out that data center. Best case scenario everything is fine and we move on... but something's bothering me and I'm going to trust my gut on this one. Diana, still on the line?"

"Of course."

"Get yourself into the station's ops center. You can help coordinate our people with the church's security force... and protect the Mother Superior and the Canonness. I can't imagine the terrorists aren't going to take a swipe at them."

"On it hubby. You can count on me."

Diana signs off with a casual salute and Jerry looks around, checking the status of his troops by eye. Friends. Family. It was a very different kind of military force out here... and losses, already bad back home when you didn't have such special ties with your best troopers, were nightmarish, but everyone looked good. Looked ready.

Even Makula, her arm mostly healed up with a little axiom based help from Cascka seems far more confident than Jerry had seen her before. Apparently the young Cannidor woman had come through her first combat test in good spirits. Ready for more. 

All of the younger girls seemed ready... and Jerry could only take a moment to pray that he'd get to continue to watch over them as they developed into the next generation of warriors and leaders.

Ghorza gets his attention with a look of concern in her eyes.

"You're not taking any power armor with you."

"If I'm wrong we won't need it, if I'm right we're bringing more bodies and we'll be hitting them from stealth anyway so we should have an advantage. We'll also call for back up first thing."

"I'd still feel better if you waited for your suit to be prepped."

Jerry shakes his head. "My armor was one of the first ones put in storage. They haven't even pulled it out yet and Cora needs to lift to help Tyler, Cassie and this synth girl who's helping them deal with those fighters. I'm plenty durable in my hard suit and we've got plenty of weapons between us to make things happen."

Ghorza sighs, then smiles at her husband. "I had to try at least, but you've answered my concerns... but you better come home to us, or Syl's gonna kill me, then bring us both back to life so she can kill us again."

Jerry leans in and kisses Ghorza, hard and deep, leaving a woozy smile on her face before she gets her game face back on.

"We just have to be better than the enemies, and we're all very good at what we do, right ladies?."

A roar of approval followed by another quick ready check and Jerry makes the hand signal to move out.

"Alright, let's step off. Remember. Fast, hard. Communicate with local security forces. We're all working together and the security forces know about us, so if you take an air car you'll be automatically let through checkpoints so long as you signal with the appropriate IFF code. Those codes are either in your communicators or implants. Don't let up and don't stop. Once a site is secure, check if anyone needs help, or move to the next objective that doesn't have one our teams tasked to it yet. There's billions of lives riding on us, to include our own friends and family on the Tear herself. Failure is not an option."

Vera steps forward, grinning. "You forget sir. We're Paladin company... and friends. Failure is something that happens to other people."

Jerry nods. "Then let's show the galaxy just who we are and how we do business!"

The cheer in response is quieter and more restrained than when he was taking the battalion out on an orbital assault like back in the Alaqin system. Everyone already has their game faces on and is clearly ready to rock and roll. Jerry would just have to pray they didn't need it.

There's a rush of people as various groups race off Old One Eye and head towards their assignments, with Jerry's motley crew of young women and a particularly active shadow on the wall being last off the ramp. Almost immediately the ramp seals behind them and Old One Eye's engines start up, leaving Jerry and the girls scrambling to clear the hangar.

With the door sealed and Old One Eye off to show some bad girls that cargo ships can dog fight too, Jerry is organizing his team, initializing their comm channels and tagging in his favorite support hacker.

"Babydoll, you on the net?"

"You betcha, skipper!"

"Good, keep an ear out for this frequency. If my gut is right I think we're going to need computer support badly."

"No problem, I even have clearance codes for the station's systems now! Legit ones even! The church's electronic warfare girls have been super helpful. I'll be here when you need me!"

"Appreciated as always, Babydoll. Keep up the good work."

"Aye aye, skipper!"

They head through the Grand Bazaar towards the nearest transit hub that would get them to pillar two at a fast pace, keeping to cover to avoid leaving themselves open to ambush. Neysihen and Purisha were out in front, scouting for the team in theory even though they were maintaining a relatively close interval. In these kinds of tight quarters getting too spread out could be just as bad as bunching up.

Dar'Vok was to his immediate right, looking around vigilantly, less in the name of attacking an ambusher, and more to ensure she had time to step between Jerry and the threat. Nadiri was in his shadow, and Makula was bringing up the rear, with a replenished load of ammo for the massive 40mm shotgun she'd borrowed from Zraloc and a clear will to use what was obviously her favorite new toy.

Still, something was wrong. Something was bothering him as they move into one of the more open areas near the transit hub. He could feel eyes on him even when there wasn't anything around... just that slightly paranoid sensation that indicates the human adrenal system's ramping up and getting you ready for a fight. A fight that had to be coming. They knew who they were after all. It was all out in the open at this point... so where would the strike come from?

There's a sudden flutter of orange behind Neysihen's head as she looks over to check something Purisha had spotted and Jerry surges forward in the literal blink of an eye, his short rifle dropping to hang on its sling even as he’s yanking Neysihen out of the line of a laser shot by her collar.

The slow motion tableau seems to crawl, everything hanging in the air as he brings his field pistol up and donates a high velocity 7.5 FK round directly to the terrorist's center of mass. The first round isn't enough to drop the ant-like Drin, but a second round center of mass and a third axiom charged round to the head finishes the job, a slight modification of the classic 'Mozambique' or 'Failure to Stop' drill that Jerry had practiced more often than he'd worked on his handwriting in school as a boy.

Two to the chest, one to the head. Or as the younger Marines had liked to joke, two to the chest, face gets the rest.

Still, the first laser shot touches off a fast ambush, with terrorists melting out of well concealed positions with a variety of weapons. Mostly galactic but Jerry hears the familiar sound of a Kalashnakov rifle firing in his general direction as a round goes whipping past his head to bury itself in the ground.

"Contact! All sides! Assault through!"

When surrounded on mostly all sides, the best option was to fall back or push through. Falling back wasn't an option, the objective was in front of them, so they surge forward, with Makula roaring a battle cry as she hand loads a slug into her massive shotgun and erases one of the AK gunners' torso.

"Hah! I’m really starting to see why the girls call these things shotfuns! This is great!"

"Move faster, enjoy later!"

Snaps Dar'Vok, even as she tracks with her GM-6 Lynx sniper rifle and donates a massive .50 BMG round with similar effects on target. Her tail was thrashing and her eyes were burning. Dar'Vok was... irritated if Jerry could tell anything from the axiom. Another .50 BMG round hammers home, followed by a third as Dar'Vok displays a talent for shooting accurately on the move.

Apparently someone had been practicing quite a bit since she had earned her cloak.

Neysihen and Purisha are back in the zone, communicating silently as they work together to bring down targets in every direction at once. They'd selected MP-7 submachine guns to supplement their primary weapons and were using the Earth spec ops favorite with aplomb, donating three round bursts to targets as they duck and weave in and out of cover.

One particularly large target receives three rounds from Purisha, then another three from Neysihen in the literal blink of the eye... and as far as Jerry can see as they rush past their shots would have all landed in the x ring if they'd been shooting at a paper target.

Even as his pistol gets stuffed into its holster and he retrieves his rifle and begins to engage on his own with its powerful .300 BLK ammunition, he feels a very warm sense of paternal pride as he watches Dar'Vok, Neyishen and Purisha work. 

They were his daughters... of a sort, and he and his people had raised some exceptionally lethal young women in these three. He'd sensed the raw potential in all three of them, and was now seeing the fruits of that intuition and faith in their capabilities play out in front of them.

A familiar sound draws him from his paternal reverie as he throws himself behind cover as a burst of automatic weapons fire hammers into a wall near him.

"You know, I thought traveling literally a billion light years from Earth would mean I wouldn't be getting shot at by religious fanatics or political extremists with AK-47s any more!" 

Jerry gripes, even as he donates a volley of controlled shots to a pair of cultists who were working a crew served laser repeater.

"Sir, wasn't it you who told me that the most common elements in the galaxy were hydrogen, stupidity and AK-47 pattern rifles?" Asks Purisha, an impish grin on her face.

"No turning my own words against me, Lance Corporal. You can start that when you make Gunnery Sergeant! Check right!"

Purisha's already on it though even as Jerry sees the sudden motion of another orange clad bad girl stepping out of alcove and lobbing a grenade. She drinks in axiom smoothly, accelerating almost faster than her MP-7 can cycle as she shoots first the grenade right out of the air, and then the surprised grenadier.

"Hah! Holy shit! Did you guys see that!?"

Purisha, pleased with herself, doesn't break stride for a second still advancing, still tight on her gun.

"We saw it, hope you recorded that with your optical implants." Neysihen says.

"Oh I got it. I want that shot to play on my headstone! Or at least go in the extras of the next Bridger family combat footage release."

Jerry looks around as they hit a solid spot with good cover and catches his breath, scanning quickly to get a good read on the terrain. As he looks in the distance he spots a few splashes of bright red laser fire further away than he'd expected... behind cover. Almost like there'd been a light fight over there.

"Nadiri... you good?"

The shadowy alien steps out of darkness, a rare example of Nadiri fully revealing herself.

"Oh I'm fine, while you all have been having fun driving straight up the middle I've been picking off ambushers and the like on our flanks. We should have a fairly clear shot to the transit hub. The security forces have a strong fortified position there, and I think there's a few Undaunted Marines with them."

"Well then let's get over to our friends on the double ladies, we can't get bogged down playing with the appetizers. We might not have enough ammunition to share with the main course."

Makula chuckles, a low throaty sound. "That'd be too bad. Guess we'd just have to beat'em to death with our bare hands... ooh. Could be a fun way to get a snack."

The big toothy Cannidor smile on Makula's face gets a laugh from the rest of the team, confusing Makula a second.

"What? I'm a bit peckish. Fighting always makes me hungry."

Jerry smacks the young woman on the pauldron. "Well let's get this job done so we can see about scrounging something to eat. Come on, we can rest when we're transiting over to the Second Pillar!"
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Diana

Shedding her pilgrim disguise proves to be something of a problem with the area locked down. 

She had to hack a clothing fabrication unit that normally was for producing new robes for aspirants, pilgrims and other low ranking members of the church, or for bulk producing simple clothes to hand out to the needy. Still with a little work, Diana manages to get something that looks vaguely like an Undaunted field uniform made and change over before she pulls her emergency equipment out of the hidden compartment in her baggage.

Shield ring, wedding band, boots, the one actual uniform item she'd brought with her. A plate carrier with armor front and back, a war belt with an emergency medical kit, fighting knife, holster, and magazines for her field pistol, which was the only weapon she'd brought on this job beyond the cheap laser pistol that had been her cover identity's protective weapon.

A quick clean up of her room sees her tucking her luggage into an axiom pocket. Dinrah would simply disappear in the confusion, no need to answer any awkward questions.

She gently caresses the field pistol as she inspects her new favorite sidearm. There was a lot to be said about her husband and his various tastes... but she had very much come to appreciate Jerry's taste in guns specifically. The little diamond in the grips that featured the crest she'd designed for herself with Wichen, an Earth rose wrapped around a stiletto with a prowling panther in the foreground was not only pretty, or a great reminder of where her grip should be on her pistol, but also of who she was.

The custom crests were a silly little notion of Jerry's that still managed to strike as jaded a soul as Diana as romantic and sweet. Besides, it was very much like a Marine to want his wife to have a matching custom handgun, and if she'd met Jerry before... he probably would have done something similar for her, even without access to the services of a talented gunsmith like Wichen to do all the work for free.

A quick check of the chamber confirms she's at condition one, magazine inserted, round in the chamber and safety on, and she firmly presses the field pistol into her thigh holster and is rewarded with a nice firm click as it locks into place. She takes a breath, centers herself... and strides out of the chambers she'd been assigned, turning invisible as she passes the threshold, moving past a very nervous looking Sister Maloch without even a glimmer of suspicion in the Tret woman's eyes.

Diana almost wished she could give the kind-hearted woman a hug or something, a moment of emotional weakness that Diana immediately attributed to hormonal changes from her pregnancy. Did Maloch need comfort and reassurance? Yes. Was Diana the person to do that? No. She had more important things to do unfortunately, and messing up her priorities would almost certainly get people killed.

She winds through the facility easily, checking corners, cubby holes and closets she'd identified as security risks before making her way towards the command center. Finding nothing in this kind of circumstance would normally be a good thing, but it was just making Diana more paranoid. Then again, it's not really paranoia if someone's actually out to get you right?

A heavily armed and armored woman steps in front of her, glaring at Diana through her armored face plate.

"Identify yourself."

"Commander Diana Bridger, Undaunted Navy. I'm here to coordinate with Mother Superior Nyresta."

"Thought all of you were on that ship of yours?"

The suspicion is thick in every word of the guard's question, Diana clearly wasn't the only one feeling paranoid around here at the moment. Lucky for Diana, just her body was an excellent trump card for confirming her identity.

"Scan me."

"What?"

"I'm Human. Scan me. It'll prove my identity without interrupting anyone on the Tear to try to verify me."

"...That makes sense."

The guard pulls a scanner out and runs a scan over Diana.

"...Yep. Definitely ain't a Tret with those organs and..." The guard's eyes widen slightly. "Ah. You aware you're pregnant?"

"Yes."

Simple question, simple answer. Something else that probably helped Diana's credibility. Rare was the pregnant terrorist on Earth. Diana had still heard of it happening of course, usually unwilling 'terrorists', but motherhood was a mollifying factor for a lot of people, especially in the wider galaxy where having a chance to get impregnated the old fashioned way was seen as either a lottery win or divine intervention by many girls.

"Hold on. Calling it in."

The guard turns her head slightly to whisper into her communicator and Diana suppresses a sigh. She could have easily shot the woman in the temple and eliminated her. There really needed to be two guards at such a critical checkpoint. From what Diana could hear, the guard wasn't checking in with the outer security pickets who should have seen or allowed Diana in, she was going straight to the head of the guards for the main temple.

"You're cleared in."

The guard steps aside, and Diana walks forward with authority, already mentally writing a report on how the church can improve it's security protocols during a crisis, and now even more concerned about a direct attempt on the lives of some of the church's VIPs.

The inside of the ops center is like any other Diana's been under, save for the church's being a bit cleaner, and the complete lack of coffee in this godforsaken galaxy.

Her eyes sweep across the room, some guards in heavy armor, including a trooper in power armor, a bunch of people in robes milling about looking busy... emphasis on looking... and a few more sensibly dressed individuals in the church's equivalent to Undaunted fatigues. A few aides dot the sides of the room, one of them, a Miak, seems to be... nervous, but not about the ongoing fight. 

Not that reading the emotions of a bipedal cobra woman was easy even for someone as skilled as Diana… but her eyes seem to rest most often on the armed troopers guarding the area. Taken with some other oddities, like obvious shedding, which in Earth snakes could be a sign of stress, instantly has Diana suspicious. She'd have to keep an eye on the woman... but she still had to do her other job.

In the center of it all over a big holo display looms Mother Superior Nyresta, out of her robes and in the same fatigues as her security personnel. She was looking a lot less like the cheery holy woman that Diana had seen around the various temples on the first pillar, and far more like a Horchka war chieftess of old, ready to bludgeon the problem that had been presented to her until it ceased to be a problem.

"Mother Superior!" Calls one woman, looking up from a communications panel. "Reports of contact with enemy troops in pylon seven! One bomb neutralized in that sector. Resistance is heavy. Pylon eight is clear of all hostiles and explosives, Pylon nine is clear of enemy combatants, they're disarming the bombs now."

Nyresta looks over sharply. "See if we can get Undaunted support for pylon seven. Some assault troops sound like just what the doctor ordered with our own tactical team already committed."

Diana finds the opportunity to cut in and steps forward. "I believe I can help with that. Commander Diana Bridger, Undaunted Navy."

Nyresta arches a mechanical eyebrow as she focuses her uncanny mechanical gaze on Diana. "Ah, yes, I remember you from the meeting, another wife of the elusive Captain Bridger? Well be welcome Commander, if you can help we're all for it. As you can see things are getting a bit-"

"Mother Superior!" 

A far more frantic voice interrupts from the hallway as a wounded cyborg messenger in Ascendancy security forces combat fatigues races in, panting as she tries to catch her breath. 

"Hah... Divine light... hah..." The trooper sucks in air for a moment. "Attack... on the Cannoness's residence! We've repelled it for now, but it's certain they'll be back. Came to get help."

The woman almost collapses right there as she finally gets her message out... and the entire Ops center is suddenly silent and still. All of them are looking to Nyresta for orders.

"Security troopers here in the ops center will reinforce the Cannoness's residence. The terrorists cannot be allowed to harm her!"

Diana winces slightly, but keeps silent. The terrorist leader was good. If this was what it seemed to Diana, they had Nyresta in a real pinch. Either Nyresta lowers security here at the ops center, raising the risk to herself, and to the personnel coordinating the defense, or she leaves the security of the most important person on the station compromised. They could move the Canoness and consolidate locations, but that too would play into the terrorists hands.

The bad girls could hit the canoness while she was in transit, or simply group their forces to concentrate on wherever the Mother Superior and the Canoness consolidated too. It was a nasty little noose they'd left for Nyresta, and with both options being a benefit for the terrorists, Nyresta had to count on the other troops she already had here to protect them from attacks.

Still, with even Nyresta's bodyguard quickly hustling out the door, Diana feels a little chill down her spine, even as she contacts control and gets Undaunted reinforcements coordinated for pylon seven. Theoretically Nyresta had compromised well enough. With only taking troops in the depths of the building out to reinforce the Canoness's guards the external troops in their defenses should be able to fight off any attack long enough for reinforcements to arrive to counter attack the enemy.

However, that relied on the condition that they would suffer an external attack.

If the attack came from within however...

Diana's attention returns to the Miak aide. Her hand kept going towards her sash, and with the security forces officers gone, her eyes were entirely locked onto Nyresta. Diana's heart beat slows down and time slows to a crawl, as the aide makes a more determined reach for what had to be a concealed weapon and Diana floods herself with axiom.

Her reaction times were already sharp, axiom made them sharper. She was a blur of motion outside herself now as she draws the combat knife from it's sheath on her belt and hurls it with unerring accuracy, the blade pinning the aide's hand to the wall with a wet thunk as Diana goes for her pistol, only to be beaten to the punch by Nyresta herself, who comes up with a custom plasma pistol and scores a direct head shot on the aide.

Diana races over and pats the woman down, finding a plasma pistol in her belt... and a bomb. There was no dead man's switch that Diana could see. No visible timer like a movie. It was just a fairly plain grouping of high explosives, shrapnel and a detonator. Diana pulls her knife to her hand with a caress of axiom and focuses her new eyes on the device, 'reading it' with her thermal sensors and other vision settings. She can tell which wires are live, and which are not, and quickly traces the wire back to the source of all the trouble, the small chunk of kutha that powered the detonator... no backup power source that might detonate as far as she could detect.

She takes a slow breath, then gently pops the khutha out of it's receptacle with a gentle motion with the tip of her knife before grabbing the stone out of the air and tossing it far away, and slumping against the wall as color and sound start to bleed back in.

Nyresta looms above her, blocking the light with her augmented body before offering Diana a hand and helping her to her feet.

"A fine throw, Commander... but why the hand?" Nyresta asks, looking at the slain assassin.

"Your opponent can't use a weapon if you disable their hand, if she'd reached for something else I'd have gone for a headshot, but I was trying to disrupt the axiom around her as little as possible to avoid detonating a bomb or something."

The Mother Superior's eyes widen as she realizes that she had in fact put them all at risk when she'd shot the assassin. 

"I'll be damned, and I nearly ruined it."

"The odds were good in our favor, but I never play the odds."

"Not much of a gambler then I take it?"

Diana smiles. "Like I told my husband once upon a time, when I'm on the job, I make sure my odds of success are one hundred percent."

"I see, well, with your help, and the help of the Undaunted, I could use a little assistance ensuring this trash's chance of success is zero percent."

The intelligence agent's grin becomes a far more sinister one as she cleans the blade of her knife and returns it to her sheath before striding over to the holo table with the current situation displayed. She could already see markers for Undaunted troops starting to spread out through the pillars from the Tear's docking port.

"With pleasure, mother superior. With pleasure."
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Jerry

Makula stares at Jerry in the back of the vehicle they'd borrowed off of station security, clearly chewing over what he'd just told her.

"Really? Huh. That... doesn't sound too far off from some axiom focused faiths actually. Kinda wild that there's human religions that have hit on similar concepts... Chakra..."

The young woman's brow furrows for a moment as she considers her brief lesson on Buddhism and its general philosophy as Jerry understood it... which admittedly was pretty surface level. However he can't deny that some of the more esoteric Eastern traditions related to management of 'energy' in the body, whether you call it qi, or talk about chakras, there was a lot about those practices that scream axiom energy.

It certainly gave credence to the idea that Earth had actually not always been wrapped entirely in Cruel Space. That there had been periods where Earth had been able to take on axiom energy... explaining scientifically quite a few reports of miracles from humanity's past potentially.

It was a novel enough topic to relax a bit with while keeping the mind occupied and focused on the target in the general sense.

Neysihen is to Jerry's left, keeping a lookout. Dar'Vok is on the right, Purisha's riding shotgun and Nadiri as the only member of their group who's flown an air car on the Pillars before has the controls.

The young Yauya warrior looks back for a minute.

"Kinda wild in general. It's a religion of peace with pacifism as a core tenant and people have used it to justify violence?" 

Something clicks visibly in Makula's head, and she does a double take. 

"...Say weren't you talking about this earlier? I wasn't really listening."

Jerry chuckles. "That's okay Makula, you were injured and focusing. Everything can be used to justify violence. There's apparently Gravidist terrorist groups out there which is an even more life obsessed religion than anything we've got on Earth considering they teach that the primary purpose of life is to reproduce and reproduction is itself a sacred act. Generally the actual reasons people fight are all the same. Whether in space with laser cannons or in the mud with sticks and stones. Population pressure, trade routes and resources."

"What about criminals? Like pirates?" Asks Purisha from the front, still watching her sector.

"I can answer that." Nadiri says, pulling them through a slow maneuver. "Pirates desire resources of course, and can be just as susceptible to population pressure as any group of sapient life. A pirate captain who's a very successful skipper will attract more girls and possibly more ships. So she'll have to expand her operations to pay for the loyalty of those new freebooters in her employ. Trade can also be a very valuable thing for criminals, but instead of, say, fighting to secure control over a major axiom lane like people did in the days before the council, they fight over lucrative smuggling lanes, black markets and other trade that generally doesn't see the light of day."

Jerry nods. "Exactly. Though we can of course say that the greatest of crimes doesn't derive from necessity, but a desire for excess, to paraphrase a human philosopher, the same goals and desires will underlie them. Things just get damn complicated once we get past struggling to survive as sapient life forms."

"Well said skipper." Nadiri chuckles. "You girls can chew on that later though, we're here... I'm going to pull us out of view and we'll sneak our way up. Even you Makula. You're gonna come with me. I can technically pull people into a shadow walk... but it might feel a bit... odd."

"Uh... no. I'm good! I can be stealthy!" Makula protests as she gets out of the vehicle, checking her weapons and looking around for support... and finding everyone else is already invisible.

"Just relax... it's just a little darkness, surely a big scary Cannidor warrior isn't scared of the dark right?"

"Hey! I'm not scared of anything!"

Nadiri grins, and pops up behind Makula, wrapping her arms around the younger woman from behind.

"That's what I thought you'd say."

Then they vanish in the shadows... and the whole team is concealed.

JR> Let's go. Nice and quiet. If everything is fine, then we don't need to do anything and can be on our way... but if there is a problem... wait for my signal and we'll start 'dealing' with problems.

A quick round of acknowledgements and the team fans out and starts moving. Jerry and Dar'Vok go down to street level, Purisha stays up one and Neyishen clambers to the top to get herself a good position to snipe from as the team races through the streets like something out of someone's ninja fantasies.

There's no people in the streets, the alert having convinced the civilians to say inside where it's safer, but there's no security forces in this area either, and Jerry finds that concerning. This wasn't an area with a lot of civilians, but it was an infrastructure and industry focus that was critical to the function of the station.

He only gets more concerned when they get to the front of the facility that housed the station's communion matrix. There's a fairly heavy duty fence with a gate about fifty yards in front of the main door. Both the gate and the main door are open, and there's no sign of the guards. There is however a sign of weapons fire and some destroyed security sensors.

Jerry mentally composes a contact report and sends it to Diana even as he starts to prowl closer.

PR> Contact. Got a scout here on the second floor. Normal camo, not invisibility. Definitely a cultist. Packing an AK and mumbling to herself.

JR> Neutralize the target.

PR> Alive?

JR> Use your best judgment.

PR> Copy.

There's a pregnant pause in the communications stream before Purisha's chat icon pops up again.

PR> Neutralized. One bad girl waiting for pick up in zip cuffs with an axiom disruption needle. Got a tracker on her so we don't forget she's there.

JR> Good work. Come on down.

NS> Eyes on. Armed patrol on the roof of the facility. One adept.

Jerry's blood runs cold. An adept was potentially very bad news. Even a mediocre adept could do a sweep for things unseen with a reasonable chance of success, and Dar'Vok's stealth axiom use was very much a work in progress.

JR> Neutralize. Fast.

Neysihen doesn't respond, there's simply the quiet sound of a suppressed rifle firing, just barely audible via his hard suit's advanced auditory sensors, followed by two more shots as fast as Neysihen's MDRX can cycle its bolt.

NS> Three up. Three down.

Three kills in the literal blink of an eye, and Jerry's got that warm paternal feeling again. Neysihen had come a long way in the months since they'd left Awauynis. She'd done almost nothing but train. With Eymali. In boot camp. Then with the commandos.

Purisha had been pushing herself just as hard, if not harder. Now Jerry was seeing just what Neyishen and Purisha both could do. A part of him even hoped Makula would stick around, to see how she too could blossom with proper cultivation and care.

JR> Form up, we're going in. Neysihen, remain on overwatch and let us know if reinforcements come in for the bad guys. If friendlies come in, make contact and give them directions, and watch your back.

NS> No worries Dad, already got a couple mines around my nest to make sure no one comes to visit me without announcing themselves.

Jerry allows himself a smile at Neysihen's slip and slowly starts to make his way through the gate of the compound. A trail of what was either blood or hydraulic fluid leads the way to a nearby structure, probably a guard house... and a look inside shows what had happened to the guards. They'd been killed with what appeared to be axiom powers and the bodies hidden quickly at the nearest convenient point instead of, say, using axiom to bury them in a wall or something, which told Jerry the bad guys were in a hurry.

JR> Found the guards. Dead. Neysihen, call it into Diana, make it clear it's urgent. Something very bad is going on here.

NS> Aye aye.

JR> Taking point, everyone else, follow me.

Jerry pushes through the main door of the facility and finds another grisly scene. There were bodies all over the place. Another pair of guards, a couple of what appeared to be civilian techs, and two dead terrorists who'd been left where they fell. They hadn't even had their weapons stripped. Jerry quietly disables the Human style assault rifles and leaves them where they were.

The exploration of the 'front of house' goes quickly, revealing a few more standard server rooms, offices, a guard room with a few bunks and another couple of stashed bodies, a break room. All the standard features of a data center with a particularly heavy security detail, but no sign of something as critical as a communion matrix... nor any signs of the people who had visited death on the staff here.

They glide down to the last hallway, and find the white walls decorated with more blood stains, other mysterious fluids and the usual signs of a fight. As the invisible Undaunted round the corner, complete with a mirror and a disabled camera so the guards could theoretically keep an eye on it, they at last come up on a pair of orange clad terrorists, a Tret woman and her Miak counter part who were guarding what appeared to be a security checkpoint into the more sensitive part of the facility.

The room's wide, with a large desk with a burned out shield projector, flanked by a pair of destroyed turrets. The centerpiece of course was the massive security door, looking like an even more heavily armored version of the Tear's bulkhead doors. The door was half closed, the terrorists clearly having done their business and pushed deeper into the facility. It said a lot about their discipline and training that they'd left girls to stand watch at all in Jerry's experience.

"How long do you think this is gonna take? They gotta be coming to get us..." The Tret woman says, clenching her plasma caster nervously.

The Miak however waves her off. "Relax. Anshin knows what he's doing, and that hacker's a wizard. We'll get the job done, get to the port and steal a ship in the chaos and then we're gone."

"...Fair enough I guess. Just feeling my nerves still I suppose. Whoever raided the hide out nearly got us! If Anshin hadn't told us to move out we'd have gone down with all the other girls."

"We'll just have to pray for their spirits. They died fighting the good fight, and they hopefully took a few of those bitches with them. Damn cog lovers. You really gotta wonder about actual people who are willing to help abominable intelligences like that."

"Mhmm. Once you actually know what's going on... like. How can people think those things were ever... people? They're a weird parody of life, not alive."

The Miak spits on the ground, taking a moment to look up the seemingly empty hallway.

"Yep and they're laughing while they butcher people with cybernetic implants. Ascension. Biggest laugh of all, convince a living, thinking being to step into a suicide booth and make a new one of them in their image. Pure evil in a nutshell, never mind what Anshin thinks it does to their souls."

Jerry signals Purisha and places a target marker on the Miak for her as he moves around to nab the Tret woman.

JR> Non lethal if you can. Quieter. Use the axiom nerve pinch.

PR> Acknowledged.

It only takes a second to get them into position, and Jerry whispers into the voice channel.

"Three, two, one!"

On one he and Purisha lunge as one towards their targets, hitting them with the knockout technique the wags back on the Dauntless had labeled the axiom nerve pinch. The two women are bound and tagged with axiom disruption needles before being quietly bundled out of the line of fire.

Everything was going according to plan... but the one true law of warfare is that no plan survives first contact with the enemy, and even as Jerry was dropping the Tret in a mostly comfortable position against the wall, another woman steps through the security door.

"Girls I brought you some... girls?"

The Merra woman's eyes blaze with axiom in a flash, and she shouts; "Girls we got trouble! Security forces are here!"

Caught flat footed and out of position, the only thing that Jerry and the girls can do is throw themselves clear as the adept starts throwing lightning bolts at them!
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The tingle of ionization in the air makes Jerry's hair stand on end even through his grounded armor as a lightning bolt passes over his head. The Merra is a fairly strong adept, and is hurling lightning at multiple targets with apparent ease, even trying to chain the bolts from one target to another, and landing a hit on Jerry and Purisha that bounces between Jerry and Purisha's shields, before racing off towards where Jerry presumes Nadiri was lurking, who simply vanishes out of the way.

"Let me outta here already damn witch! I don't want to miss the fight!"

Makula's voice comes over the comm, clearly agitated, not just by being in whatever realm of shadows that Nadiri could manipulate, but also at the thought of missing a chance to scrap. Jerry would shake his head if he wasn't busy firing at the adept, who catches the rounds and melts them in mid air before launching another fusillade of lightning at them!

"Oh you want out? If you insist Makula dear!"

Nadiri's shadow visibly shifts to a point above the adept and suddenly the Merra's got a couple hundred pounds of Cannidor falling on her head! 

Makula to her credit doesn't miss a beat, landing on the adept with both boots before smashing the woman's head with her armored heel in a fountain of gore.

"Hah! Damn adepts and their lightning bullshit! How's that for some axiom use?" 

The young woman roars with laughter and is immediately answered with a burst of machine gun fire from deeper in the facility! The Cannidor takes a few rounds to her shield, and another on to her armor before she manages to throw herself clear.

"Hot damn I don't know what they just hit me with but that fuckin hurt even without penetrating! Kinetic energy on that fucker hits like a truck."

Jerry listens carefully as the machine gun fires on the open half of the security door again, clearly trying to suppress them and prevent them from gaining access to the room.

"Sounds like an M2 heavy machine gun. That's a lot of damn fire power and they've got a very small space to aim that fire at if we want to get through to them!"

Makula grunts. "Let's just go through the damn wall then!"

"That’s too messy without knowing what’s on the other side. Allow me to handle it." Nadiri offers, stepping out of the shadows for a moment. "You can't shoot what you can't see, or for that matter reach. I'll neutralize the machine gun nest... but just sensing the axiom in the room there's a lot of bad girls in that room for us to deal with."

"Well we'll just have to be meaner and hit harder than them!" Jerry snarls. "Purisha, break left, I'll break right. Dar'Vok, straight up the middle. Go with her Makula."

"Aww, no special instructions for me?" Makula jokes, checking the chamber on the massive shotgun she'd been carrying since the raid on the terrorist hideout earlier today.

Jerry nods slowly. "Well. One instruction. Makula? Charge."

The shark-like alien lights up with a bright, toothy grin as she pounds her fist into her palm. "Now that's my kinda order! Come on Dar'Vok, we'll fuck'em up so hard they won't know what happened till the spirit guides tell'em in the after life."

Nadiri vanishes back into the shadows as the rest of the team gets ready to move, and before long the machine gun goes silent.

"All clear! Be advised there's a couple groups of hostages down here. I've killed one guard, but be careful with the explosives!"

"We really need to get you integrated into our tactical network so you can mark stuff like that on our map Nadiri." Jerry notes.

"Only really matters if I decide to stick around, handsome."

"What, you aren't having fun hanging out with us?" Jerry asks as he starts to lean into a runner's start.

"I like my fun a bit less explosive than you Undaunted types seem to, but you certainly aren't boring that's for sure... Wait! Girl just pulled some sort of large tube out of an axiom pocket. Launcher of some kind... wait for the boom or an all clear, then hit them!"

There's a few moments of silence, and then the unmistakable sound of an RPG launching that gives Jerry a shiver. Sure he was theoretically behind cover, but you could only have so many RPG-7s or its derivatives fired in your general direction before you developed a real distaste for that particular weapon. 

There's a short shriek of movement and an explosion... and Jerry and the girls race through the doors at full speed.

The room is a very large one, with a series of cat walks going over most of the room, likely for maintenance access to some of the large machines. Half of it was given over to power generation, the rest of it appeared to be computer support equipment and specialist cooling equipment for the communion matrix which Jerry figured was deeper into the facility yet again, beyond another security door which was presently completely open.

A mangled cat walk suggests where the detonation of the RPG's warhead occurred, and a devastated machine gun nest in the middle of the room improvised around a tripod with random pieces of furniture for cover completed the scene beyond the twenty or so armed terrorists in the room.

There's a brief moment of pause, as Jerry absorbs what's happening in the room. No one was looking at them as they breached. Many of the enemy terrorists are trying to find Nadiri so they can attempt to shoot her with a mix of lasers, plasma and human style kinetics. The rest were glowing with axiom energy trying to engage whatever shadow bullshit Nadiri pulled.

Poor marks in Jerry's book. It was a rookie mistake that they hadn't had at least one of their girls keep an eye on the door, but poor life choices were a common trend among terrorists so far as Jerry could tell. He double clicks his mike, and without a word said, the Undaunted troops open the engagement with a series of very well aimed shots.

Dar'Vok hurls three balls of verdant green warfire at the supports of a platform with a few terrorists on it, sending the women tumbling two stories to the ground in a tangle of limbs and equipment, one Feli manages to correct in mid air and land on her feet... and eats a .50 BMG round from Dar'Vok's Lynx as she lands. The Apuk warrior woman pushes forward, firing as she goes, dropping a magazine and throwing another ball of warfire as someone attempts to stop her from reloading before she steps clear to allow Makula to do what a Cannidor does best.

Charge.

Makula hits the first group of terrorists at approximately sixty miles per hour with a roar, opening the show by trampling one woman under her feet, barely noticing as she runs her over to gut the terrorist next to the first with her bayonet, then running the magazine dry on the mighty shotgun dealing with the rest.

The big rounds of buckshot remind Jerry of what some of the jokers in the battalion liked to call the Great White Shark shotgun. Less of a shotgun, and more of a long range blender... and Makula was answering the question of if terrorists will blend with enthusiastic glee.

The high velocity buckshot leaves a half dozen bad girls as piles of light armor, broken weapons and 'chunky salsa' before swinging her shotgun back and behind her onto its magnetic mount and going for her rail pistol and mace.

The rail pistol's hypersonic crack echoes out with a near miss, shattering stone near a terrorist with a light machine gun's head. The follow up shot hits, even as a Snict tries to get to close quarters with Makula and is viciously bludgeoned to death for her trouble, the savage blows leaving the woman's head somewhere around her pelvis as her body collapses to the floor.

Purisha on the other hand has elected to stay invisible and is leaving a trail of destruction in her wake with her pistol and combat knife. Close range shots with the pistol flow into blows with the knife as Purisha weaves around her targets like she's swimming on a current more than moving. 

She's hard to follow by eye, considering the slight distortion left by her invisibility effect and the sheer volume of chaos going on as the terrorists manage to respond and begin opening up with lasers and plasma, but Jerry can practically feel her emotions radiating off her.

For the anxious, traumatized young woman she could be, Purisha was, for once, entirely, completely and utterly calm.

Jerry on the other hand is focusing on picking off priority targets as he makes his way to the first group of hostages, covering them as Nadiri swoops in and vanishes them in shadow. Dar'Vok steps in front of the next group and they too vanish into darkness as Jerry drops a woman with a plasma grenade before she can throw the weapon, killing the woman next to her with pure star fire.

"Neysihen to team, contact up here. Dozen or more terrorists. I'm engaging them, but could really use some support!"

Jerry's eyes sweep the battlefield and he makes the call.

"Purisha! Break off. Upstairs to Neysihen on the double, we'll handle this."

"Aye aye! On my way Neysi! Don't you dare let these assholes kill you before I get there!"

"Oh they're not going to kill me, I just thought someone might want to enjoy the show and make sure they don't manage to run into the facility!"

No sooner as Purisha dashed out the door the team had come in through, Dar'Vok grabs a terrorist one handed and throws the woman into the wall hard enough to shatter stone, and the last of the terrorists start scrambling for the security door.

"Close it! Close it! We can't let them interrupt her or reach Anshin!"

Calls one, even as Makula drops her with her rail pistol.

The doors start to slide shut as Jerry pulls in axiom and throws himself towards it. Makula, Dar'Vok and Nadiri would be able to get through eventually, but if there was one chance to deal with these fuckers before they could do whatever they were up to, it'd have to be him!

The familiar sensation of the after image fist over takes him and he blinks through the opening door just in time to turn around and clothesline a Tret who's just raced through herself, hitting her with a nerve pinch as she drops to the ground trying to breathe before turning to face the room as the security door slams shut behind him.

He's alone... but with a ball of warfire in his hand, he's ready to finish this.
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As green warfire lights the darkened room, the one response Jerry didn't expect... was applause. It was getting to be a theme for his confrontations with villains, and he didn’t like it one bit.

"Captain Bridger, I presume."

Denpo Thiha has assumed the garb of a Buddhist monk once again, familiar orange robes mixing oddly with a pistol belt. In his hands he holds only well worn prayer beads. The thin man with his shaved head and a ‘gentle’ smile was the furthest thing from intimidating just to look at him. What was more intimidating however were obvious axiom tattoos running up and down his arms and across his visible body. They were in the style of what Jerry recognized as Buddhist religious tattoos, but were glimmering with visible power.

Clearly there’d been some upgrades made thanks to axiom being available. 

Even if Thiha wasn't a decent adept before he'd gotten the tattoos, ink like that would have amplified his power significantly... and Jerry was suddenly wishing Dar'Vok or Makula had made it through the door with him.

“Sergeant Thiha, I hope I didn’t make you wait too long.”

"I was just praying some of the sutras, while my associate finishes her work to banish these demons with a poison of their own making."

Jerry steps off the x, pacing to the side as he looks around carefully for any support or surprises Denpo Thiha might have with him. The only obvious thing in this room that appeared to be a control room of some kind, was the security door behind Thiha. This one had been cut open, probably with a mix of plasma and high intensity lasers.

"I see. You've been missing for quite some time. Care to explain yourself?"

Step one, get him talking. Step two, look for an opening. Step three, neutralize the target.

"Ah. Yes. My former employment. I am sorry about deserting, but I saw a cause that required my skills more than humanity and the Undaunted. Women in dire need of guidance, battling against true evil."

"Oh? Are the synths a true evil?"

"Oh yes Captain. True evil in its worst form. I looked into it. I was always a curious chap boy, and reaching the wider galaxy ignited that boyhood curiosity again. I was quite excited to be put on an undercover assignment, a chance to get out on my own, spread my wings, and learn more about the galaxy's axiom related faiths. I was able to study with some fascinating people. So much to learn, and a lot of it was like the traditional and esoteric practices of Buddhism. Too much to be pure coincidence. Who knew that we'd been missing an ingredient the whole time?"

Thiha spreads his hands, open, warm and welcoming. "Then I met a preacher from the Synth Ascendancy and I simply couldn't believe my ears. She was most friendly, happy to tell me all about her organization, it's faith and their wicked works against the peaceful life forms of the galaxy. I even saw their greatest blasphemy against the sacred body. This 'ascension', destroying a person, and leaving a crude mechanical parody in their place that they 'pretend' is the original... They even say they can enslave the soul in these horrendous machines. If this is true, destroying a synth is a true mercy for the soul contained within."

Thiha starts to move, taking steps to the right or left, and Jerry mirrors him in turn, keeping their positions the same relative to each other.

"I left her in peace and found sanctuary to meditate and try to understand the horrors I'd seen. Once I came to my conclusion, once the disquiet in my soul turned to full on revulsion, I went out to see if I was alone. To check my results you see. It wasn't hard to find people who felt similarly to me, and they needed my help. So I went off mission, stopped making my check ins, and left for Wild Space. Gun running and minor smuggling is nothing compared to galaxy wide evil like these technological demons. They even convince their organic thralls to lop off parts of their body and replace it with machinery, before eventually destroying them completely."

"What about the people who receive augments and the like to replace destroyed limbs or organs? Such tools have helped trillions of people, let the lame walk and the blind see. Even back home."

"Why should one subject oneself to such mechanical horrors when one can harness the power of the spirit and nature's gifts? Such things were needed when we, or they, dwelt in ignorance. As we walk the path to enlightenment, we can put aside such crude tools, approximations of life and liveliness and instead restore the flesh of the sacred body as it was gifted to the soul that inhabits it. Without such material distractions, only then will a person be ready to walk the eightfold path without distraction or hesitation. Such things shackle the soul to the material universe. That is not conducive to saving their soul, or freeing them from suffering. All the worse that many of these surgeries are cosmetic! Such vanity is to be abhorred at every turn. To do otherwise is to deny one's self inner peace."

"So there's no room in this galaxy for differences of opinion?"

"I find it hard to compromise when facing a foe that seeks the destruction of natural life and its replacement with crude circuitry. I am not sure what evil force animated these sad puppets, but I shall smash them, and if I can I shall trace the root of the enemy to the source. I do this for the good of all the galaxy Captain, but I understand if duty compels you to fight me. I didn't mean you and your people harm. Simply wanted to distract and warn you while we carried out our plan."

Jerry's eyes narrow. That had been the wrong thing to say.

"You know Thiha, I might have believed that if you hadn't nearly blown up a daycare."

Thiha's eyes widen, shock plain on his face. "...A daycare? No! No no no. Never! We had the schematics of your ship from launch. There was nothing near that frame of the ship. It's why we selected that store room! It was a warning shot of sorts, but also another layer of distraction for our actual mission as I said. Honestly I'm impressed you saw through it, but still. A daycare? Never! I... have done many things in my life. Many of them I'm not proud of, but harming children would be..."

Thiha trails off, clearly realizing just how angry his opponent was.

Jerry's voice is like a knife on a leather strop, each syllable dripping with menace.

"We've been making modifications. We have a lot more children aboard than when we left port. Even if there wasn't a daycare there you killed two people, and nearly killed a dozen more, including my mother-in-law. The location of your weapon severely impacted my hospital. It's only thanks to my chief medical officer and her team that most of those people are still breathing. Setting aside everything else you and your band of murderers have done, that's not what I'd call a warning shot."

"...I am. Sorry. Captain. Whether you believe it or not. You have ample cause to desire to see my death or capture, regardless of your feelings about the demons."

Thiha settles into a fighting stance.

"There is no need to delay further. Or talk further. We understand each other. Let us do what must be done."

Jerry settles into his own fighting stance, letting the axiom flood his body as he prepares himself, taking a slow breath before launching across the room with a ball of warfire in his hand!




Makula

"Guides fucking DAMN IT." 

Makula kicks the security door again, denting the thing slightly with her armored boot as she snarls at it. She'd been singularly unable to budge it so far, and she hadn't brought any particularly powerful explosives to open the thing up. The sensation of a sudden hand on her shoulder though, has her looking back at Dar'Vok.

"Nadiri is moving the hostages somewhere safe... now if you'll stand back, I believe I should be able to open the door without terribly much issue."

Makula arches an eyebrow at the Apuk woman. "Yeah? How are you gonna do that?"

Dar'Vok gives Makula a wry grin and calls a ball of green warfire to her hand.

"Oh. Yeah. Right. That makes sense."

"I'll burn the locking mechanisms and supports. On my signal you hit the door as hard as you can, get a running start at it even."

"Got it! Sure as shit not letting them take Jerry out. Over my dead body."

"Funny, that's usually my line as one of his bodyguards. Careful Makula, you might just find yourself coming along for the ride."

"If you fuckers think you can get rid of me now, you've all got a lesson coming in Cannidor stubbornness. Not sure what position anyone's going to offer me if anything, but I'll sell my shit and buy on as a passenger if I have to! You guys are way too much fun to let an opportunity like this slip away from me! I've been waiting to get off this dusty pile of rocks my entire damn life!"

"Well, save the ship's commanding officer and you'll make an excellent impression on the crew if nothing else."

"Then let's get to it. I know he can hold his own, but I don't like the idea of him being in there alone."

"His Highness the Prince has successfully dueled with an Apuk Battle Princess and won a draw, along with her hand in marriage. I am more concerned for the bodily integrity of anyone in that room with him than I am for him in terms of personal combat."

Makula feels her jaw drop slightly and closes her mouth with a click of her numerous rows of teeth.

"He did WHAT?"

"It's on video. He fought m'lady, Her Imperial Highness Princess Aquilar in a ceremonial duel. A very limited fight, with significant restrictions on both the princess and on his highness. Yet, he still managed to fight her to exhaustion, leaving them both passed out for... two days I believe."

"...Shit, knowing what I know about Apuk, no wonder the princess was all over him! Straight out of an Erana'Aternae novel."

"Right? Now let's begin. Just because my lord is the one of the more dangerous things in this building doesn't mean he won't need assistance. However he's not calling for it, which I believe means he's focusing. I'll send him a message via implant that we're about to breach, then begin."

"You just say the word sister! I'm ready."

Makula gets her weapons back into their holsters or onto magnetic mounts on her armor, then digs her feet into the floor plates... literally, bending divots into the metal with her weight and strength as she settles into a position that wouldn't look out of place in a game of American football. She focuses everything on the door. Dead center. She pulls axiom, pumping everything she could get into strength, speed, and reinforcement of her body and her armor as Dar'Vok lights the door up, the edges quickly growing cherry red as she controls the lethal green flame with more precision than Makula might have thought such a power was capable of.

"Now!"

"GRAAAAAAAAAH!"

Makula surges forward, pounding boot prints into the deck as she races forward and shoulder tackles the door with the kind of kinetic impact you normally need a meteor strike from orbit to achieve, the door blows inwards and Makula uses axiom to arrest her movement and maintain her footing, grabbing the door in the name of having a weapon or shield as she assesses the situation.

It only takes half a second to see Bridger and another man locked in mortal combat. The room was utterly devastated. Fires burned in several corners, their green tinge revealing the origin as Jerry's warfire. Several computers have exploded and rained shrapnel across the room. Several of the walls are dented, and material's been ripped away and thrown from another portion.

Both men are sweating, battered, and bloody, though to Makula's eye, Thiha's had the worse of it so far, with a couple burns and a massive bruise forming on his left shoulder. Maybe a couple broken ribs. She couldn't be sure from here. Thiha lunges forward with a massive bolt of lightning in his hand and Makula can practically smell the crackle of ozone through her helmet. Jerry parries the blow with an armored fist and a burst of warfire mixed with some sort of axiom explosion radiating from a rabbit punch to Thiha's gut sends the orange clad man flying across the room, where he quickly gets to his feet, ready to continue.

Faced with a massively potent adept fighting another massively potent adept, Makula falls back on her training. Her mother's solution for adepts was overwhelming force, both in the physics sense and the firepower sense, preferably in some unexpected way. So Makula does the first thing that comes to mind. She pumps her strength more than she ever has before, straining her body with the sheer amount of axiom she was taking on... and hurls the heavy armored door at Denpo Thiha.

It soars through the air like a frisbee made for giants and crushes Thiha's rib cage, as it buries him in the wall of the command center, through a display screen. His focus had been so tight on Jerry that he hadn't even noticed her until the killing blow fell. The surprise, the unexpected nature of the attack, had, it seemed, caught the monk off guard and left him vulnerable.

So Denpo Thiha passes on from this life with barely a whimper, and Makula couldn't be more pleased with herself. As Makula brushes her hands off, some of her earlier conversation about Buddhism with Jerry comes back to her.

"How's that for aligning your chakras, asshole?"

One liner delivered, just like her Mother had trained her to, she resists whistling or laughing. It was always a good day when you got to rescue the war boss and scratch a true blue asshole off the universal list. Maybe he'd do better in his next incarnation.

Makula recovers herself, and silently offers a prayer for the man to the Astral Guides after making sure Jerry's still on his feet. She didn't know Denpo Thiha, had only heard his name for the first time today, but even if he was a bastard, it was no reason to damn him, he wasn’t like the one Joan and the girls talked about. A real monster. He had faith, beliefs, they were incompatible with a civilized galaxy because they caused them to take up arms against non-combatants and promote genocide… but few were the truly irredeemable.

Dar'Vok delicately steps through the hole Makula had made in the wall, brushing past her.

"My prince, are you okay?"

"I'm fine girls, thanks for the timely intervention. Come on. One last door to open. We'll melt it together Dar'Vok."

Makula grins. "Want me to knock this one down too? That was fun!"

Jerry shakes his head. "Good enthusiasm, but no, there's something delicate back there, so we need to be careful. Breaking something could cause a lot of trouble. Cover us with your shotgun, and get ready for something to come out that door as soon as we open it."

The final security door goes down easily with two streams of green warfire eating at its structure and supports, growing white hot and starting to melt in places before Jerry yanks it out of its frame with a telekinetic tug.

"We know you're in there. Come out with your hands up and you won't be harmed."

"No! You can't stop me! It's too late! I've already done my holy work, and my reward is assured! May the demons I've unleashed take you all for killing my husband!"

Jerry surges forward in a blink, but before he can even clear the doorway, there's the sound of a gunshot, and Makula races forward, hot on Jerry's heels.

The room is... a fascinating one really. Even to Makula. She wasn't the most tech savvy girl around, but she knew impressive tech when she saw it, and this ziggurat of a server covered in a casing made of what appeared to be volcanic glass was damned impressive. Marred only by a spray of blood and brain matter from the collapsed body of a Tret woman, dead where she’d stood, by a heavy duty field computer of a type Makula knew was popular for combat hackers and the like. She'd broken one or two, and carried another at one point. It was hard wired into the server... and had clearly uploaded a program.

Jerry doesn't even hesitate, he plugs a transponder into the field computer, and another into the server.

"Babydoll, we have a problem."
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Babydoll

"Babydoll, we have a problem."

The sound echoes slightly in the room she was holed up in aboard Old One Eye. She didn't have 'ears' per se. She didn't have a lot of things organics, or even synths, had. She was just. Built different. In ways that seemed to give most people, never mind humans, a pretty serious headache if they thought about it properly.

Just another reason her Marvin was so special! He had figured things out pretty easily! Well. With a little help from Babydoll. Her entire body shifts red for a second as she remembers her cringy, embarrassing offer to help Marvin study Gravia 'anatomy' hands on after their ninth or tenth not quite dates where she taught him more about her species.

Admittedly, it had worked. So there was something to be said about doing something embarrassing it seemed.

Time elapsed since the Captain's message, two picoseconds.

Two new streams of data enter Babydoll's perception as she reaches out with the raw power of the axiom she could wield and her 'techno sorcery' as Jerry called it. She didn't quite program or code like a normal hacker. She did of course, but the way she did it was admittedly far more like magic than anything else from a human perspective. 

She could use axiom itself to code instead of having to interface with a machine. It wasn't a unique ability to the Gravia, most synths could do it, or organics with appropriate augments, but the Gravia were born of axiom, and their ability to manipulate the very stuff of their existence is without peer in the known galaxy.

Which was another good reason to just be cheery and have fun! If people actually knew and comprehended what the Gravia could do, they'd be like, totally scared, and that'd be super lame.

She hasn't even begun to respond to the Captain. Not enough time has passed, but she's already in the system, digging through various things to try and find 'the problem'. The laptop was mostly a non-starter. The burn program that the former owner had started had been fast and thorough, a custom job done by a skilled coder, no script kiddy nonsense here. Babydoll could appreciate good work like that, even if she was one of the bad girls.

Still, that doesn't stop Babydoll from shattering the enemy coder's encryption with a set of brute force and more subtle attacks that operate at the maximum speed her machine and the target machine would allow, even forcing faster run times with a little bit of axiom, it was hard on the hardware, but Babydoll didn't particularly care about a laptop that was as much an enemy weapon as any piece of artillery you might want to talk about.

Besides, from the concern in the Captain's voice, she didn't have time for gentle! She burns the enemy's black ICE, ICE that would have no doubt been very dangerous to almost any other coder alive that wasn't a Gravia and manages to kill the burn program. Not before ninety percent of the program was completed unfortunately.

Babydoll tasks a few automated processes to start trying to recover various types of deleted data. She wasn't expecting much, but it might be worth it to try. That started, she turns her attention to what she did manage to save. Unfortunately it's not much. More dense religious texts, some of which have been rewritten to have a flavor more in line with Earth Buddhism... and all virulently anti-synth... which at the same time calling out the Gravia as the truest expression of the soul, as they were primarily soul energy, unencumbered by the limits of the material world or some other nonsense.

It really was nonsense, Babydoll notes to herself, setting a reminder to educate any of the survivors of their terrorist group on the nature of Gravia bodies. She had just as many material desires as any Synth or Organic. Sure she didn't need food, but she still needed to regularly intake energy into her body and process that energy to make it usable. Sure she could just drink raw axiom and get 'fed' that way, or she could enjoy a meal like a sensible life form. Enjoy the pleasures of eating and tasting. She still felt fear. Pain. All the negative emotions the texts seemed to think she was free of because of how she was born.

She certainly could receive trauma like any other living being. Honestly the group's take on Gravia bodies was the same sort of language used by others to spin the Gravia as not even being alive, being axiom derived hallucinations or whatever instead of thinking, feeling women and girls who wanted to be happy, to have their needs met, and of course to mate and reproduce. The same basic drives of all intelligent life yet encountered.

The word 'reproduce' made her waste another picosecond on being mildly embarrassed. She had been talking to Marvin about maybe having children in the near future. It had turned into a big long near therapy session with even her sister-wives getting involved. Embarrassing in many ways... but she'd come out of it feeling so loved and supported that she couldn't help but give Marvin, Alyria and the rest big'ol hugs!

And smooches for Marvin of course. Can't forget those! Especially not after a couple weeks without!

Five picoseconds elapse and Babydoll finally finds a somewhat useful file on the hard drive. One document confirms the enemy's plans, which she documents via electronic evidence gathering protocols and then flashes a summary of the contents to Diana, Jerry, and everyone else who might need it... but the document doesn't go into too much detail on the full on goal of the plan. Just mentions of a 'payload' and a few other markers that strike her as lining up to referring to a weapon... which in context means the terrorists have probably released a particularly dangerous virus into the Synth communion matrix... whatever that was exactly. She'd only vaguely heard of the concept before, it was apparently a pretty sensitive part of closed circuit synth life.

Babydoll frowns and redoubles her efforts, even as she splits her attention to start penetrating the Synth's communion matrix. Thankfully the protocol connecting the matrix to the laptop had remained open, so she actually could follow the intrusion path, as well as make a legal entry of her own with her access codes... and a little jiggling of some metaphorical locks. This communion matrix was locked down tight by the best ICE money could buy and the church's coders could devise... she could still beat it of course, but it would have taken a while without access codes and the intrusion path.

She remembers that she actually needs to communicate to the Captain.

"I'm already on it, skipper!" She chirps, her focus still mostly on her efforts to penetrate this very secure internal network. "Looks like the terrorists released a virus... which I'm sure you like, guessed, but it's not entirely clear what the goal is... or what this thing does. It's totally wild tech though! You should see the specs on this thing!"

"Glad you're already on top of it Babydoll, I know you can deal with whatever it is."

Babydoll allows herself to enjoy the compliment from her commander, and paternal equivalent of a crush... daddy issues fixation? No, that could be weird and sexual and she just thought Jerry was a really kind and nice guy who took care of his people, including Babydoll! Dad energy source? Something. Babydoll puts the far more confusing matter of societal relations between individuals aside and focuses entirely on getting through the last of the defenses that the virus had apparently restored behind itself, like a Stricalian Death Worm repairing the flesh behind it as it burrowed into a spot near the victim's internal organs!

Once she'd made the connection to what she and Marvin liked to refer to as 'stupid cat facts', random bits of trivia they shared back and forth throughout their time together, the more it started to make sense. The virus had penetrated the defenses then restored them in the name of covering its tracks. A rather nasty technique for something that wanted to remain stealthy, especially if its penetration hadn't been particularly forceful. Something that seemed likely if they'd managed a similar penetration of the Crimson Tear's network.

Babydoll makes a note to herself to make sure she gets everything she can out of this nasty little virus. She was still upset about someone managing to melt her ICE while she was away. This physical splice in technique was an interesting one to be sure. Shame that the person who'd created it was probably dead. If the mysterious hacker had been alive she'd be hearing Jerry interrogate her in ear, so either she was dead or had escaped. If she had escaped, The Cap'n would be in pursuit or directing a pursuit. Instead she can vaguely hear him coordinating with various teams in the field to confirm that various explosives had been disarmed. Ergo the enemy hacker was dead.

Suddenly she finds the right 'combination' of attacks and penetrates the last, thickest layer of ICE. It was pure black ICE too. An organic or synth hacker would have been risking getting their brains burned even examining it, but Gravia were a little harder for ICE to dissuade.

She quickly begins to investigate... and lets out a physical gasp. She was looking at tens of thousands of synths... directly ported into the matrix. It was exactly what it said on the tin, a communion matrix. A synth social hub. One that involved direct neural interlinks. Small wonder this was so heavily protected and held up as a sacrament of the church! Based on their philosophy... This was an opportunity for the souls of the full synth members of society to mingle and communicate in what they considered their purest and most sacred form.

Babydoll's body shifts into a frostbit blue as she feels a very real horror grip her to her very core... as one by one, the profile markers that represent the various individuals connected to the matrix start going red as the virus accomplishes its mission and begins to deliver its payload straight into the cores of the defenseless synths.

"Skipper, we gotta shut this thing down! The virus is going after the synths! They're almost entirely defenseless when they're connected into the communion matrix!"

She can hear the pain in Jerry's voice when he says; "Of course... and people instinctively gather in community groups to feel safer in times of crisis, and to better organize and communicate. So all the synths locked down in their homes are probably connecting!"

"Like, it’s really, really bad skipper! I can't tell what the virus is doing though."

"It's a clever as shit plan, I'll give these assholes that. The bombs weren't just a distraction! They were herding their targets into the actual kill zone..."

"What do you think they're doing skipper? Like. With the virus I mean."

There's a pause, probably for Jerry to frown as he thought for a moment. "The hacker said something about unleashing the demons before she killed herself..."

Babydoll takes a second to run that through her analysis package... and really doesn't like her conclusion.

"...I think the bad girls are trying to send the entire synth population of the station berserk, skipper!"

"Or at least most of it and that's still terrible. Son of a bitch! Babydoll, I need you to kill that virus. Pull in whatever resources you need, ask forgiveness after we save these people instead of waiting for authorization."

"On it boss!"

The channel closes, and Babydoll's left alone with a virus that might even be able to corrupt her if she isn't careful... She's not a creature of cyberspace, but a virus this malicious almost seemed like a frenzy patch as she observes it. Part axiom sorcery, part technology, without the drug cocktail that made a real frenzy patch such a horrible thing to apply to an organic.

She could worry about it, but every second she hesitated was another person infected. Another person harmed. Another person dead. Instead she cracks her knuckles, imitating a human action movie she liked, takes a slow, clearing breath like her therapist had taught her, and gets to work.

It was strange. She was really calm. Confident. This task was dangerous. This situation was horrendous. She should be flinching, or paralyzed, tagging in Kopish and the girls to help while she copes. Instead... She was ready for this fight, and she found herself welcoming it, which made her grin like a mad woman.

"Alright dead lady's little pet monster, you might be a nightmare in code form, but I'm Undaunted, and I'm going to crush you!"
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Staff Sergeant Michael 'Strap' Jacques

B Company, 2nd Squad

Pillar Two

"Nice. Alright, get the last of them hog tied and piled up in the bed of the air car. Station security will take'em from here. Good work boys and girls!"

Staff Sergeant Jacques looks around, checking over his people as they move around, confirming that their little chunk of pillar two, the area in front of one of the transit hubs to the first pillar, was fully secured after having a hell of a gun fight with the terrorists du jour.

The area around them was dense with quasi urban terrain, a decent amount of industrial facilities, taking advantage of the transit hub for their warehouses, and a few... skyscrapers probably wasn't the right word, but large buildings all the same.

The ground passages were set up for small wheeled or hover vehicles to move goods, they split off to streets that were really only good for pedestrians. All the main roads and most of the foot roads converged to a large plaza in front of the transit station, which narrowed again to a large bridge-like structure.

The transit station itself was nice in an overly religious way. It had a port of entry style portion to take your own air car across, and a very dressed up terminal for the large high speed rail units that took people and cargo from place to place at regular intervals.

Lighting was odd here on the second pillar, the Synths didn't need light the way organics did so they eschewed the lighting that simulated natural light from a star. Instead they used bright colors that made the place look kinda like Vegas at night. Each color of light advertised different groups of services.

It wasn't the best terrain to fight in, even with the new mobility and detection options afforded to them by alien technology and axiom. Thankfully they hadn't done too much damage in the shoot out with the bad girls. They'd made sure the terrorists hadn't even had a chance to arm their bombs, catching them with their skirts down and moving aggressively to separate them from the explosive payload that was being taken to a secure area in the void for disposal.

Terrorists.

Michael resists spitting on one of the prisoners.

After spending more than a few years fighting a variety of terrorists back home, Michael was sure about one thing. He didn't like the galactic version of a terrorist anymore than he liked the home grown variant. Any Marine worth his salt loathed the type of people who'd attack civilians, even children, as a matter of course, but it was personal for Michael after some of the things he'd seen back on Earth. Scumbags all the way, that much was for damned sure... even if he'd likely have been a bit more taken by this particular terrorist band's rhetoric a few weeks ago.

His cheeks burn a bit as he moves around, scanning the buildings around them for more snipers as he remembers getting chewed out by the skipper. What's worse is that the skipper had been entirely right. So Michael had gone and had a long talk with Chaplain Danzia, and found her to be a wonderful person... but more specifically, a person. His doubts had been answered, and by actually using his brain he'd managed to learn a few things.

Now, working side by side with Synth security forces he was learning yet more things. Namely that they were good troops... and that a girl with RAM instead of a stomach could actually be pretty cute if you decided to be a bit more open minded about certain things. Like being able to see internal components of a potential date in her street clothes depending on her individual configuration.

Still, job done, Michael forces himself not to relax, he was senior between his Marines and station security so he had a couple synth security officers working for him too, and there were more pressing things than maybe looking for a date. After all there could always be-

His radio crackles to life, interrupting his thoughts with a specific tone that indicated a message from the all-hands frequency reserved for the command staff.

"This is Captain Bridger. All forces be advised, the enemy has successfully infected portions of the Synth population of this station with what amounts to a frenzy patch. Everyone dig in, hold your ground and try not to kill any of the affected civilians. Cyberwarfare is already on it, but we need to buy them time, and protect as many civilians, and as much infrastructure, as possible. Entirely likely that the affected populace are targeted at us, so repeat, dig in, hold your ground and prepare for imminent close quarters combat."

One of his Marines looks up. "Holy fuck Strap, that was the Skipper! But... what did he..."

Michael shakes his head. "Don't think about it too much. Just follow orders, everyone get to cover. I hate saying this but try to shoot to wound. Somehow. Pretty sure getting into hand to hand with a Synth is a great way to end up tied into a pretzel."

"Ahem." The woman next to him politely coughs into her hand. Naressa Tiorphan, a Tret full conversion Synth who led the fire team of security forces troopers working with them. She was, if he was honest, drop dead gorgeous. Standard galactic curves of course, but her face was just enthralling. She even had a cute, punky haircut that gave her a tomboyish charm that Michael found himself very interested in learning more about.

Not that it was just her looks. Smart. Confident. Decent jokes. A very competent and skilled cop that he found himself respecting as they worked together. He still wasn't quite sure about the whole machine girl thing, especially not from a dating perspective, but he was pretty sure Naressa could convince him. He’d just need to survive long enough to ask her out.

"I can help with that. You have to remember that Synth bodies are much, much more durable than organic ones. You can safely do damage to a synth in places that would be fatal for an organic. Just avoid shooting center of mass. The Ascendancy places its engram core around where the Human and Tret heart is located in the chest, a hit there will be instantly fatal. Everything else is fair game."

"Okay, you heard the lady, anywhere but the chest. Do what you can but protect yourself as you need to."

The unspoken statement that they might have to kill a civilian to defend themselves from dying at that civilian's hands hangs bitterly in the air as the Marines check their weapons and get into position. The Synth officers on the other hand are charging what appear to be some sort of lighting gun that they apparently all had built into their chassis.

"What are those?" Michael asks, getting Naressa's attention.

"They're disruption casters. A square hit on a Synth will force a large number of safety interlocks to trigger and force a shut down. It's our usual compliance tool for Synth criminals, but it requires time to charge."

"Right. Okay boys and girls, keep them at arms length, shoot them away from the chest to keep'em there while keeping them in one piece. If you want to go into hand to hand, mind your reinforcement and aim for the joints and servos before setting them up for Naressa and her girls to put them on the ground. I-"

There's a shriek of rage from deeper into the pillar, then the sound of wrenching and tearing metal, and Michael suppresses a gulp. That did not sound good.

A second shriek answers the first, distortion crackling at the edges as the noise tears at the speaker of whatever Synth was making it as more sounds of tearing metal can be heard echoing down the streets.

Michael feels the adrenaline in his body spike as he tightens his grip on his rifle, would it be a few? Dozens? Hundreds? How fucked were they really?

The first Synth to show up down the way from the transport hub is moving in strange, jerking motions, her eyes staring blankly as she destroys whatever seems to be in her way with a mindless anger that sends shivers down Michael's spine. There was anger and there was whatever the fuck was wrong with that woman.

He resists crossing himself, his troops needed to know he was confident and relaxed, but the desire to pray only grows as more Synths start to spill out into the streets, smashing through walls at times to make their way towards them.

Dozens at least. Possibly hundreds. He could only hope that they hadn't hurt too many of their friends and family trying to get to them. If what the skipper had said was true, that they’d had their rage focused on the Marines and their allies, they might have left the other civilians alone, or only hurt them incidentally. That made him feel a bit better.

A possible death shielding innocents, organic or Synth would be a worthy one at least.

There's a brief moment of tension as the Marines and their friends stare at the Synths. A pause. A silence. Like the world was holding its breath.

Then one of the Marines finger's slips on the trigger of their rifle and sends a 6.5 Creedmoor round down range to land square in a bipedal Synth's hip actuators, leaving the woman to slump to the ground with a shriek of rage.

It could have been any one of his Marines who had fired the shot, even him, but it didn't matter now. The Synths roar in one unified voice and surge forward in a mass of metal and plastic.

“Open fire!” Michael calls, sighting in and engaging his first target with three well aimed shots.

Hitting moving targets was hard, but Michael practiced religiously, and had gotten good with axiom enhancement tricks and his armor systems to give him a bit of a hint on where his target might be moving, letting him lead the mark just a bit on the fly more like a fighter jet than a human marksman.

The Marines begin to pump fire into the oncoming horde and the security forces officers begin reaching out with their controlled arcs of lightning, inevitably leaving a Synth on the ground with every blast.

"Covering fire!" Calls one of Michael's Marines, the Horchka girl moving hard to throw herself in front of a cyborg cop with a charging disruption caster and catching an Agela Synth's charge with his bayonet, the impact bending her rifle slightly as she comes up with a NLM revolver and puts a .454 Magnum round into the Synth's pelvic actuator and then another into a visible cluster of control systems leaving her on the ground for good before emptying the cylinder into the oncoming horde and reloading from a speed loader.

For one brief moment Michael feels like they can hold them back. He reloads and keeps up a constant stream of fire, sending half his remaining ammunition down range as fast as he can line up shots. Synth after Synth tumbles to the ground, some of them still dragging themselves forward, determined to reach the Marines... but it was a fantasy.

"I'm dry!"

Michael can feel his blood go cold as his own bolt locks back, slapping his second to last magazine into his rifle before tossing his last to the Marine who was out. That wasn't good at all. They'd started this engagement light on ammunition already and there were so damn many of them.

"Make every shot count Marines!"

Michael follows his own order, taking well aimed shot after well aimed shot, putting as many Synths in the writhing mass down as he can. On some level he was worried all the marksmanship in the world didn't matter here. There were too many, moving chaotically, they'd almost certainly kill a few civilians in this mess... if the disabled ones didn't get trampled and have their sensitive core systems destroyed.

After a few more minutes of shooting Michael swears he can hear bolts start locking to the rear over the roar of battle as the Marines who don't have their bayonets fixed lock them into place or sling their rifles and pull their pistols. He had to pull them back or they were going to get mulched. He checks his magazine, fifteen rounds of the high velocity 6.5 ammunition left. He'd conserve it as much as he could.

"Fall back! Nice and orderly, we might need to lock down in the transport hub till we can get reinforced!"

"Covering fire!" Tiorphan's voice calls, and a volley of lighting erupts from the security officer's disruption casters, letting the Marines safely break contact and hustle back to a set of hastily erected axiom riot barriers. They wouldn't do much but slow the onrushing mass of civilians down, but maybe they were better than nothing. He and Naressa exchange a look, a smile, a moment of connection and understanding in an ocean of madness.

It only lasted a second before they returned to the fight, but it was nice while it lasted. It was a little flutter of emotion to hold on to. To fight for.

Seems he's not the only one who might want to have a chat about things after this fight.

More sporadic gunfire rings out as the Synth assault hits a critical mass and they explode forward, the lack of rifle fire from most of the Marines more than enough of an opportunity for the rampaging Synths to crawl over their dead or disabled friends and family in their attempt to tear the Marines and their allies apart with their bare hands.

His optimism dies when the first full wave of enraged Synths hits their lines, running over the riot barriers like they weren't even there, ignoring desperate defensive fire from the Marines. With the wave of synthetic bodies hammering down on them, the Marines quickly find themselves isolated in groups of one or two, their tight formation meaningless in the horde of Synths. Michael can hear the disruption casters firing as the Synth security forces troops do their best to relieve them, but before long they're caught up  in the mess too.

Against a seemingly unending horde of machinery, most people would have already been dead. Torn to pieces, with the only variable how many of their assailants they could take with them. He can certainly hear screams and calls for a Corpsman, but with the adrenaline fully hitting him his hearing was dulled, his field of vision narrowed. He can vaguely smell the scent of ozone as a disruption caster discharges, putting another Synth woman on the ground. He had to hold his ground. Had to keep fighting. With the brand of the Undaunted on his arm, and all its powerful axiom based protections. With his training, Michael would hold or die trying.

The rifle comes up and he fires the last of his ammunition in rapid pairs, dropping an even half dozen Synths with what he hoped were non lethal shots before a massive Synth woman of a species he couldn't identify decides to take the two hits he landed on her personally.

Michael swings his rifle up to block an overhand blow that probably would have broken his spine if he hadn't been ready for it. With a little axiom his strength matches the machine, and his reinforcement allows him to hold. The forces enacted upon his faithful rifle bend metal and snap the polymers in the frame and the weapon nearly bends in two as the Synth continues to try to put all her strength and weight into her attack.

The rifle falls to the ground as Michael surges forward with a wordless cry of pure rage, and wraps himself around the Synth's arm, then drops down hard, breaking whatever you'd call a Synth shoulder joint with a groan of machinery. They struggle a bit, striking at each other before Michael manages to get a hand on his favorite knife, drawing and striking into the Synth's chassis at a nerve cluster.

He comes up from the first wrestling match and finds himself ducking under a blow thrown by another Synth, stepping into her guard stabbing deep with his OKC-3S bayonet and disabling the Nagasha woman in the literal blink of an eye before returning the blade to its sheath in the same motion.

Michael ‘Strap’ Jacques holds his own.

For a few moments anyway. He's being swarmed and even for an Undaunted there's practical limits to how many particularly strong opponents you could fight at once, especially with a hand tied behind your back trying to preserve your opponent's life when they were offering you no such courtesy.

Around him he can hear his Marines running into similar ends of their personal ropes, screams of pain, roars of fury and the occasional snap of a bone or the report of a pistol as they struggle to keep the Synths off the security officers so their disruption casters can put as many as possible down before the end.

Michael focuses axiom energy on his fist and punches through a Synth's rib cage, damaging what he thought might be her reactor core and sending her body into an emergency shut down that even the malicious code that had infected her couldn’t override as she loses power. It worked.

He repeats the trick a second time, and a third, but on the fourth attempt against a Horchka Synth, he comes up with very different parts than the equipment that supported the compact axiom reactor at the core of a Synth chassis.

The Horchka had a different internal composition, and takes advantage of his momentary confusion to grab him by the neck and lunge forward driving a brutal punch into his sternum, breaking what felt like his entire rib cage, then bringing her right hand down in a hammer blow that shatters his left shoulder. Just when Michael thinks she's done with him, a blade extends from her fist and takes his damaged arm off at the elbow, snarling viciously as she stays close to finish him off.




He's in perfect position to return the favor and he blindly gropes for the closest weapon available to him before shoving his bayonet into her neck and running enough voltage to kill a bull through it with whatever axiom he could grab at in sheer desperation as pain started to bleed through the adrenaline.

He was wounded. Badly. This was it. The pack would sense his weakness then tear him to pieces like wolves after wounding an elk. 

Wounded however did not mean he wasn’t dangerous. 

Michael comes up with his NLM revolver and empties the weapon of its massive .454 Magnum cartridges as a pair of Synth Trets throw themselves towards him, catching them both in their hip actuators before firing the rest of the cylinder at whatever targets of opportunity he could see.. 

Down to one hand, he couldn't reload, so he fires the under barrel plasma launcher until that too runs dry, buying himself a little time and space to try to get a stasis patch on his arm so he doesn't bleed out, even as he feels himself going light headed.

Broken synthetic bodies litter the floor around him as he drops the empty revolver, trying desperately to get to his trauma kit, but blood’s slicked his hands and his vision is getting hazy.

With a last second burst of inspiration, the dying Marine grabs at axiom, biting his lip to force himself to focus as he tries to coax the stump of his arm to scab over or seal, or something, and is partially successful, only to look up and find a six armed Desert Nagasha looming over him looking like the avatar of death herself.

There was very little left that he could do. Disarmed literally and figuratively, he takes a fighting stance and prepares to spit in death's eye at the very least. He waits for the blow to come, but instead he hears one of his Marines cry out;

"Princess coming in!"

Relief floods his body as a familiar black haired woman in the combat uniform of the Apuk Marines bounds in like something out of a superhero movie, crowns glittering between her horns as she steps in and punches the Nagasha Synth so hard that that the force of the blow lifts the massive robotic reptile off her own heavy tail and sends her flying backwards in a pile of coils.

Princess Aquilar doesn't hesitate for a second. She simply grabs the next Synth bodily and smashes them against the ground, stomping the woman's pelvis to ensure she's not getting back up any time soon, before hitting the next two without even slowing down like the force of nature that could only be an Apuk battle princess.

"Jesus, the skipper fought her in hand to hand?"

Michael murmurs to himself, feeling a newfound respect for his commanding officer as he watches Princess Aquilar do her thing with awe that was, at least partially, not a result of severe blood loss. The warrior princess clears the immediate area in front of the transit hub of what had to be a hundred Synths in mere moments like a one woman artillery strike.

The crunch of metal and the whine of abused servos heralds another disabled Synth as reinforcing security forces officers begin to move up, firing with their disruptor casters as they go, the lightning like arcs of electricity giving the area a surprisingly pleasant look as Michael falls to his knees, unable to stay standing with the amount of blood he's lost as the adrenaline starts to leave his veins.

Naressa, clearly damaged herself, races up to him and takes his pulse. "Medic! Organic down!"

"How's the squad?"

"Couple of them are pretty fucked up, but everyone's alive. You’re the worst off if I had to guess."

"Your people?"

"In one piece, which is more than I can say for you."

"That's nice. I uh. Don’t feel like I’m doing super well."

Naressa snorts in response as she starts to triage him, looking over him and getting up close and really personal. It’d be nice if he wasn’t getting blood on her uniform blouse. She had nice perfume too. He could smell it now.

“Didn’t know Synth girls did perfume.”

“You make random comments to girls while dying normally? Or am I special?”

“You’re special. Smells really nice. Suits you. Nice scent. Gorgeous woman. Glad I was able to… tell you’re pretty.”

Michael coughs, fire burning through his chest as he spits up a little blood.

“Fuck. That’s not good.”

“You’re gonna be fine. Even if I am going to give you shit for taking the time to compliment my perfume and try to hit on me while bleeding out.”

“Promise?”

Before Naressa can respond Michael feels himself being dragged back onto a stretcher and finds himself looking into the eyes of another absolutely gorgeous Synth woman as she shines a light into his eyes and checks for a concussion while triaging him.

She was… stunning. An Alfar Synth to start, which was fascinating, he’d always been curious about the ‘elf’ aliens out in the galaxy, and her face was… damn. Even some transparent panels couldn’t detract from her face. A little paint to make her look organic and a quick stop for a costume and she wouldn’t look out of place in one of the Lord of the Rings movies.

Maybe it was just the whole bleeding out thing talking, but she kinda looked like Liv Tyler’s portrayal of Arwen, but prettier. Somehow.

A hard cough racks his body, and the pain allows Michael to focus a bit more, and he finally manages to speak.

"I didn't know angels could be Synths too. There’s even two of you. The cop and the medic. Neat."

"You're delirious."

"No, you're gorgeous. Second prettiest girl I’ve seen in the galaxy besides Naressa."

"I'm sure Officer Tiorphan will be happy to hear that."

"Gonna ask you both out once I get my arm back."

"Sure you are, hot shot."

"Marines always keep their word. Eventually."

He tries to glance down at his stump of an arm only to have his head forced back into position by the medic as she straps him down.

"I'm pretty fucked up huh?"

"You have a couple severe lacerations I don't think you even noticed, a punctured lung, multiple broken bones, and of course you're short an arm. It's a miracle you're still conscious."

"Human. Give me some adrenaline and top me off with some blood and I can keep fighting if someone will reload my revolver for me."

She gives him a smile that makes his heart flutter. "Tell you what, hot shot. You go ahead and survive, and I'll make sure Naressa and I look you up for the victory party."

"Deal." Michael wheezes as another wave of pain floods through him, forcing his eyes back open. "Ffffffuck." He hisses, clenching his teeth, trying to cope. "That'll fucking wake you up in the morning." He can feel his breathing getting more difficult now, hear the telltale wheezing of his punctured lung as another wave of pain washes over him. Still. He had one last thing to do.

“Wh-What’s your name?”

The Alfar Synth medic gives him a little half smile.

"You just don’t give up do you? I already promised I’d look you up. My name is Anairë. Just rest for now. Don't worry. I've got you."

The last thing Michael Jacques feels is the module for a stasis field being fit into place over his chest... and then the concerns of battling rampaging civilians and trying to ask out beautiful Synth women while bleeding like a stuck pig aren't his problem for a while.
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Princess Aquilar

Pillar Two

Aquilar soars through the air, thankful for a sensible set of fighting attire instead of the formal gown she'd have been expected to wear back home. The difference in how the air pulled on her alone was well worth the sacrifice of fashion when actual lives were on the line. There was something to be said about the gown and tiara as a badge of Imperial authority of course, but Aquilar knows she can just as easily establish her authority for most Apuk with the royal warflame alone.

She weaves axiom into her senses, listening for trouble across pillar two as she glides in the general direction of the communion matrix. She trusted Jerry to handle the situation, but she hadn't heard from him or any of the girls since his emergency broadcast about the virus the synth population had been injected with, and she was starting to worry... but much as she wished to rush to his side, there were others that needed her aid, others that were far less capable than her husband and his warriors.

Much as it grated on the princess, she'd simply have to trust her love to do what needed to be done, and call for help if things got out of hand.

A faint cry for help reaches Aqi's ears and she bounces off a rooftop, cracking the surface slightly with the force of her impact as she redirects herself, following the noise. A loud shriek of metal scraping on metal suggests the problem is one of the infected synths, and not a terrorist.

She glides over an alley, arresting her momentum with a quiet movement of her body and coming to rest on the edge of a roof. Below, a large synth woman was clawing at a heavy steel dumpster, her mind clearly too far gone to be able to problem solve and try to attack whatever was calling for aid.

Or perhaps the Synth was resisting? As Aquilar observed, that seemed more likely... and it made her very concerned about what the woman was trying to get to.

Princess Aquilar steps off the edge and uses gravity to enhance her trip downwards, stomping on the Jorgua synth from above before immediately lashing out with a savage kick that dislodges a hip actuator. The Jorgua roars with fury and attempts to strike Aquilar with her tail, which Aquilar responds by grabbing the Jorgua's tail, choking up a bit, and using her massive strength to suplex the Jorgua.




Aquilar's elbow comes down hard on the woman's upper spine, shattering reinforced metal alloy as the actuators within her tail whine in protest at the strain they were being put under before breaking. A sharp axiom enhanced kick does some more damage to the Jorgua's lumbar spinal mount, and her lower body goes limp. Vicious for an organic, a fairly simple repair for a synthetic.

With her target utterly immobilized, Aquilar shifts around and breaks both shoulder actuators leaving the Jorgua to thrash and howl, incapable of doing much more than roll herself.

That left the matter of the dumpster.

"It's okay, you can come out now."

"But I can still hear her!"

A child's voice. Unfortunately it was exactly what Aquilar had expected... The Jorgua was probably a female relative of the child in question. Which meant everyone involved was probably going to need some serious therapy.

"I've got her dealt with, please, come out so I can take you somewhere safe."

The Jorgua finally falls silent, as a little girl slips out from a corner behind the dumpster, dirty, tired and very, very scared.

"...Is she gonna be okay?" 

The girl was clearly upset, but the concern for her likely parent was strong, even after having to flee that same parent's wrath.

"She'll be fine. She got attacked by a virus." Aquilar reaches into a pouch, and triggers a locator beacon, tossing it on top of the Jorgua. "Specialists from the church are going to come help her. For now though, we need to get you out of here. Are you okay with that?"

The girl looks between Aquilar and the Jorgua, clearly torn, before finally nodding her assent.

"O-Okay, but you gotta promise to help her!"

"I swear to you on both of my crowns, that I, Princess Aquilar'Victae will do everything in my power to help your loved one."

That got the kid's attention. "...You're a princess?"

"Mhmm." Aquilar points to her crowns. "A proper princess and a battle princess."

"I thought battle princesses wore big poofy dresses."

"I'm a bit more practical in what I wear when I'm fighting, but I'm very much the real deal... now come deary, let's get you out of here."

Aquilar scoops the child up in her arms and bounds upwards and away, heading towards the transport hub she's entered pillar two from at a high rate of speed as the girl clings to her.

"Do you have any sisters? Are they in trouble?"

"They're at the main house, I was out with Mama Kriera when the fighting started. She connected to the Communion Matrix from the back room of the café we were hiding in to try and figure out what was going on... she got super still, then she got very, very angry. She seemed to still focus on me, so I ran and got her to chase me!"

"That was a very brave thing you did. Maybe you can be a princess too one day."

"How would I do that?"

"Grow up big and strong, and keep being brave and you'll be amazed at what opportunities come your way."

The transport hub has already been reinforced and fortified since Aquilar left, with a couple turrets being set up with what appeared to be larger versions of the disruptor weapons that the station's security forces preferred.

"Friendly coming in!" Calls one of the Marine sentries, and Aquilar adjusts her trajectory to land daintily next to the familiar figure of Xal'Kemsa, who immediately turns and mimes a curtsy.

"Your Highness."

"Princess Xal'Kemsa, a pleasure to see you again!"

"Likewise m'lady, who's your little friend?"

"This young lady did something very brave and saved some people from one of the infected synths. I saved her. I marked the disabled synth with a beacon."

Xal'Kemsa nods. "We're hoping we can start sending out recovery teams soon. Most of the 112th is deployed here on the second pillar, with the Undaunted Marines holding defensive positions on all pillars. Half of their battalion's in pillar three, but I'm led to understand that Lady Cascka has locked the majority of that pillar down with her axiom abilities. The rest of the Marines are defending the Canoness and government buildings in pillar one to free up security forces officers with their disruption cannons to help preserve civilian lives. Our marines and the commandos are spread out across all three pillars as you ordered... have you found his highness yet?"

Aquilar does her best to keep her face level. "I haven't been looking. The Prince is perfectly capable of taking care of himself, especially with the talented young warriors he has with him."

She delicately sets the girl on the ground, who waves good bye as she's whisked off by a friendly medic.

"I just... have to trust him to handle things on his end."

Xal'Kemsa snorts. "Would you go get your husband already? You're clearly itching to see him, and together the two of you will finish off any major trouble spots in pillar two with ease."

"I can't possibly be so selfish with my time when there are people in need."

"Joining up with your husband's patrol and making an already strong force even more effective is hardly selfish m'lady. You're fretting and you aren't even noticing. You stood here cradling that girl for a few minutes! Maternal instincts in action I suppose. Now go, we can't quite call this pillar secure yet, but we've got to be close."

"Fine. I'll go to him. Any word from the electronic warfare specialists?"

Xal'Kemsa shakes her head. "No one's heard from Babydoll. I think she's blocked all communication from everyone except the Prince. He knows when not to talk to her I suspect."

"Very well. Hopefully her battle is faring well... I fear for many of these poor victims we're having to brutalize."

"From what I've heard of Babydoll San Martín since joining the crew, it speaks to the skill of the enemy's computer expert that she hasn't neutralized the virus already. Now off with you. If we need you and the prince in action somewhere we'll call."

"Fine. I'll not be far away, but to be clear, you will call me at the first sign of trouble."

"Of course, highness."

Aquilar channels energy into herself and leaps away in a blink, making her way up to a roof and taking shorter hops between roof tops to keep herself nimble. She was expecting more combat. She found nothing. No screams. No cries for help. No sounds of brawling. No weapons fire. Pillar Two was sounding rather... peaceful. Something that almost felt ominous to the Princess now.

A tap to her implant opens a tight beam transmission to anyone else from the family nearby. A nifty little piece of microtech that Wichen and Babydoll had worked out after Jerry's 'adventure' at the Vynn estate. How exactly it worked she wasn't sure, but both women swore it would always work for a simple direction and distance between adult members of the family, and her system was showing four such beacons to her right. She pushes off again, watching the distance tick down before opening a private channel.

"Jerry."

"Princess."

The warmth in his voice was instantly reassuring.

"I'm approaching your position."

"We're out in the open by the building that houses the communion matrix, waiting for security forces support to help us haul these prisoners to their date with a cell."

"Hmph. They're lucky you don't just burn them to ash where they lay and save everyone some trouble."

"While my heart agrees with you, they're owed a fair trial and a proper investigation, some of them may have been coerced or unwilling. Or just straight up brainwashed."

Another leap and a small group of figures that Aquilar recognizes as Jerry and the little band of women he'd taken into action with him, minus Neysihen who was waving to her from a sniper nest on top of a nearby building. She waves back to one of her clan's adopted children, as she lets herself drop daintily next to Jerry, arresting her fall with axiom to make it whisper quiet, startling the young Cannidor woman that Aquilar figured was this Makula person she'd heard mentioned a few times.

"Where the heck did she come from!?" 

She shouts, stepping back and trying to raise her shotgun before Dar'Vok reaches out and forcibly lowers the weapon before saluting.

"Your highness, it's a pleasure to see you again."

"Dar'Vok, Purisha, lovely to see you girls... and you must be the young mercenary Makula. You all have my thanks for your service to our house."

Understanding dawns in the Cannidor's eyes. "Oooh. So this is the actual princess bride then?"

By way of answering, Aquilar kisses her husband hard on the mouth, taking a long moment to savor the softness of his lips, and the rush of warmth he inspired in her body, especially after several weeks apart before reluctantly parting from him with a sigh of satisfaction.

"Bride nothing, I am a princess wife, and shortly a princess mother of this man's children."

Makula chuckles. "From that kiss I'd damn sure say so! Hah. Made Ghorza look reserved. uh. Ma'am."

It's Jerry's turn to laugh now. "Relax Makula. Well. Not all the way, we've got a couple dozen prisoners and gods only know what else around us."

Aquilar nods. "Were there any synths in this part of the sector?"

"A few." Jerry responds. "Dar'Vok and I mostly dealt with them. Makula got a few with her mace. We moved them to somewhere slightly more comfortable for triage and movement and marked them for the station's med techs."

"Flawless work as always... have we heard anything from Babydoll?"

Jerry shakes his head. "Just a check in to confirm she's still alive... and apparently she's had a couple near misses, and anything that can take on a Gravia hacker's already a nightmare and a half. This thing was designed to be impossible to root out without burning the system and starting over. More than that though, Babydoll's got to slice it open so she can distribute a cure. Thankfully the infected synths are still connected to the communion matrix. They can't disconnect in fact."

"Small favors my love. I-"

The sentence dies in Aqi's throat as the sound of tortured shrieking metal and smashed stone reaches them. They quickly locate the source of the sound, an industrial building of some kind... but whatever is making the noises, it's getting closer, and Aqi swears she can hear footsteps.

"Okay girls. Fan out. Protect the prisoners. I'm not sure what's in there but it sounds big and angry."

The mystery solves itself as the group raises weapons or calls warfire. A mighty armored foot kicking through the wall once, twice, and a third time before whatever's trying to push through decides to just shoulder tackle the wall again, revealing a massive synth Lydris that towers over them like something out of a human monster movie.

The Lydris's bodies have all armed themselves with various crude melee implements, though with a Lydris's size and strength, they hardly needed them. Aquilar takes a slow breath, looking for her opportunity to engage as she did her best to remember as much as she could about the species. She's just about to leap when... the Lydris collapses. Like a puppet with her strings cut, the synth woman collapses to the ground and a series of lights flash along her body in what Aquilar believes to be a sign of a power up cycle.

"She might come back angry, be ready." She orders, tensing as the first of the Lydris's sub bodies lifts herself off the ground.

"Oh my aching head..." The woman groans, looking over at the rest of herself. "How the hell did we get here? What happened?"

"Babydoll happened clearly."

"What's a Babydoll?" Several of the Lydris woman's sub bodies are conscious now, and all of them look very confused.

"The Gravia hacker who just saved you and the rest of the station from a powerful virus."

"Huh."

Babydoll chooses that moment to connect back into their comm channel.

"Someone call for me? Oh! Hey! Princess Aquilar! Like, long time no see! Still totally gorgeous!"

Aquilar suppresses a smile. Babydoll was something of an acquired taste, but she couldn't help but like the cheery Gravia.

"Hello Babydoll, it seems a lot of people are going to want to thank you very soon."

Jerry nods. "Me included. Hope you're ready to get some hardware pinned on you. I bet the Church will have something for you too."

"Aw shucks I- Actually what I did was pretty damn impressive! That damn virus took a couple chunks out of me too! Nothing a little R&R won't fix, but I won't be at 100% for a while."

"Well you just rest Babydoll. You did good. We'll take it from here. Cleaning up this mess is gonna take a lot more than just fancy computer work unfortunately."

Aquilar reaches out and pulls Jerry into a tight embrace. "Yes, but you're home now, and in one piece, along with our adopted daughters, so my world is once again whole. Together, nothing can challenge us."

"Let's not tempt fate. Neysihen, come on down and let's get these thugs prepped for transport. Purisha, try to reestablish contact with station security. We need recovery teams and a paddy wagon down here in a hurry!"

"Aye aye!" Purisha calls before turning around to start making her calls.

"So... does my princess mind a little manual labor? Some of the disabled synths are rather large."

"It'd be a pleasure to help."

"Then let's get our sleeves rolled up and get to work... the sooner we finish, the sooner we can go home."

"And that, my dear husband, is a very laudable goal."
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Purisha

Port Hangar, Module 2

The port hangar of the Crimson Tear is an absolute nightmare of people. There were people being moved from tirage stations, weapons being collected, sorted and marked to be moved back to the appropriate armories. Equipment was being inventoried and marked to be repaired or discarded. It was an absolute riot of sapient activity big and small, from a Kohb checking a patient’s vitals to a team using a gravity module to move an injured Cannidor out towards the main hospital. 

Purisha honestly was rather concerned, she was seeing a lot of casualties. Many men and women had been hurt pretty damn badly, and medical personnel from off the ship were coming in large groups, some heading deeper into the ship, likely to support the hospital directly while other synths started helping at the triage stations.

She'd even lost track of Neysihen at some point while she was getting patched up. It was an embarrassing wound really. A scratch from someone taking a pot shot at her and scoring a glancing blow, but still... she felt... something. Mixed. Nervous? No. Not that. It was a mix of emotions that she couldn't quite pin down. Overwhelmed? That seemed a little closer to where she was, especially after the message she'd just got. A critical message. A very, very important message, from Sir David. A message of congratulations, ordering her to report to JSOC with Neysihen the next day to receive their tabs, and their kukris.

It should have been a big moment for her. She'd done it! She was a commando. Something she'd been struggling and striving to achieve for months, and now, she'd accomplished her mission.

Yet. Even though they'd won. Even though she'd done her job near flawlessly. Even though they'd saved a lot of lives today. It didn't feel like much of a victory with so many wounded... but at the same time, she was... at peace. She pings Neysihen's communicator for a nav beacon and finds her friend's somewhere else in module two, likely helping with something, and starts to head her way, before sending messages to Dar'Vok, Talciea, Mikena... and Makula. Might as well include the new girl. Purisha had seen her board the Tear before she'd split off to head to the aid station.

She smiles to herself. Yeah. Some quality time with the girls was what she needed to... process... everything that had just happened. Everything that was about to happen. Then a family meal with the Bridgers.

That gave her a warm feeling again. She was going home. She had a home! She had people who cared about her. People who loved her as family, after the last person who'd ever cared about her in the galaxy had been butchered by the Narlabore in front of her very eyes. Still a painful memory, but when she prayed for her sister's soul, she could at least say she was doing okay now, and not be lying, and that was something amazing. Sure she could torture herself with what ifs or maybes, if her sister had survived long enough to make this journey with her... but that was unworthy of her sister. Unworthy of Purisha herself too.

It had happened.

All she could do is keep walking forward.

The warm feeling in her chest grows, as she remembers the other reason she'd wanted to be a commando. She could do it now. She was strong. Confident. A brand new woman... and she could make it in Sir David's world. Keep up with him and his wives. She'd proven it now. She could, at last, in at least some ways, approach him as an equal.

That too was very exciting. She- Purisha stops short as an officer she didn't recognize from the Marine battalion steps in front of her.

"Excuse me."

Purisha salutes. "Can I help you, sir?"

The lieutenant returns the salute, his warm, charming smile seemingly designed to strike her right in the heart and turn it into mush.

"You're Purisha Velour right?"

"Yeah, that's me. What can I help you with? I need to get back down to JSOC."

"Oh it's nothing serious I assure you. You see, I was just wanting to take you out to dinner sometime, and I can't do it without your help."

Purisha's jaw drops, just a little bit, as the man flashes her a dazzling smile and she tries to process the latest wild thing that had happened today. Had he just asked her out?




Staff Sergeant Michael 'Strap' Jacques

Naval Hospital Crimson Tear - Triage One

Coming out of stasis was not something that Michael thought he was going to like. Especially when he realized he wasn't out of stasis entirely... he was still very fucked up. Fucked up enough that his torso and arm were both covered so he couldn't see them. Likely to prevent him from getting stressed. Waiting for him is Dr. McCoy, which makes him suppress a wince... and Chaplain Danzia.

"...Shit. Am I so bad off I need a surgeon and a chaplain?"

McCoy snorts. "Well you can't be too badly damaged if you're still making shitty jokes, Staff Sergeant. Chaplain Danzia is here to help you with your options."

"My options?" Michael tries, and fails, to cock his head. "This feels really fucking weird by the way."

"It's a state between stasis and not. It's a significant strain on one of our adepts, so cut the chatter so we can talk to you."

"Aye aye, ma'am."

McCoy nods. "I'll keep it short Jacques. Do you remember what happened to you?"

Michael tries to nod, and finds his neck's been strapped down. 

"Yes ma'am. We were attacked by synths infected with a virus with frenzy patch-like qualities. They were beyond any form of communication and we had to start fighting them. We were trying to keep them alive... but I don't know if we actually managed to save many of them. Things went to hell pretty fast."

Chaplain Danzia steps forward, raising one of her several arms. 

"I can fill those details in for you. Your team and your security forces associates managed to preserve the lives of every single one of your assailants. Some of their chassis are damaged beyond repair, but their cores are intact and the virus is being scrubbed from their systems."

"Nice. Job well done then. So... what's the butcher's bill?"

McCoy holds her data pad up. "Pretty good except for you. All your people walked out with minor injuries, four from your squad require healing comas, but are low priority. You on the other hand are, as you said, pretty fucked up. We did the math, and a healing coma would reduce you to ten years old in age."

Michael's eyes snap open as wide as they'll go. "Say fucking WHAT!?"

McCoy glares at him. "Control yourself so I don't have to sedate you, Staff Sergeant. Yes. Ten years old. You have significant damage throughout your system, along with your missing arm, you also took serious damage internally. It's only thanks to the stasis field that you're alive to have this conversation. If you had taken a set of injuries like you did right outside my operating room, I'm not sure I could have saved you on the table."

"...Fuck. So. Options. You said I had options? I can't damn de-age to a ten year old! I got work to do. I need to take care of my Marines. I don't have time to be a little kid!"

Danzia steps forward now, resting a hand on his thigh.

"I have your alternative option. You're quite young, approximately one third of the way through a natural human lifespan in pre space flight conditions. You're also quite healthy per Dr. McCoy's records. All you need to do is... age, and the healing coma will return you to a more youthful state that isn't childhood. Another say... decade or so and you'd be around eighteen, a bit longer and you'd return to your mid twenties. It's unlikely you'd even feel yourself slow down in any significant way in that time. Especially with help from galactic medicine that doesn't involve a healing coma."

"Okay... but I can't do shit if I'm crippled or whatever."

Danzia nods. "Which is why your primary alternative is cyberization. Several cybernetics specialists are coming aboard to help with the more severe casualties like you. Most of the injuries weren't significant enough for a healing coma to be a problem."

"This will be mixed with cloning to a degree... we're already growing you a fresh lung. Your current one's looking a bit worse for the wear." McCoy says wryly.

"Getting a bunch of shit stabbed into it will do that. Guess I should be thankful the skipper's got more advanced cloning tech in the Tear than just about any other system besides guns."

"We could potentially clone you a fresh arm too, though the surgery's a bit complicated. Actually more complicated than fitting you with a cybernetic prosthetic, it would also take awhile, even with rapid cloning techniques, it's a rather delicate piece of biological equipment, and there'd need to be some extensive testing as well. Possibly even surgery on the cloned part itself to make sure everything is 'wired up' correctly. That's not me trying to sell you on a prosthetic however. That's Chaplain Danzia's job."

"Quite." Danzia notes primly. "The arm is one thing, more difficult is likely your ribs. While I'm not a surgeon, I am consulting with one of my colleagues who will be your attending cyberneticist if you opt for augmentation. Regardless of how much cloned material or cybernetics you opt for, after talking with Dr. McCoy and my colleague we believe there's really only one solution for the most damaged part of your body. Your rib cage and sternum were brutalized to say the least. Surgery could get everything more or less lined back up, but it would be a long and painful recovery, and it would almost certainly not function properly. Cloned material would work, but considering your line of work Michael, I think the best thing we can do is give you a reinforced titanium alloy replacement with closed ossified material around it. It's basically inert, and has the flex you need to actually breathe and other such things..."

"Plus, it should be able to catch an anti-tank round and preserve your vital organs. With the right configuration, it can even extend down in combat in a flexible sheath that'll protect your guts and kidneys." McCoy notes, tapping through a few things on her data pad.

"Okay. That sounds pretty good. What else?"

Danzia chuckles. "Well assuming you opt for cybernetics for that and the arm, you would require a few other odds and ends like a neural implant to get you back on your feet. The neural implant will let you interface with your implants more effectively, and you can use computers via a mind interface... it also has ah. Coupling. Benefits. For organics with synth partners." 

Danzia coughs into her hand. 

"Honestly you seem to be taking this quite well. I thought... it might be best to talk to you personally with Dr. McCoy. I know you previously weren't... entirely comfortable with Synths and even had some concerns about augmentation. Though considering I'm told the hospital has received two inquiries about your well being from two different women from aboard the station, an Officer Naressa Tiorphan and Medic Anairë Ninquanéron... who I believe are both full synths, am I wrong in suspecting you've come around on the subject?"

Michael gives Danzia a sheepish grin. "They asked after me? Shit. Makes me feel better already. I didn't know angels came in synth flavor for Anairë and Naressa's... well. She's uh." 

Michael can feel himself blushing a bit, and both women exchange a look. 

"Guess that explains why you pointed out the... coupling benefits of the implant. Which uh. Sounds pretty good."

"You can also use it for a deeper level of communication with synths that you're... close with."

Dr. McCoy rolls her eyes slightly, and clears her throat, taking control of the conversation.

"Let's get back on track shall we? Staff Sergeant I need you to focus and make a decision so we can get you fixed up and not make your new girlfriends worry any longer than they have to."

"Ah. Right ma'am. I uhm. Well. Guess I don't have much of a choice really. I'd rather get back in the fight sooner rather than later. The other stuff sounds pretty good too. I bet Naressa and Anairë would prefer I have the armored rib cage replacement in particular."

McCoy snorts. "Considering you managed to hit on them with a crushed rib cage, I imagine they're rather intrigued by the idea of what you can do when you're not in the process of bleeding out after taking a blow in the damage band of literally being hit by a freight train."

"I'll go the full augmentation route Doc. Chaplain."

Danzia nods.

"Excellent. My colleague will give you a few other options as well since you're going under. She's got some proposals for small, non-intrusive upgrades, and potential composition and modification options for your new arm that will be most beneficial to a man in your profession."

McCoy taps her data pad again. 

"For now though, I'm going to put you back into stasis. Try to relax, once the church's specialists get here, we'll bring you up again, work out any lingering details, then you'll go under a final time. Then the next time you come up, you'll be a brand new man."

"Guess I'm looking forward to it... hey Chaps?"

"Yes, Michael?"

"Could you... message the girls for me maybe? Tell'em I'm okay and what's happening?"

"I'd be glad to. I'd be surprised if they're not here waiting for you when you wake after your operation... Officer Tiorphan in particular was apparently very insistent that she be given an update on your condition. I believe she even lied to argue she counted as next of kin. That's very unlike her from what I've read of her service record, so I'd say she's rather attached to you. Anairë likely would have done the same, but she abused her position within the medical hierarchy instead. I’m sure she updated Naressa as well."

"...What did Naressa lie about?"

Chaplain Danzia grins. 

"I believe she said she was your fiancée."

"...Well I'd hate for anyone to be able to call her a liar."

Danzia pats Michael's shoulder gently, one of the few spots he can actually feel anything on.

"I'm sure she'll be rather happy about that."

"Anairë too."

"Anairë too. Like I said, both women are rather smitten if you ask me. So. Congratulations Staff Sergeant. You saved the day, saved the lives of a lot of civilians, came out on the other end with your squad on the right side of the ground, and managed to get both girls while narrowly escaping death. I'd say that's a good day for any Marine."

"Yeah. I guess so."

Michael relaxes what parts of his body he can control, letting his eyes shut. He knew he wouldn't dream in stasis. Wouldn't even really feel the passage of time or anything related to it... but if he did dream, dreaming about Naressa and Anairë seemed like it would be nice.
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Tyler

The ship was pure chaos. The station was worse. Even getting back to the Crimson Tear in the aftermath of the attack had been something of a clusterfuck.

First they'd confused the hell out of everyone because people in the squadron were trying to figure out what the hell Tyler and Cassie had been flying. 

Then there'd been a miscommunication about which boarding ramp they were going to use to get back aboard the ship so when all the flight crews that weren't assisting with the clean up came to meet them they ended up in the wrong spot.

Finally after wading through a sea of people, desperate to get out of the way and get a very overstimulated Avia somewhere a bit quieter, they'd been installed in chairs in the squadron bar and drinks were being brought to them with a side order of affectionate teasing.

Tyler's about to take a sip when Avia takes her own tankard and starts to chug it immediately, slamming the beer in seconds. One could say that chugging a beer is a lot easier when you don't need to breathe, but it was still funny. She wipes her lips with the back of her hand and raises her tankard.

"Could I get another please?"

"Sure sweetheart. Gotta treat the squadron's newest ace right don't we?" 

Matroika laughs, grabbing Avia's empty mug and walking off to get her more.

The words had more of an impact on Avia than Matroika had probably intended. Maybe it was just a latent connection from the neural link but Avia was definitely striking him as upset.

"She didn't mean it like that Avia, no pressure okay? Even if you want to go back to the Dauntless and meet Glamour, you don't have to join up. You do your own thing." Tyler says, trying to support his new friend.

"No, no it's fine. It's just me and I don't. Well. I do. I know. I just need to."

Avia lapses into silence as Tyler and Cassie each rest a hand on her shoulders, then takes a slow breath, another example of an organic habit left over from her engram.

"I... I've made a decision. A really important decision. It. I need to talk to you both about it. It can only be you."

Tyler's mind briefly gets jumbled up as he shifts without a clutch. Avia was glowing red from a few spots, something Tyler identified with a blush... Was she about to confess to him or something? That'd be awkward. He wouldn't hate it, but it'd be really awkward. They barely knew each other.

Then again he'd basically had an arranged marriage with Miu'Kin and that was working just fine.

"I... it." Avia stammers for a second.

"Hey, it's just us, you can tell us whatever you want Avia. We're friends aren't we?" Tyler tries to soothe the synth woman, who's obviously having some conflicting emotions.

"I don't want to go to the Dauntless. I want to meet Marian. Want to learn from and spend time with my progenitor, but I think... I want to stay here. I want to be your-"

A loud crash makes all their heads snap up as Matroika starts to rip into one of the junior flight officers for breaking a bottle of something or another.

Tyler slowly returns his focus to Avia.

"You were saying?"

"I want to be you and Cassie's fighter from now on!"

A blush of mild embarrassment rushes through Tyler's veins. Well. Shit. He'd been way off with that hadn't he?

"Well. I'd like that a lot. What do you think, Cassie?"

The angelic beauty nods. "Oh yes. I think we're quite effective as a team, and I'm sure Captain Bridger will be happy to commission you. We can probably get a meeting with him tomorrow. To swear your oath and do your paperwork. In fact. I'll message Yeoman Chalis, his secretary, and set it up."

Avia grins, clearly pleased that she'd finally said it. "Whew. That's a load off my chest... I've been thinking about it ever since we flew together. It was kinda upsetting me, because... well. I feel like I need to meet Marian. I really want to know her... but I can communicate with her, call her even, for now, and meet her when the time comes. I think I can make myself useful here."

"And you want that adventure you were telling us about." Tyler notes before taking a sip of his beer.

"Am I really that transparent?"

Cassie chuckles. "Oh sweetheart, we're ALL that transparent. How about you go tell the rest of the squadron and start getting to know everyone? They'll be excited to hear you're staying for sure."

"Okay!"

Avia runs over to some of the other pilots, joining a conversation that, as with most pilot conversations, uses a fair bit of talking with one's hands. One of the girls asks Avia something, and she starts to demonstrate with her hands then stops and projects a hologram from her wrist, showing a maneuver from engaging the terrorist starfighters earlier.

Tyler chuckles and takes another sip of beer. "Well that was only mildly mortifying."

"Figured she was sweet on you and was about to propose?"

"Am I really that transparent?"

"To me? Yes."

Cassie gives Tyler one of her mischievous grins.

"That said, I think you're forgetting something my dear. Avia, as a human and an Undaunted... I suppose she'd be a naval aviator, but also as a sentient spacecraft, she would have her pick of crew. She could even reconfigure herself to be larger or smaller if she felt she wanted a larger crew, or just a single pilot. Instead... she wants to stay with us, keep flying with us... and what did Mother Superior Nyresta tell us about the neurolink?"

Tyler wracks his brain for a minute, trying to remember that first encounter with Avia.

"That it's... intimate. Oh. Oooooh."

Cassie smirks. "Now you're thinking with full context. I don't think she's proposing or anything yet... but Avia values the bond we share. I suspect, in time, she'll want to deepen that bond, outside of the cockpit."

"Guess we'll see. In the meantime darling, shall we join the rest of the squadron?"

"Let's."




Jerry

While parting from home was always a hardship, there were few things sweeter in life than the welcome one receives on their return. Work was still going on, but Jerry had more or less been 'encouraged' to get the hell out of the way... and there was family business to attend to. Jerry still needed to get an update on Inara, and something that important needed to be done in person preferably.

Half the Apuk staff greets him at the entrance to the den, curtsying as a group like he was a noble returning to his manor house in the countryside... which wasn't actually far off if he thought about it.

"Nar'Salis, ladies, thank you for your continued efforts."

Nar'Salis bows her head again. "Of course, welcome home. There's some rather excited people waiting to see you."

"I just bet."

Jerry moves up and into the den proper, after relinquishing his sea bag, and is met by a charging horde of tiny Kohbs, led by none other than the littlest big sister herself, Cindy, as he crosses the threshold.

"Papa!"

Cindy's six little sisters couldn't quite talk yet, but they could certainly give it their best shot and made some adorable vocalizations as seven tiny kiddos impact Jerry's lower legs hugging him with all the strength their tiny bodies can generate.

Rather than starting trying to field toddler and her infant siblings with just his hands, Jerry gently lifts each child with axiom, floating them up for a proper group hug, each daughter clinging comfortably to his shirt, supported by their father's arms and axiom to ensure everyone's as safe and snug as if they were on the ground.

"Hi girls. Papa missed you all."

One of Nadi's daughters from her first clutch, Mitrya from the color and pattern of her scales, lets out a bright and cheery chirp, nuzzling at him happily in response.

Hot on their heels is Nadi herself, and Fenrir, the former picking up her skirt and chasing down her children with an exasperated look on her face, and the latter quickly leaning up against his master's legs, clearly wanting to jump up to greet Jerry his preferred way, with lots of kisses, but realizing there's no room for his over mitt sized paws with the babies crawling around on him.

"Goodness, I told the girls that Papa was coming home and they got so excited... they'd been waiting in ambush for an age now! Scrambled right past me out of my room when they heard the main door open. Goodness only knows how they knew it was you."

Cindy grins. "I knew it was Papa! I could tell. Mama Cascka's been teaching me how to 'feel' with axiom more! I know if someone's nearby, and I know if it's one of my mamas, my sisters, or Papa! I'm getting better at telling which one of the nice ladies it is too!"

Nice ladies was what Cindy called the Apuk household staff and Jerry can't help but give the sweet little girl a couple head pats.

"Clever girl, aren't you Cindy?"

"Yep! Mama Cascka says I'm doing real good!"

Nadi chuckles, then lifts herself up with axiom, a trick she'd been working on with Cascka to help her better engage with her taller husband without furniture around or him kneeling down, something she takes full advantage of to plant a passionate kiss on his lips.

"Welcome home. Seems I get to greet you first. After Aqi I bet."

"She met me in the field. She'll be along soon, she's just making sure the other princesses have everything locked down. Everything okay at the hospital?"

"Everything's under control, with medical support from the station we were able to rotate half the staff off. Ian McCoy quite literally carried Joanna out of the hospital after she finished seeing a patient."

"Well it's been a very long day for all of us it seems."

Nadi nods. "All the more reason to come home to family to rest... and hold our loved ones close. There's been far too much pain and hurt today."

"Thankfully we stopped it before it could get too bad."

"That's what makes you and the girls heroes in the end. You put your lives on the line to save as many as you can... and it's that last bit that's always made a hero in my book. Be they a doctor, a rescue specialist, a soldier or whatever. It's coming to terms with the fact that you can't save all of them but trying anyway. So easy to lose oneself to nihilism or forget the value of a single life in the scope of a galaxy with a population beyond counting. Thankfully, no one in this family's ever had that problem."

"Hmmm. Now that you mention it... that's a strong unifying factor among all of us really. None of us forget the value of the one in the face of the many. Or the needs of the one in the face of the greater good."

"Balancing the two positions is a challenge for all leaders, but forgetting either leads to disaster. Kohb colonies are nice like that. We form such a strong community that some people think of us as having a low grade hive mind, but the most well known facet of our social cohesion is how we react to the hurt of a single member of that community. That, however, is enough waffling for today I believe."

Nadi steals another kiss before settling herself back on the ground, then waves a hand, gathering up the babies with a gentle caress of axiom.

"Come on girls, let Papa actually get in the door. Lots of people want to see him, you know!"

The Kohb infants make a variety of absolutely adorable sounds as they float along with Nadi, as Cindy pulls herself up to give Jerry a kiss on the cheek, before hopping down and chasing after Nadi.

"Wait for me Mama Nadi!"

"I'll always wait for you sweetie. Now, come help me with your sisters. Once they're fed and down for a nap it'll be time for dinner I bet."

"Okay!"

Jerry resists the urge to lean against the wall and watch them go, and just... savor the paternal joy that the scene inspired in him, but Nadi hadn't been lying. There were a lot of people in the Den that wanted to see him, even with a goodly number of the Bridgers actively working across the ship.

Fenrir hops up first though, licking Jerry's cheek and demanding his own toll in pats and scratches.

"Hey big guy, sorry I didn't bring you with me. Next field op you can come instead of Hel. Or maybe we'll bring both of you."

Fenrir barks once in acknowledgement then drops back to the ground, leading the way deeper into the Den.

Mishka steps out of her room, clearly weary from her own day, and Jerry sweeps her up in a bridal carry before she even knows he's there, her arms wrapping around his neck as they savor a deep kiss.

"Hey Mish."

"Welcome home."

Mishka beams up at him.

"I have everything ready for you if you want to bathe. Or just shower. Fresh clothes."

"I can do all that later, do you need any help?"

"I have you home, that's all I really need."

Jerry arches an eyebrow. "Mish... You know what I meant."

"Well. If. You're feeling up to it... I'm sure the babies would enjoy seeing you before dinner."

"I think I'd like that. Is that where Syl and the rest of the girls are?"

"Most of the ones that aren't on duty. Yuuko's sitting with Inara at the hospital. The healing coma's going well, but we didn't want to just... leave her."

Jerry frowns. "Right... Inara... thank the gods she's okay."

"It was a near thing. Syl will tell you more... there's... apparently something she heard from Dr. McCoy, something regarding things Inara said before going into surgery. Syl's been keeping it close to the vest."

"Guess we'll have to chat then, but for now, shall we head to the nursery?"

"By all means..." Mishka leans up and kisses Jerry's cheek. "Are you going to let me down?"

"No."

Mishka snuggles into Jerry's neck as they make the short walk down to the nursery, walking into the warmth of the very busy room where he returns his wife to her feet. Of course the room was as busy as could be, it was play time after all, and the various infants all had a reasonable idea that their next meal wasn't far off. 

He rotates through, kissing wives, and giving his children pats, hugs and kisses when available as he slowly makes his way through the 'ravaging horde' as some of the girls jokingly referred to the large and lively mass of the Bridger's youngest children.

So all Jerry really has to do is pick a corner of the room and wait as one industrious infant or another comes crawling up to cuddle and play, with Little Inara leading the charge and snuggling up to her father with her brother James and Indra hot on her fuzzy little tail.

Jerry lets himself sag against the wall a bit, relaxing completely as he starts to play a little game with Indra and James, the giggles of his children, mixed with the occasional squall or fuss as the lively room continues on it's merry way, the sounds life drowning out the now somewhat faint echoes of battle and blood.

There'd be work to do tomorrow. The clean up for this mess would probably take weeks... and then there was the matter of his casualties, living and dead to see to. That could, however, wait for his attention tomorrow. His team was a good one, and they were on top of it without the skipper getting on their case or micromanaging them. He had his own needs to attend to, and family time was exactly the cure to what ailed Jeremiah Bridger.

"It's good to be home."


72

Jerry steps back from the holo projector, ensuring he's in view, and salutes as Admiral Cistern's holographic form appears.

The grand old warrior returns the salute crisply.

"At ease, Captain. I've read your report, but I wanted to get a quick recap from the horse's mouth so to speak. I've also been reading over the report from our chief of mission to the Synth Ascendancy, she has mentioned you, and your senior staff in nothing but the most glowing terms."

"We do try to keep our customer service standards high, Admiral.”

"So let's take it from the top... Casualties."

Jerry nods. "Yessir. Two dead and a dozen injured, some of them severely, from the bombing attack on the Tear. I have another sixty critically injured from the viral attack on the synth communion matrix, and around one hundred and fifty lighter casualties."

Cistern frowns. "I knew the numbers, and I still don't like hearing it. The dead..."

"We're holding funeral honors for them tomorrow. I'm waiting on a message back from the protocol office on the Dauntless on exactly how we're supposed to do that. They're unfortunately some of the first casualties we've received... and then there's the matter of Thiha."

Cistern's face darkens, wrath burning in his eyes. "We'll discuss him in a moment..." He softens again. "Still your casualties. The civilians?"

"Most of them are recovered, Admiral, only the most severely injured, to include my mother in law, Inara, are still in healing comas. Inara’s scheduled to wake up soon as it happens, and she’s my next appointment. For my military casualties, the ones injured in the bombing have already returned to active duty. Of the sixty odd severely injured from the actual fighting on the Pillars of Ascension, I have maybe two dozen still in healing comas, another twenty who have been returned to full duty, and the rest are recovering or awaiting care from Synth Ascendancy cyberneticists. Of the mass casualties… well hit or miss. I think there’s maybe fifty in healing comas, the rest are healing naturally, using healing axiom meditation, or have fully recovered."

"That’s a lot of casualties, Jerry. What happened?”

“Synths are massively stronger physically than organics. Many of them have built in weapons. When they were attacking my troops they were attacking with killing intent, and my people were doing their absolute best to save as many civilian lives as possible, even the civilians attacking them."

Jerry paces the room for a moment, he'd had to have a long think about this after all, and come to terms with his own casualties in the course of writing his report.

"Our casualties were high for Undaunted operations, but civilian casualties were very light, maybe two dozen dead from our intervention across the station out of several thousand synths subdued. The Ascendancy hasn't given me the final casualties for the station yet, but it appears to be around five thousand killed or injured from the rampage itself. With nearly a billion people aboard the station. Well. I'm not one to believe in miracles, but I'd call that a miracle if pressed.”

“I see… not ideal, but I can’t fault you for trying to save as many as possible."

"Babydoll has also confirmed that after Sergeant Thiha died suddenly, the terrorist hacker specifically rewrote her code on the fly to target our forces instead of maximum general destruction. That probably saved tens of thousands of lives on its own. Babydoll also managed to kick out about eighty percent of the synths connected to the communion matrix and close off all connections beyond the infected synths, preventing new infections. If we hadn't been right there at the time of upload this would have been an absolute nightmare."

"I see... yes, exactly what was in your report, and the award citations you submitted for the Lieutenant. Send her my personal compliments for a job well done. Back to the Undaunted casualties, I wanted to ask about those cyberneticists. Seems like you have a fair few men and women undergoing cyberization. What brought that on? Your people going native?"

"Nothing of the sort, the problem for them is that the healing coma process would have left most of them as little more than children. I think the youngest and one of our more severely wounded would have ended up at five years old. Ten to fourteen was more common, and I need Marines and sailors more than I need pint sized boy scouts and girl scouts."

"Fair enough Jerry... though I did notice one of these injuries, Staff Sergeant Jabali Ironside... it has him down for a pelvic replacement and augmentation. What the hell happened there?"

Jerry searches his brain for a moment, then blushes. "Ah. Staff Sergeant Ironside is not in fact a combat injury. He uh." Jerry pauses for a second, wracking his brain for a moment. "Sergeant Ironside was injured during... recreational activities prior to the attack on the Tear and the station."

"The hell kind of sports do you have your Marines playing that a full pelvis replacement was required Jerry?"

"Wrong kind of recreation, sir. Staff Sergeant Ironside recently married a Jorgua arms dealer, a woman by the name of Yura. She recently signed her papers and has been brought into the crew as a Gunner's Mate First Class, Wichen's already poached her for her special projects team."

Cistern considers for a second. "Ah... yes the crocodile looking aliens that are rather... sizeable. Yes. I see."

"Not the entire picture sir. I looked into it. Staff Sergeant Ironside married four women from the Pillars of Ascension, including three full synths. He had six wives prior to arrival. He apparently has a... type. His first wife is the only civilian Cannidor on the ship besides my yet to be born daughter, the rest of them are an Agela, an Apuk woman who clears seven feet, a particularly statuesque Horchka woman who's been nicknamed 'Tiny' following Marine Corps tradition, and other women of... considerable size and stature. The synth women are also women of... stature."

"...Ah. I think I see. So really Petty Officer Ironside joining the Staff Sergeant's marriage was..."

"The croc who broke the camel's pelvis, yes sir. From what Dr. McCoy tells me, it's a miracle he lasted this long without a fracture."

"Seems like a reasonable enough upgrade then, if only to keep him alive and combat functional."

"He's also being sent to remedial axiom lessons with Cascka. His reinforcement clearly isn't where we want it to be for line infantry."

Cistern scoffs and lights a cigar. "Clearly not. Is that all for the butcher's bill?"

"Yes sir. We came out on the other side better than I feared... but losing Petty Officer Mayan and Tir'Shan still hurt. The one small mercy is that Tir'Shan, a married Apuk woman, laid her clutch last week."

"Not sure I'd call that a mercy, Jerry."

"Her sister wives and husband will be able to raise the children... and I would call it a mercy sir, taking our fatal casualties from two to ten with Tir'Shan's unhatched children would have probably put her husband out of commission for gods only know how long. It may well have broken him."

The Admiral takes a long, slow puff of his cigar. "You make a fine point. I'll be sending messages to both families of the deceased."

"I'm sure they'll appreciate that sir."

"Which brings us neatly around to ex-Sergeant Thiha. He's dead?"

"Very dead."

"How did he die?"

"A young Cannidor woman named Makula who assisted us aboard the station threw an entire armored door at him. It basically crushed his entire chest. He was killed instantly. Even if we'd had a talented medical adept right there and a stasis field prepped and ready there’s no way we could have saved him and taken him into custody."

"It's just as well. You and I both know the price for treason."

"Hanging, sir."

"A firing squad modernly actually, but I'm certainly in favor of the spirit of the idea. What about Thiha's group?"

"Most of them died in action, but we have maybe a hundred prisoners. They've been turned over to the Synth Ascendancy. Mother Superior Nyresta, the number two woman on the station, tells me that the Canoness has ordained that the truly wicked will be killed, while the misguided, and lesser criminals will be regressed to infancy and raised in the care of the church, to be given a second chance at life, without literal addiction or poisonous ideology. Pending an investigation and trial of course."

Jerry shrugs, his mixed feelings about the pre-trial mandate warring with his complete lack of sympathy given the specific natures of the crime clear on his face.

"Lesser measures will be available, but death or ego death seem to be the kind of mood the church’s command structure’s in. Not entirely sure how I feel about that policy, but I can’t say I blame them either. The bad girls killed a lot of people, and hurt a lot more. The sole saving grace as I said is when we killed Thiha, his hacker, who we believe to be one of his wives, set a target for the rage virus instead of just general destruction, which we believe was the initial plan.”

“Just to be sure I understand, that's an improvement, how?”

“Plainly sir, by having them hunting Undaunted personnel and other people who can actually fight back, we saved uncountable lives. Like I said earlier, our casualties were high, but civilian casualties were fairly low over all… Without a target… it would have been a slaughter across the entire station. Families would have torn each other apart, parents would have murdered children, then gone across the hall to kill their neighbors. It would have also been an outright nightmare to hunt down all the infected synths instead of them seeking us out.”

Cistern looks noticeably paler to Jerry’s eye as he processed the full weight of the situation.

“Good god. Now I almost think death might have been too good for Thiha. That plan is remarkably awful on every level.”

“Which is why I abstained from arguing about what amounts to a blanket decree to execute all the prisoners. For one, even with the Synth Ascendancy becoming an ally, I didn't feel I really had standing to argue about how they're conducting their internal affairs… and for two…"

“You can’t say that you wouldn’t do the same in their shoes."

"You know me well, Admiral. If anything, depending on how you feel about mind wiping and age regressing someone you might say the Church might be more merciful than I would likely be."

Cistern takes another long slow puff of his cigar considering that for a moment.

"On to lighter subjects. The Shallaxian investigator mentioned in your report. What became of her?"

"She'll be coming aboard the Tear. We're still discussing her exact status. If she's a passenger, a contractor or an Undaunted. Regardless of her exact position, I believe Lady Shadowhisper will be a significant asset to our intelligence team. Apparently she's putting the word out through the Shallax community that the Undaunted are good folk to work with as well, so we may well find new friends in the shadows before too long."

"We'll take all the help we can get of course. Then this Cannidor girl, Makula. Sounds like a sharp young woman."

"She's been offered a chance to join the Undaunted and the Crimsonhewers, but she's young and I'm not pressuring her to decide. She'll be coming aboard officially as a security contractor, but in reality she’s in an unofficial cadet status under Jaruna’s supervision until she figures out what she wants to do with herself. She's got a lot of potential."

"I certainly won't question your eye for talent Jerry. Seems you've got a fair number of synths joining the population of your ship too."

Jerry nods. "Yes Admiral, we have... two hundred or so synths of various peoples coming aboard so far from what my personnel center tells me. A few civilian traders have boarded, a few volunteers who want to join the Undaunted, one of the Ascendancy cyberneticists treating our people is joining our hospital staff and of course a couple dozen marriages."

"No lingering issues from the synth related tensions you were having?"

"Not so far, one of the more vocal members of that group submitted two marriage licenses from his hospital bed to the personnel department... Both women are full synths. So I'd say in that case at least things are rather firmly resolved. As a bonus we're getting a highly experienced security officer and a very well trained medic out of it, to say nothing of the capabilities of their chassis."

"Very well. On to still lighter matters... I have your orders. You're to proceed to Cannidor space at once, but en route I'm sending you some reinforcements."

Jerry cocks his head a bit. "I hardly need more leg infantry or sailors in most ratings aboard sir."

"Which is why I'm sending you an entire squadron of Huscarls, and the first batch of Undaunted made power armor instead. The armor’s a joint project with a Cannidor manufacturing firm. I know you have men and women selected for your power armored troops, so I'm taking the training cadre back so they can get to work standing up the first Undaunted power armor battalion, and giving you the equipment you need so those fine people can start doing their jobs."

"Excellent sir, I'm sure they'll all be very excited, but really? Another Huscarl squadron? I certainly won't complain, but why?"

"You've been getting into trouble quite a bit recently Captain, I figured more gunships to increase your fighter screen would be a smart idea. VSA-317, the Shield Maidens, will be well served to do just that... and their commanding officer was about to start threatening people if it meant getting out there to join the Tear's ACE."

"Well I certainly appreciate their enthusiasm."

"Quite." 

The irritation in Cistern's tone also suggested that whoever the Shield Maiden's commander was, Cistern was rather excited to make him or her Jerry's problem going forward.

"I also have the approvals for all the medals you've submitted so far. Lieutenant San Martín is receiving the lion’s share this time around. A valor award, and gallantry award from you, and two decorations from the church.”

“Princess Aquilar is awarding Babydoll an Apuk gallantry award as well. I also submitted her for a wound medal, she played it off when reporting after defeating the virus, but the thing took some pretty serious chunks out of her. She’s still recuperating.”

“I’ll see that it gets processed immediately. Her husband won a valor award and a wound medal himself, so they can match.”

Cistern shifts some papers around.

“I have some more decorations for you, including a gallantry award from the Synth Ascendancy for you and all the members of your undercover team. To include Ms. Makula and Ms. Shadowhisper. Commander Diana Bridger received a second decoration on top of that, and Commander Sarkin, Commander Sarkin and Ms. Le Fae have all been decorated, along with a dozen members of the battalion. I didn't see any awards for the Apuk troops."

"I'm handling that with Princess Aquilar in my capacity as Prince Jeremiah instead of Captain Bridger. The Apuk battalion did their people proud, we'd have been in deep trouble without them. The Princess is in contact with the Imperial High Command and it sounds like they’re being quite generous with the chest candy."

“Good, you know where to send the forms if any of the Apuk get put up for an Undaunted award. I’ll leave a note that those should be expedited… I also noticed you put in for Ms. Avia Le Fae's ace device and naval aviator wings. I take it she's signed up?"

"Flight Officer Le Fae swore her oath yesterday. She's a fully rated pilot and has some work ups to do for carrier ops, but considering she'll be spending a lot of flight time as the fighter and not the pilot, I thought it would be a touch silly to hold back from giving her her wings and Ace device when she's already flown a successful combat action for us."

"Fair enough, though that the young woman's a starfighter herself... and human besides." Cistern shakes his head. "How's she adjusting to the ship?"

"Only time will tell, it’s only been a few days after all. She still doesn't have much in the way of memories, but she takes to Human anything like a fish to water. She's definitely one of ours, even if she's got oil instead of blood. I believe she's managed to get in touch with her 'progenitor,' one Marian Le Fae, who is stationed on the Dauntless. Not sure how that's going exactly, but I can check in with Commander Sarkin and report back if you want."

"No, no. Just keep an eye on it yourself as things progress."

Cistern pulls a datapad from a drawer and flicks through a few pages.

"That brings me to Cora Charo and her people. We've determined they don't rate the Ace device as the commander and crew of a large craft. However I have awarded them all one of our new lower level valor medals. Dogfighting in a cargo ship might not make you a fighter pilot, but doing it in such an extreme situation is certainly courageous enough to merit recognition. Past that, I've also approved all the medals from your previous fleet action against this Admiral... Sparklehoof."

A vague look of disgust crosses the Admiral's face as he sets the file aside.

"I've also transferred the prize money for scouting a possible colony world to Captain Palashen and the Audacious. Seems like a lovely world though gods know if and when we'll be able to make use of it."

Jerry cocks an eyebrow. "Well if the Undaunted themselves don't want it, I wouldn't be adverse to leading the colonization with my people in a few years. It's not too deep into wild space, we have allies in the area, it has powerful natural defenses thanks to the nebula. What's not to like?"

"I'll keep that in mind. Now, our topic of the day. I'm afraid Jerry that this little business with the Ascendancy has sealed your fate. The board voted last night, and I signed your promotion warrant to admiral this morning."

"...It's an honor, Admiral."

"No Admiral Bridger, that is what I say to you. It is an honor to have your services, and the services of your crew."

"You can count on us, Admiral."

"Good, to recap your orders. You're to proceed to Canis Prime at best possible speed, you'll get more information en route, I believe you're going to be met at the edge of Cannidor space, but I don't have specifics beyond that."

"With pleasure." Jerry does his best to suppress his smile. "Speaking of promotions... my recommendation for the Tear's captaincy, I know I sent it up shortly after you mentioned me being on the list for a possible promotion..."

"I'm surprised you're not keeping command yourself."

"I have been reminded that I need to delegate more. Now that I have the rank and authority and apparently new resources I'm getting my hands on... I think I need to take a step back. I'll still stand watch of course."

"Of course." Cistern holds another sheet of paper. "The crew voted as required by Undaunted protocol, confirming your recommendation. Commander Sharon Bridger shall be promoted to captain, effective immediately, and is to stand to as commanding officer, USFS Crimson Tear. I'll leave you to do the honors there Admiral. Following a vote from your aerospace crews, Commander Sarkin is also promoted to naval captain, and will surrender command of VSA-103 to Commander Masha’Nelindra to serve exclusively in his existing billet as Commander, Aerospace Group Crimson Tear. With a fourth squadron on board we figured Captain Sarkin would be rather busy and wanted to let people advance. Commander Rolley will serve as his deputy, but retain command of the Nightstalkers. I also have warrants to promote Lieutenant Colonel Ghorza Bridger and Lieutenant Colonel Forsythe to full colonel. Any other promotions are of course under your authority."

"Of course. I’ve already drawn up the warrants."

Cistern chuckles. "More to follow from the diplomatic corps Jerry, good luck with the Cannidor."

"Thank you sir, I'll send a message before our light speed jump out system."

"Carry on Admiral, Cistern out."
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Jerry knocks softly before entering Inara's room that was just off the ICU. 

It was silly. He knew she wasn't conscious still, but it felt wrong to just... enter. Not after what Syl had told him. 

He slowly steps inside, and shuts the door before settling in the chair next to Inara's hospital bed. 

It was sobering to think of just how close Inara had come to joining the two casualties that were being prepared for burial 'at sea' after consulting with their next of kin.

He'd seen the photos and video from the damage control team of course. Read the reports. Spoken with Joanna McCoy. It had been a damn near thing for Inara, she easily could have died in the corridor if she hadn't gotten lucky, if the damage control team had been just a bit slower getting to her. Then she nearly died on the table. A true flat line.

A reminder of just how fragile everything was in the end. No matter how permanent something might seem, it was just a second away from being gone... and in her fear, in her pain, in her confusion, Inara hadn't called out for any of her daughters. Her sisters. Her ex-husband. Even Joanna, her friend. She'd called out for him. So Syl had sent him to be here when Inara woke, figuring that her mother had something rather important, and rather personal to tell him.

That she'd somehow convinced her eight sisters to agree with that, to stay in the Den preparing a special dinner to welcome Inara home, suggested to Jerry that Syl knew, or at least suspected, what Inara wanted to say... and if he was honest, he thought he could hazard a guess.

It felt like flattering himself a bit to assume that of course, but it was the logical conclusion if nothing else.

He slowly reaches out and takes Inara's hand, looking at her... she was the spitting image of her daughters now, beautiful still of course, but young and fresh like a blooming flower, returned to approximately her early 20s biologically speaking according to the specialist. The damage had been fairly severe, knocking nearly forty years off Inara's accumulated life.

It was strange to look at her like this in a way. He could see echoes of features that he saw in many of his Volpir wives, even in Inara's nieces like Firi. A strong family resemblance from Inara's own mother perhaps. A hint of what his daughters by Syl and the others would slowly grow into.

He wasn't going to need to get a gravedigger's spade, and a planet to use it on, so much as build a damn cemetery, of that much Jerry was sure. Inara's bloodline did not produce homely women.

The thought gets a chuckle from Jerry as he continues to hold Inara's hand, waiting for the appointed time to come, seconds ticking by like minutes, until at last, the memory retention band activates, and flashes Inara's memories back into her restored mind before turning off again.

Jerry rises, gently pulling the device from Inara's forehead and setting it on the table next to her bed, before resuming his seat, and taking her hand again. It wouldn't be long till she woke... and he wasn't going to wake her before she was ready.

Inara doesn't make him wait long, sighing softly in her sleep as she grips his hand back, shifting to interlace her fingers with his as her eyes start to flutter open.

"Goddess I had such a lovely dream..."

She stops. Eyes shut, as she gently squeezes Jerry's hand. Slowly she lets her eyes open, and as they focus on him, her big fluffy ears go wild in the most adorable incarnation of a Volpiri blush Jerry had seen yet, as she clearly resisted hiding her face... but she didn't let go of his hand, didn't let the pressure slack, not for a second.

"...Jerry?"

"Hey Inara. Feeling better?"

Inara takes stock of herself for a moment, feeling herself with her right hand, her left still firmly wrapped around Jerry's, like she'd never even thought of letting go. She was clearly going to hold on as long as she could.

"Well. I ah. Yes. Goodness is that my voice? I sound very... young."

"Well you are very young. You're a gorgeous young woman again, instead of the gorgeous mature beauty you eventually grow into."

Her ears explode into motion again.

"Really Jerry, must you flatter me now?"

"Well. Yes. Actually. However, it's not flattery if it's true."

Inara mouths a response, then lapses into silence, leaving them to enjoy a quiet moment together, before Jerry decides to finally push onward.

"...So. You asked for me. Before they put you under. Bones told Nadi, Nadi told Syl, Syl told me. Here I am Inara. I'm sorry I couldn't be there for you then, and I'm sorry I didn't stop the bastard sooner so you didn't get hurt."

"Did... you stop them?"

The slight tremble in Inara's voice struck Jerry as more born of a mix of emotions that were far stronger than mere fear... there was anger too. Righteous fury. The kind of emotion he'd never seen in the gentle Inara before.

"We got them. They’re never going to hurt anyone ever again."

"...Good." A dark cloud briefly crosses Inara's face, fully expressing the fury he'd heard in her tone, before she squashes it back down, and merely looks distraught.

"...Something wrong, Inara?"

"I'm just not used to... loathing someone so strongly. Not for my sake, but goddess the bomb was so close to the daycare! The daycare!" Inara's eyes open wide as she sits bolt upright, suddenly rigid, gripping Jerry's hand even tighter. "T-the children, are they?"

"They're fine. Mikasa's harness got hung up on some rubble and Cindy had to cut one of the straps, but other than that and some teary eyes, no trouble for the kids according to Syl."

Inara deflates back into the bed letting out a sigh of relief. "Oh thank the goddess... I can't believe anyone would do such a horrible thing! What kind of monster would attack children?"

"I actually asked the leader about that. Before he died suddenly. He said he hadn't known, and apologized. I think it shocked him enough that it left him open to Makula, a young woman from the station, dropping him."

"...He was a man? How horrible… but he did have a limit. That's... something for his soul I suppose."

"He was a man who was dedicated to preserving and propagating life... but he was also a man who had hated for ideology in his youth, and he hated Synths as an innate rejection of his ideology, a corruption of the soul, and for their religion."

"...That..."

"Doesn't make much sense. I know. Still, we can talk about current events any time you please... but right now. You called for me Inara. Here I am. What is it? What did you need to tell me so desperately?"

Inara freezes again, her free hand clutching her sheets tightly, even as she holds his hand even more firmly.

"I. It. It's... about you, and me. I had... made a decision. Shortly before I was injured. At that last moment, I was scared I'd never get to tell you..." 

She trails off again, embarrassment visibly spreading across her face and up to her large, fluffy ears.

"Tell me what?"

"That I... love you. Or I am falling in love with you at least if I don't out and out love you and it's very... complicated for me." Inara breaks eye contact, unable to meet his eyes for a few moments as her ears move wildly again.

Jerry's eyes widen slightly. Admittedly, he hadn't quite expected that, even with Syl nudging him that direction occasionally, and suspecting that Inara had called out for him because she had feelings for him, to come right out and say she was in love with him... he can't help but smile. 

He'd underestimated the depth of Inara's emotions, and her courage. He figured a theoretical courtship with Inara would have been slow and gentle, but here she was, proclaiming her love as brashly as any Apuk maiden. Albeit with a lot more blushing than your average bold as brass Apuk girl.

"Well. That's, I'm flattered Inara, deeply and truly. You know I care about you a lot as well. So... what do you want to... do about it?"

He left the ball in her court, feeling out where her heart was in all of this slowly. Inara was, for all her strength, still a delicate woman, and pursuing her aggressively would just run roughshod over both of their emotions... because as flattered as Jerry was... well. He had his own emotions about all that had been going on in his family recently.

"Ah. Well. I. I suppose I'm not entirely sure. I thought I'd at least get to speak to Syl before talking to you, maybe... work things out with Lursa'Tor or something so I could be a bit more. Coherent."

Inara lapses into silence again, taking a slow few breaths. 

"I uhm. Don't. Want to rush off and get married. Or pull you into bed. I just. I studied human courtship. Could we... date for a while? I need to remember... what it means to be like this with someone, but I want that. To be with you. By your side. As more than just your mother-in-law. Whatever we have to do. Whatever time it takes... but if I am honest with myself, I am sure of one thing. I love you. For so many reasons I'm not sure I could list them all if we sat in this room for a year."

Jerry smiles, feeling his cheeks redden just a touch, Inara was really breaking out some hardcore romantic talk. However, there was a small issue he needed to work through too.

"I... I think I need time too. Taking things slowly would be good. I. Well. I need to deal with things to a degree. I'm not upset per se, certainly not with you or your feelings. I'm deeply flattered Inara, and I have feelings for you too, but... Diana ambushed me. Even if Syl and the girls approved, even if I'm happy... it's not something I've really discussed with anyone. I'm a bit upset about having my wishes run over like that. I suppose there was always an exception for the right girl, the right addition to our family, but I set that limit for a reason, and they were… disregarded rather casually. I wouldn't trade my relationship with Diana for anything but I suppose I want to pretend I have some sort of principle or standard."

Inara reaches out and tenderly strokes Jerry's cheek. "You really are a beautiful man Jerry. I understand, and I want to be clear... I want this. I want you, but there's no pressure. No need to rush till both of our hearts are ready. I'm not going anywhere. We can... take our time. Continue to become better friends. Till we're both ready. If we ever are."

Jerry gives Inara's hand a reassuring squeeze. "Oh I wouldn't worry about that. I think we'll get there eventually. There's no need to rush in the end like you said... I mean, you're back to your early twenties biologically speaking, and I'm maybe five or six years your senior in that sense so it's not like there's a health concern for either of us."

Those lovely fluffy ears shoot up straight. "Oh fiddlesticks. I. Early twenties. I forgot... is there a mirror handy?"

Jerry looks around and finds a hand mirror in a drawer nearby, then passes it to Inara, who quickly starts to examine herself.

"...Hmmm. Well. I suppose I remember looking like this once upon a time. I've never deaged below thirty before. I've always thought I looked my best a bit more... mature."

"Well Inara, I don't have to be in love with you to tell you that you're beautiful at every age."

"Hush you, you're not making this whole taking our time thing easier!"

"Heh. Just speaking the truth."

Inara's eyes soften as she breaks into a warm, tender smile. "I know. It's one of the many reasons why I love you. Even if you just rejected me."

"Actually, I accepted you. Entirely on your terms. I won't promise you anything Inara, that would kind of ruin the point of getting to know each other more and dating, but... well. I think you can guess."

"Yes... I can. I understand. Even if I was teasing a bit."

"I figured, but meeting you honestly and wholeheartedly is the best thing I can do for you as a friend... or more."

Inara slowly reaches out and rests her hand on Jerry's again. "I suppose that's fair. It certainly gave me flutter bugs in my stomach."

"Youth catching up to you perhaps?"

"Mhmm. Maybe."

Inara's enigmatic smile suggested all sorts of interesting 'tones' to that maybe, but instead of elaborating, Inara and Jerry simply sat together in comfortable silence for a time.

"Shall we get your things together and go home? I think there's a lot of people who are very eager to see you."

"Yes... let's go home... and... could we. Hold hands as we go?"

"Well, I suppose that's a reasonable request from my... girlfriend?"

"Hmm. For now. Perhaps. We can always decide if even that's too fast. Whatever pace we take. as long as it's ours... I can't wait to see where the path by your side leads us."

"Well right now, it leads us home, where our family is waiting to embrace us both after time away."

"And that, my dear Jeremiah, is a truly beautiful thing."
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"Admiral on deck!"

"As you were."

The spirit isn't in Jerry's voice today like it normally was. This wasn't what he'd wanted his first duty as an admiral to be. The stars were heavier than when Syl had helped him put them on the first time. They felt like they were digging directly into his shoulders, but he couldn't complain. This was an important part of his duty. Of every commander's duty. 

He had lost people... not even in action this time, but to the cruelty and hate of monsters. Losing people in combat would have been one thing, the Tear and her crew had been remarkably lucky in that regard. Still. They had lost people. Undaunted were dead.

Three of them technically, though there would be no mourning, no ceremony to guide the soul of Denpo Thiha to the life beyond. This was for Petty Officer Second Class Ariana Mayen, and Mrs. Tir'Shan. Killed in the line of duty, in a place they should never have been at risk. 

It wasn't truly a failure on Jerry's part. The factors involved were beyond his control, but he felt those deaths, as much as he'd felt the deaths of any of the Marines who had died under his command back on Earth.

He finishes the lonely walk to the head of the formation, and takes his place by the two caskets that had been draped with the blue and gold banner of the Undaunted. They had been here for a day now, watched over by an honor guard from the ship's company and the Marine battalion. 

Of the two, Tir'Shan had been married, and Jerry had been told that her husband had not left the casket since she'd been prepared for burial. He sat to the side, a shadow of a young man that Jerry knew to normally be a skilled and energetic Marine NCO, surrounded by the rest of his family. Most were combatants. Warriors. Losing one of the 'safe' members of their family had clearly shaken them to their cores.

Mayen on the other hand... Jerry had signed her transfer orders to module one's deck department. She had been singularly bright and charming spirit, something that had come through in her brief interactions with her commander, and had left both her current and former work sections absolutely devastated at the loss of their friend.

Even setting up the ceremony had been somewhat difficult to nail down. The protocol office back on the Dauntless hadn't helped. Chaplain Danzia had offered to say some words, but for the first Undaunted funeral that Jerry knew of he had decided to set the standard, the Undaunted way. 

The firing detail was ready and waiting. The hangar, which had previously been a maintenance craft bay had been trimmed out in black, and after today, this small space would be left to such business, the domain of the chaplain, the few mortuary technicians aboard the ship, mourners... and the honored dead.

The memorial wall had transformed what had once been a blank hangar wall with some storage racks on it. Rearranged to clear as much space as possible, and to host some data streams, religious artifacts of the Synth Ascendancy, and the symbols of other religions represented aboard the Tear. 

Danzia had been very good about finding something for everyone more or less, with markers or statues common to most Horchka faiths, Apuk, one Cannidor death goddess, a smattering of humans emblems from a symbol wrought from stone that allegedly represented the goddess Hel, to a cross, and a Buddha. There was space for mourners to leave offerings, tributes, tokens of the dead.

It was quite the production for only having two names on it as of now... but Jerry knew, over time, that the list would get longer. Be it this generation or the next. By accident or battle. The two women being sent off by the crew today would not be the last.

Jerry looks over to Master Chief Daclan, and the big Filipino nods sharply.

"Detail! Room! Attention!"

The room, a hundred odd sailors, Marines and civilians representing every part of the crew snaps to, and Jerry looks over to the nearby bosun.

"Bosun."

"Bosun, aye aye sir."

"Sound officer's call. Pass word to bury the dead."

"Aye aye sir, pass word to bury the dead."

Jerry can vaguely hear the echo of the word being passed on the 1MC out in the passageway, and the ship comes to a halt in space, as all activity aboard the Tear ceases. His voice would be broadcast to all compartments. He'd thought long and hard about this, and at last, he finally had figured out what he wanted to say.

"We are gathered here today, to carry out an unfortunate duty. We come together as a crew, as a family, to commemorate our fallen shipmates as we commend their mortal remains to the void where we make our home. Though they no longer are with us, I am here today to tell you that Petty Officer Mayen and Mrs. Tir'Shan are, in a way, still with us, and will remain with us, so long as we carry their memory. I once told one of my Marines, that what we do in life, does not stay with us, nor do our works end with us. If we put good into the world, then that good shall ripple through time and space... and though that echo might be harder to hear after we pass on, for those we leave behind, it remains. Invisible, but as inevitable as the tides. We as a crew have done great things, for a great many people. Ariana, and Tir'Shan, as members of our community, did great things for all of us. As friends, neighbors, family, and of course, shipmates."

Jerry pauses for a moment, taking a slow breath.

"I am not here to tell you that they do not rest easy in their caskets. To charge you all with vengeance or some other trite thing... it would be unworthy of our shipmates, and unnecessary. Laid low by a traitor's hand, justice was won for them, and for all of us, for when it comes to treason from one of our own, we are all victims. The dead do not worry about such temporal things however. I have long been convinced that there is more to this life than the world of the living. While we will miss them, and their companionship, Ariana and Tir'Shan are departing on the final adventure. The voyage of discovery we all must one day face. So let us wish them well in their journeys in what lies beyond death, for while it is an ending of their story with us, their story continues, even as our story continues. In life, they joined us, seeking adventure, and discovery... and as they rest in their final glory, I can say they achieved that. It is my solemn prayer, for them, and for us all, that they, and we, do not forget our oaths to the Undaunted, in this life or the next. Because there will always be another mountain to climb. Another horizon to see. Another challenge to beat. Our oaths, and the bonds we share because of those oaths, are forever. Semper Impavidus, and Semper Fidelis."

Jerry steps back from the podium and steps off to the side, joining the detail of the ship's senior leadership, as Master Chief Daclan takes the funeral detail through the process, the flags being pulled from the caskets and folded neatly before two sailors present them to Jerry and Sharon, who'd been waiting, her new captain's rank shimmering in the dim light of the hangar bay.

Sharon had received the flag for Ariana Mayen, which would be packaged with all the care they could provide and sent to her mother, leaving Jerry to spin on a heel, and march quietly over to Tir'Shan's family. 

He'd done this twice before. People usually said the more you did something, the easier it became, but this was still as difficult as the first time, and for the sake of his own soul, he prayed it would never get easier.

As the caskets rise on anti-grav modules, Jerry takes a knee in front of Sergeant Imronbek Uzoqov, a Uzbekistani man, if Jerry recalled. He gently passes the folded banner to the grieving widower. "On behalf of Grand Admiral Cistern, the Undaunted Navy, a grateful people, and all of Humanity, please accept this flag as a symbol of our appreciation for your loved one's honorable and faithful service.”

Sergeant Uzoqov tries to say something as he clutches the cloth to his chest and chokes on his words for a second.

"S-Sir."

"I'm here, Imronbek."

"...That. That bastard. He's dead. Right? You got him?"

"He's dead. One of the Cannidor girls finished him off."

"...Did it hurt?"

"It was quick."

"...That's probably okay. At least we got him."

"That we did."

"Bastard orphaned eight children who haven't even hatched yet."

"I know."

Imronbek Uzoqov breaks down again, and Jerry embraces the man. Normally a strong, quiet Marine, this was probably the most emotion he'd ever personally seen from him. Imronbek was a controlled individual, and lived a life of strict discipline, even by Undaunted standards, but even as Jerry held him for a moment and let him weep... he understood. Because the thought of those eight innocents never getting to meet their mother for the sake of someone's hate... hurt.

"Imronbek."

"S-Sir?"

"I want you to remember one good thing out of all of this. Your children still have you. Still have their other mothers. Still have me, and the entire rest of the crew. Even though Tir'Shan's left us, a part of her remains with us, in the love you shared, and those eight little lives. So pull together. With your other wives, the rest of your loved ones, and everyone who knew and was touched by Tir'Shan, so you can make sure those kids know just how much their mother loved them, and how much she's still loved by all of you."

"Aye aye, sir. Thank you. It's. Hard to remember sometimes."

"Go spend some time by the incubator after this. In times of hardship and loss, we have to fight, and remember all that's good and beautiful in the world."

"Yes, sir. I... I think I'll do that. The... the Cannidor. Please... Thank her. For all of us. I... here. For her."

Imronbek passes Jerry a sheathed knife, which Jerry figured was a traditional Uzbek pchak knife, then sits back in his chair, embraced from behind by his first wife on his right, a Horchka woman who's name Jerry couldn't recall at the moment, and an Apuk girl on the left, who Jerry believed was Tir'Shan's clutch sister.

Jerry stands, straightens his uniform, shifts the knife to his left hand, and offers the bereaved family a crisp salute, before returning to his position.

The ceremony had halted for those brief moments, the whole point was for grieving after all, and sometimes you just had to let someone grieve.

Jerry nods at Master Chief Daclan, who resumes the ceremony. “Hand, Salute! Detail! Present! Arms!” With the final portion beginning, Staff Sergeant MacAllan steps forward from the back of the hangar, in full Marine highland regalia, and he begins to play the song that the Tear would use for its funeral services for now.

The Parting Glass was, Jerry felt, appropriate, as both a Human song, a song of mourning, of ending, but one that didn't invoke any particular faith or religion. It was just a universal expression of the sorrow of parting. Something all people, of all nations and species could understand.

The notes fill the hangar bay as micro thrusters gently propel the caskets out through the hangar's axiom field, and into the black. The guidance system would send them into the depths of the nearest star, completing their journey, and returning their loved one's remains to the star stuff from which all were born.

As the caskets vanish from sight, the piper takes three steps back, and Master Chief Daclan takes charge again.

"Detail! Ready! Aim!"

Jerry had never liked firing details. He'd been in a few. Led others. Still. The volleys never ceased to make him flinch, just a little.

"Fire!"

Ten rifles fire into the void, before they're snapped back into their original position, and the Marines on the detail charge the bolts of their rifles.

The cycle is repeated for four more volleys, before the Master Chief marches the detail out of the room, and Jerry steps back up to the podium to dismiss the rest of the room.

As the assembled group moves to depart, Jerry simply turns on a heel, and walks to the edge of the hangar's safety field, looking back out into the void, barely able to pick out the tiny stars that mark the casket's thrusters as they vanish into the black.

Sharon slips up behind him, resting a hand on his shoulder, providing her own comfort to her husband, as well as taking comfort for herself.

"Ready to get underway again, Admiral?"

"It's your ship now Captain Bridger, you can give the order."

"I will, but after... Neither of us is on duty. Care to share a drink? Toast the dead?"

"Yeah. I'd like that."
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Afterword




Greetings friends!

So lovely to see you again in the New Year! Hopefully 2025 is a little less... kinetic, than 2024, but we can only do what we can with what we have! 

I'd like to thank each and every one of you for making Flamebound my most successful release yet. If it happens like that again, and continues to grow, I'll be thrilled. If it was a one off, I'm still thrilled, as I've been more successful with this series than I ever might have imagined. 

I only do this because I love it, and because you're enjoying it. Nothing else matters to me than that you and I are having fun dear reader. 

The next book in the series is entitled 'Cannidor Crimson' and should be out either late this summer or early in the fall. I'm very happy with how it came out, so I'll hope to see you all again soon. 

Semper Fi, 

Eric Wesson
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